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HOK is not a licensed healthcare provider and any recommendations discussed herein are based on HOK’s experience and training related to specific projects and elements of design 
and are not meant to be an endorsement or a solution for every possible situation. 
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Impairments + Environment = Disability
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Sensory 
distractions
(sounds, smells, visual clutter)
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Cognitive 
distractions
(loss of focus, discomfort)

Sensory 
distractions
(sounds, smells, visual clutter)
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Sensory 
distractions
(sounds, smells, visual clutter)

Cognitive
distractions
(loss of focus,
discomfort)

Loss of 
engagement 

and productivity
(presenteeism, poor recall, stress, 

burnout, dissatisfaction)

hok.com



hok.com



hok.com

hok.com



hok.com

hok.com

https://www.jpmorganchase.com/corporate/news/stories/neurodiverse-hiring-brings-social-and-business-benefits.htm
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Difficulty seeing, hearing, or feeling the acute sensory 
details in a given environment and need more sensory stimuli 

to successfully process  information  

Prefer environments with controlled stimuli and dislike 
environments with excessive stimuli such as bright lights, crowds, 
unfamiliar scents, textures, or temperature fluctuations
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• Prefer less sensory stimuli

• Organic, simple patterns

• Light, neutral colors

• Clean, orderly spaces

• Little to no background noise

• Personal space boundaries

• Prefer more sensory stimuli

• Layering of textures and planes

• Saturated, contrasting colors

• Plenty of visual interest

• Background chatter and/or music

• Space to move/fidget

Some individuals are both hyposensitive to 
some sensory stimulation while being  

hypersensitive to others. 
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SENSORY 
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To balance today’s high-tech world, designers are introducing biophilic elements that evoke a feeling of nature and are calming,
refreshing and relaxing. Biophilic design strategies can reduce stress, enhance creativity and clarity of thought, improve well-
being, boost health outcomes and expedite healing for the neurodivergent and neurotypical. 
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Color has a significant impact on individuals in the built environment. Color has the power to energize, restore, stimulate, calm 
and even encourage creativity. (Browning, 2014) In times of crisis and instability, such as a pandemic, there is an increased need 
for the comfort and visual nourishment. Natural tones evoke a connection to nature and order and can convey qualities of 
comfort, calmness, and grounding. 

CALMING  COLORS COLORS SUPPORTING ANALYTICS CREATIVITY COLORSREFRESH | NATURAL  COLORS

ENERGIZING COLORS WAYFINDING
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82%
30-60 years old

22%
Hyposensitive

47%
Hypersensitive

54%
ADHD

40%
Autism

57%
A combination

of neurodiversities

202
individual
respondents

Dec 2021 - Feb 2022 69%
Female

or non-binary

“Nothing about us,
without us.
We did this research to give a 
voice to neurominorities and 
have a deeper understand of 
their experiences.

Most research to date  on 

neurodiverse  individuals has  

focused on the youth  and 

historically,  women have been  

underrepresented.
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Autistic 
individuals are 

working remotely 

less than others.

©BCCI Construction Co./ 

Blake Marvin Photography

36% OPEN ENVIRONMENTS | LOW-PANELS

34% HOME | REMOTE WORKING

24% PRIVATE OFFICE

3% HIGH-PANELED STATIONS

3% SPECIALITY SPACES | SCHOOLS | MEDICAL PRACTICES ETC.

0% SPECIAL FACILITIES | LABS | WAREHOUSES ETC.

Women
tend to be working 

remotely at

a slightly higher rate

than men.

All people 
over 60

in our survey 

either worked

in a private office (1/3)

or from home (2/3).
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77% AUDITORY

62% VISUAL

32% TACTILE

36% OLFACTORY | GUSTATION

25% PROPRIOCEPTIVE & VESTIBULAR

12% OTHER

3/4
have a heightened 

sensitivity to sound.

62%
are sensitive to visual 

distractions.

