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The psychology  
of ‘wellness’
—
Where is human-centric design more important, than in 
the spaces that people use the most? We uncover the ways 
in which kitchens and bathrooms help us to live well.
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W
hen Eileen Gray designed the 
seminal E-1027 project in 
the late 1920s she displayed 
an inherent regard for the 
wellbeing of the occupants. 

Unlike its Modernist counterparts, this house 
was not merely a ‘machine’ in which to live, 
rather an extension of the human experience. 
As a living, breathing ‘organism’ it worked 
to fulfil the desires, whims and moods of the 
people who inhabited it and functioned to 
make their everyday lives all the more richer. 
Gray’s understanding of human behaviour 
and the resulting ‘wellbeing approach’ is what 
makes her such a pioneer. She set a benchmark 
for today’s designers and architects who are 
directly addressing pertinent issues of health 
and wellness – in light of the recent wellbeing 
movement – with innovative kitchen and 
bathroom designs. 

As the ‘heart of the home’ the kitchen is 
generally regarded as the primary site for 
gathering. The open plan trend, incorporating 
cooking and dining zones, enables social activity 
by bringing friends, family and like-minded 
people together. It’s a brief that designers and 
architects, such as Rodney Eggleston, Principal 
of March Studio, are commonly used to receiving; 
whether for small-scale apartments or large 
new builds. Most of March Studio’s residential 
designs include open plan kitchens, with the 
recently completed Somers House proving 
a particularly compelling model.

“Our clients wanted a space that could 
contain their art collection,” says Eggleston. 

“More importantly they wanted their new home 
to accommodate a large number of guests; it 
is a weekender, after all.” This psychological 
need for social interaction, family relations and 
friendship is cross-cultural, being as it is part 
of the human condition. But most significantly, 
these values are instrumental in generating 
or inducing happiness – a universal goal and 
aspiration that continues to remain relevant in 
our everyday lives. It is also a primary measure 
of subjective wellbeing, according to the United 
Nation’s World Happiness Report 2013.

As the link between sociability and positive 
emotions, happiness translates into greater 
functionality, productivity and efficiency, as 
well as increased longevity. The report found 
Denmark to be the happiest country in the 
world (although a new poll conducted by Gallup 
and Healthways names Panama at number 
one, with Denmark a close third). What both 
countries have in common, however, is a strong 
tradition of gathering, with high importance 
placed on social connectivity. Quite simply, the 
happiest countries in the world actively value 
socialising for its positive benefits and the Danes 
are especially renowned for this particular 
quality. They even have a word to describe it: 
hygge, which roughly translates as ‘cosiness’, 
but is more accurately understood as a sense of 
contentment that comes from keeping company 
with family and friends.

For Chema Bould, co-Director of Bower 
Architecture, this concept of hygge has 
informed the award-winning Hover House. “We 
understood the need to balance an open plan 
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with subtly broken-up areas, so it doesn’t feel too 
expansive,” she explains. “It was important there 
was plenty of opportunity for intimacy and that’s 
why we lowered the kitchen ceiling to create a 
‘cave’.” Providing a space conducive to social-
ising allows the kitchen to be read as a metaphor 
for nourishment, while it literally feeds all those 
who partake in the cooking and dining experi-
ence, investing these simple everyday acts with 
a level of significance and meaning. 

The kitchen may speak to the collective 
human experience through behaviours 
that are extrovert in nature, however, the 
bathroom is its polar opposite; a space that 
supports the individual human experience 
through behaviours introvert in nature. At 
its most fundamental level, the psychology 
behind bathroom design is informed by an 
understanding that good health and positive 
wellbeing should be supported and nurtured in 
the home. This is especially true, considering 
the fast paced, increasingly technology-focused, 
consumerist society in which we live, and 
our resulting desire to make the bathroom a 
sanctuary within a sanctuary. 

Bathing is currently enjoying a resurgence 
in popularity as Western culture looks to Japan 
for inspiration. There is now the realisation 
that the simple act of cleansing is a worthwhile 
ritual benefitting both comfort and relaxation. 
Germany-based manufacturer Kaldewei has 
commissioned the Rheingold Institute to 
conduct surveys on the psychology of bathing, 

with the most recent undertaken in 2011. 
What it found is that the simple act of bathing 
denotes a significantly transitional moment 
in a person’s day, where everything that went 
before is ‘washed away’ and everything that 
comes after is new and fresh. It encourages 
a psychological change in attitude because 
it dispels tiredness or assists in the winding-
down process, which ultimately aids in mental 
health and wellbeing.  

Placing the bath at the centre of the bath-
room prioritises the needs of the individual, 
making the experience of being in the bathroom 
a highly personalised one. As Head of Product 
Management at Kaldewei, Martin Dunisch 
understands the need for a solid, customised 
bath as a priority. “The qualities inherent in 
our steel enamel baths means they are made 
for all eternity,” he says. “And so our designs are 
in perfect harmony with the needs of a body in 
search of relaxation.” This supports the human 
desire to cocoon and withdraw within a private 
retreat, however, a need for connectivity still 
exists. While this is expressed through social 
interaction in the kitchen, within the bathroom 
this connectivity is with self, and with nature.

It echoes the Japanese tradition of shinrin-
yoku, or forest bathing, in which all the senses are 
activated and is commonly recreated through 
the use of natural materials or opening up the 
bathroom’s views with large windows. Letting 
the outside in has calming effects that detach 
the individual from everyday hustle and bustle. 
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previous left |  the hover house by bower architecture in mt. martha. the Lowered kitchen ceiLing heLps to create an intimate, tranquiL space. photography by 
shannon mcgrath. previous right  |  e1027 house and  furniture designed by eiLeen gray. image suppLied by aram designs Ltd, hoLder of the worLdwide Licence for 
eiLeen gray designs. opposite  |  somers house by march studio. the open pLan is designed to encourage greater interaction between the occupants. photography 
by john goLLings. above  |  swinging seventies by atticus & miLo. graphic monochromatic patterns Layered with bLock coLour. photography by derek swaLweLL.



habitusliving.comspecial issue —01

It’s a principle Caecilia Potter, Design Director 
of Atticus & Milo, applies in her renovation 
of a 1970s home, Swinging Seventies. “The 
bathroom design is strengthened by the views 
to the private garden, which lends the sense 
of being in a forest,” she explains. “We’ve also 
found with the current renewed interest in 1970s 
architecture that clients are embracing many of 
that era’s values, like casting away inhibitions 
and communing with nature.”

While it’s not always possible to bring 
nature inside in this way, many designers have 
used alternative methods for achieving this 
connectivity. Arent & Pyke has incorporated 
nature-motif wallpaper in The Avenue’s 
bathroom and Eggleston’s use of green within 
the Somers House bathroom is a deliberate 
nod to its natural surrounds. In much the same 
way as the kitchen nourishes, the bathroom 
nurtures the emotional responses of those who 
partake in the ritual of bathing and this is why 
creating a safe, cocoon-like environment is so 
important. Understanding human behaviour is 
necessary to comprehend why certain trends 
are adopted in the kitchen and bathroom, after 
all, design is simply not all about aesthetics 
and taste.

above  |  the avenue project by tfad and arent & pyke is an update to an 1880’s terrace. the bathroom brings nature inside featuring a whimsicaL cLoud motif in the 
hand-drawn fornasetti waLLpaper avaiLabLe from radford furnishings. photography by anson smart.

The act of bathing denotes 
a significantly transitional 
moment in a day, where 
everything that went before 
is ‘washed away’ and 
everything that comes after 
is new and fresh.
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