The quiet shift in workplace design
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You can almost hear it already: the sales call on Call it the Quiet Office Movement. Not silent libraries
speakerphone, the laughter from the kitchen, the or monastic offices, but workplaces that treat acoustic
coffee machine or Keurig, the project huddle that calm, focus, and mental recovery as core infrastructure,
somehow migrated right behind your chair. It is not decorative extras. It is quickly becoming a

the ambient soundtrack of modern work, and it is leadership issue tied to productivity, stress, retention,
exhausting a lot of people. and the credibility of any return-to-office strategy.

Over the last decade, companies have tried to fix The evidence is getting hard to ignore

collaboration and culture with openness and energy.

Tear down the walls, add more glass, throw in a coffee Noise has always been part of office life. The difference

bar, maybe a neon sign or some biophilic elements, and now is that we have the data, and the stakes are higher.
call it innovation. What we under-estimated was the An acoustics report that surveyed workers found
cost of constant noise, both literal and psychological. that 55 percent of offices are described as noisy and

A new wave is emerging inside workplace strategy. 69 percent of people in those environments say noise
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negatively affects their concentration, productivity,
and creativity. That is not a preference issue; thatis a

performance problem.

m Research from the University of Arizona suggests
that both too much and too little noise can harm
employee well-being, with a “sweet spot” at around
50 decibels. That is closer to birdsong or light rain
than the hum of an open office.

= At the same time, Gallup's State of the Global
Workplace data shows stress at work at record or
near record highs, with roughly four in ten employees
saying they experience a lot of stress during the

workday.

m Then there is the open-office myth. One of the
most cited studies on workspace design, by Ethan
Bernstein and Stephen Turban, found that when
two Fortune 500 companies moved to more open
configurations, face-to-face collaboration dropped
by roughly 70 percent while digital communication
spiked. More openness did not create more
connection. It created more retreat and more digital

noise layered on top of physical noise.

m If people feel they can focus better at home than at
the office, the office loses its moral authority. Recent
commentary on quiet zones in offices notes that a
majority of employees still consider home superior
for focused work, with noise cited as a key reason.

When leaders ask, “why is it so hard to get people back
in,” this is part of the answer. People are reluctant to

commute to a place that makes it harder to think.

Quiet as a performance technology

We tend to treat quiet as a personality trait. Introverts
like it; extroverts don't. In reality, quiet is a performance
technology. Cognitive science has repeatedly

shown that complex thinking suffers in high-noise
environments, especially when the noise includes

speech that the brain is subconsciously trying to parse.

The next wave of workplace
innovation will not be about
bigger screens or more
amenities for the sake of it. It will
be about spaces that respect
human attention as a finite,
fragile resource.

When we talk about “high-performance environments”
in sports, we think about recovery just as much as
exertion. Elite athletes build in calm: breathing work,
decompression, sleep, low-stimulus time. Most modern
workplaces still design purely for exertion. Screens
everywhere, glass everywhere, sound everywhere,

social availability everywhere.

Quiet offices flip that script. They treat calm, acoustic
control, and the option to unplug as a competitive

advantage.

Quiet is not the opposite of energy

One fear leaders have is that quiet means “dead.”

No buzz. No serendipity. No culture. In practice, the
opposite tends to be true. Teams that have reliable
access to quiet workspaces show up to collaboration
more present and less drained. They can actually
engage with one another rather than splitting attention
between a meeting and the inbox they have not been

able to touch all morning.

The emerging pattern in forward-looking workplaces is

not “quiet everywhere.” It is:
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m Buzz where it belongs
= Silence where it matters
m Options for everything in between

Think of it as sound zoning rather than an all-or-
nothing bet.