Men
in our survey

tend to be less 

sensitive to touch 

and smells.

Autistic 

individuals tend 

to have a lower 

threshold for 

sensory 

stimulation



I am highly sensitive

to the interoception sense
- my body’s internal feelings 

(being too hot/cold, hungry/ 

thirsty, sensations of 

pain/discomfort)”

Hypersensitive

Visual stress
- I struggle with 

certain patterns like lines,

colour contrasts, 

and fluorescent lights

can knock me out.

Highly sensitive
to noise.
“

Toomuch
background
chatter.

“ Movement around me

is distracting

and upsetting

when concentrating.

“
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1/3 of  respondents 

needed a higher % 

of auditory and 

visual stimulations.

23% PROPRIOCEPTIVE

30% AUDITORY

29% VISUAL

22% TACTILE

13% OLFACTORY | GUSTATION

12% OTHER

Women
in our survey tend 

to need more visual 

stimulation than 

men and are more 

impacted by visuals 

than acoustics.

Men
in our survey tend
to be less aware

of self-movement

and body position.



I need to be able to 

fidget and move

to be able to concentrate

Hyposensitive

I need some sound 

or music

to be able to 

function better

I need to
move
“

Good smells
help to regulate

my anxiety

“ I need to be able to

physically engage
or touch things 

in space

“

hok.com



40% 36%
CONFINED OR LACK OF

IN CLOSED SPACE ENCLOSURE

Challenges
Design elements you find challenging in environments?

56%
TEMPERATURE

53%
NUMBER 

OF PEOPLE

48%
PROXIMITY  
TO OTHERS

66%
SOUND

56%
LIGHTS

21% 16% 12%
PATTERNS COLOUR TEXTURE



Design Strategies
What types of spaces or elements do you find comforting?

*Number of respondents (Total 202)

0* 10 20 30 40 50 60

Access to natural light 48

Quiet space for focus 39

View to outdoors 30

Ability to control lights 24

Private spaces/office 24

Greenery/plants 20

Open plan 18

Ergonomic chair 15

Clutter free spaces 15

Back to wall 15

Comfortable temperature 15

Headphone/white noise 15

Access to people filled places 14

Break room/refresh space 14

Adjustable height desk 12

Working from home 11

Ability to limit visual distractions 9
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Design Strategies
What types of spaces or elements do you find uncomforting?

0 10 20 30 40 50 60*

Noisy spaces 58

Poor lighting 51

Uncomfortable temperatures 29  

Desk in busy locations 23 

Cluttered, messy spaces 20  

Wide open spaces 18

Smells 17  

Too much visual clutter 16  

Confined spaces 16

Crowds 15  

Busy, dense spaces 15 

Lack of natural light 13  

Feeling exposed 13

No fresh air 12  

Being seen by others 11

Hot desking 10

Fixed desk 10

*Number of respondents (Total 202)
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Female Male NB or other

Women in this sampling tend to…

Variances
Were there any notable difference between genders?

• report having more sensitivities than men

• be working remotely at a slightly higher rate than men.

• be more hypo sensitive visual stimulation than they 

are to auditory stimulation and desire more visual 

stimulation then men.

• be less challenged with being in open, communal space.

• prefer warmer spaces.
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Female Male NB or other

Men in this sampling tend to…

Variances
Were there any notable difference between genders?

• be less sensitive to touch and smells.

• be less awareness of self-movement 

and body position.

• be less challenged by pattern, color and 

texture than women.

• prefer cooler temperatures.

Non-binary individuals in this sampling tend to be 

significantly more sensitive than both men and women
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that are the most effective for you?
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or accommodations that are the most effective for you?
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which are the most effective for you?
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HOK is not a licensed healthcare provider and any recommendations discussed herein are based on HOK’s experience and training related to specific projects and elements of design 
and are not meant to be an endorsement or a solution for every possible situation. 
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