What the ‘Quiet Office Movement' looks like in
practice

For organizations that are already investing in
furniture, layout, and workplace strategy, the Quiet
Office Movement does not require a total rebuild. It

does require intentional choices.
1. Clear acoustic zones, not just pretty floor plans

Many offices already have zones on paper: focus
areas, collaboration spaces, lounges. The problem
is that the acoustic boundaries are often symbolic

rather than real. Quiet, sensitive areas need:

= Visual and physical separation from heavy traffic

paths
= Sound-absorbing materials and furnishings

m Policies that protect the experience, such as “no
calls here” or “headphones off” zones for deep

work

Loud and social zones need equal intentionality. If
the café is the social heart of the office, design so
that its sound and activity do not bleed into every
other area.

2. Choice and control for employees

One of the consistent themes in workplace well-
being research is autonomy. When people can
choose where and how they work, their engagement
and sense of control improve, which reduces stress.

Quiet offices give employees real options:

m Phone booths and small focus rooms that are easy
to book

m Library style rooms where laptops are fine, but

conversation is minimal

= Retreat nooks and lounge areas that are more

about recovery than output

The design question becomes: can a person move
through the office and change their acoustic
environment as easily as they change apps on their

screen?

. Soundscapes instead of noise

Quiet does not always mean silence. In fact, absolute
silence can be uncomfortable or even distracting

for some people. Leading organizations experiment
with curated soundscapes that mask disruptive noise

without adding more cognitive load:

m Low-level ambient sound rather than lyrical music
in focus areas

m Dedicated spaces where people can use personal
audio at any volume without leaking it into shared

zones

s HVAC and mechanical systems that are tuned to
avoid the constant hum or rattle that people learn

to resent

The point is not to ban music or conversation. It is to

make sound intentional instead of accidental.

. Rituals of calm in the workday

Physical design is only half the story. The rest is
behavior. Some teams are beginning to adopt simple

rituals that normalize quiet:
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= “Quiet starts” where the first 60 minutes of the day

are meeting-free and call-free

= Mid-day quiet blocks for intense work before the

afternoon meeting wave

= Norms that protect calendar white space for deep

work rather than treating every gap as fair game

Rituals like these cost nothing and send a powerful
cultural signal. They say: Your ability to think is

valued more than your ability to respond instantly.

Why this matters for talent and trust

The talent market is not just about salary and flexibility
anymore. It is about credibility. Does the organization
design its environment in ways that match what it says
about well-being, focus, and impact?

Quiet offices are not a silver bullet. They do not fix poor
leadership or misaligned strategy. They do, however,
remove a totally unnecessary barrier to good work.
They demonstrate that leaders are willing to invest in

conditions that help people think clearly.

In a hybrid world, every commute has to be justified. A
workplace that leaves people more drained than when
they walked in will always struggle to compete with the
couch. A workplace that reliably offers focus, meaningful

connection, and a sense of calm has a real shot.

Quiet is a design problem. Design problems are
solvable.

Every organization likes to say that focus work,
creativity, and well-being are strategic priorities. The
real test is what you are willing to redesign to support
them. If your office looks amazing on Instagram but
people need noise-cancelling headphones and late
nights at the kitchen table to get their real work done,

the environment is not neutral. It is actively in the way.

The next wave of workplace innovation will not be
about bigger screens or more amenities for the sake

of it. It will be about spaces that respect human
attention as a finite, fragile resource. The leaders who
understand this and start designing for calm now will
not just have more beautiful workplaces. They will have
teams that think more clearly, burn out less often, and

actually want to be there.

That is not a trend. That is a competitive advantage.

Rob Kubiak is vice
president of Research,
Systems & Innovation at
Wurkwel.

Published by CoreNet Global. Articles may not be reprinted without written permission from the editor, Tim Veenable. For reprint permission, please contact tvenable@corenetglobal.org.

CoreNet Global is an opinion leader in corporate real estate, workplace and infrastructure management. Enhance your knowledge with resources like research papers, exclusive
member survey reports and presentations from top speakers on hot industry topics. Members of CoreNet Global benefit from a wealth of research knowledge and resources — find out

more at www.corenetglobal.org.

4 ® THE SOURCE | THE QUIET SHIFT IN WORKPLACE DESIGN



