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You spend about a third of your life in one room, with the door shut and the air mostly still.

Researchers from UC Berkeley and Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory recently put 
instruments in an occupied home to measure what accumulated in the bedroom overnight. 
During sleeping hours, they found elevated concentrations of nearly 100 volatile organic 
compounds and related species compared with the rest of the house.

Some came from the occupants themselves and their personal-care products. Others came 
from the materials and furnishings around them. The takeaway is not that bedrooms are 
hazardous, but that we spend eight hours at a stretch in these spaces. What we put into them, 
and how well they are ventilated, matters. Those decisions are usually made long before 
anyone moves in.
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	 Natural materials, thoughtful lighting and carefully considered finishes create a hardworking kitchen that supports 
both daily life and a healthier indoor environment. (Courtesy of Kara Mercer Photography via Nuance Interior 
Design and Alair Homes Kirkland)

https://www.seattletimes.com/explore/at-home/low-toxin-homes-that-help-your-body-recover/


Luxury residential design has traditionally been measured by size, rarity, craftsmanship and 
visual impact. Those things still matter. Increasingly, so does how a home makes you feel.

	 Natural ventilation, filtered daylight and direct access to the landscape allow the home to 
work with its climate rather than separate its occupants from it. (Courtesy of Matthew Millman 
Photography via Walker Warner, Metzler Contracting Co., and Douglas Durkin Design)
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When a beautiful house keeps you on edge

Modern homes can work against their occupants without anyone realizing it. Poor ventilation 
allows carbon dioxide and indoor pollutants to build up. Bright, cool light late in the evening can 
interfere with the natural cues that prepare the body for sleep. Reflective surfaces and hard 
flooring allow sound to travel. Paints, adhesives, cabinetry, flooring, textiles and furnishings can 
all introduce volatile organic compounds (VOCs) into the air.

None of these may seem significant on their own. But living with several at once can make it 
harder to settle, sleep deeply and recover. A house can look flawless in photographs and still 
leave inhabitants tired by Sunday evening.

This is where interior design has a larger role than choosing greener paint or natural fabric. 
Flooring, cabinetry, adhesives, sealants, wallcoverings, upholstery, mattresses, rugs and 
window treatments all become part of the environment people live with every day. A material 
may be a good choice on its own, while the room as a whole tells a different story.

Low-toxin design is more useful when considered across the entire interior rather than product 
by product.

A healthy home is more than a shopping list

Low-toxin living is often approached through individual purchases: an organic mattress, a 
portable air purifier or a well-reviewed water filter. Those can be useful. But some of the most 
important choices are built into the house itself.

Greg Mottola, partner and CEO of architecture firm Walker Warner, has spent his career 
thinking about that relationship.

“The biggest misconception is that wellness can be achieved through a collection of products 
or technologies,” he says. “Those things can contribute, but the most consequential decisions 
are often more fundamental: orientation, daylight, acoustics, ventilation, thermal comfort, 
privacy and the organization of spaces.”

3/7

https://walkerwarner.com/


Generous daylight, expansive views and a strong connection to nature turn this... (Courtesy of Douglas 		

	 Friedman Photography via Walker Warner, Yellowstone Traditions, and Gachot Studios)  

 

Indoor air and comfort depend on many parts of the house working together. A tightly sealed, 
energy-efficient home, for example, makes a well-designed fresh-air strategy especially 
important. Low-emitting paint only goes so far if furnishings were selected without the same 
consideration. Large windows bring in daylight and connect a room to the landscape, but their 
orientation and shading also determine glare and heat.

The same coordination continues inside. A bedroom may have excellent air quality but still 
be difficult to sleep in if exterior light enters around the window treatments or mechanical 
equipment can be heard through the wall. A beautifully daylit room can become uncomfortable 
if reflective finishes amplify glare.

At Walker Warner, Mottola says, these questions begin with the architecture itself.

“We start with the site, climate and the client’s patterns of living,” he says. “Comfort and 
environmental quality aren’t layers added later. They are part of the framework that generates 
the design.”
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	 Generous daylight, expansive views and a strong connection to nature turn this quiet retreat into a 
space designed for rest and recovery. (Courtesy of Douglas Friedman Photography via Walker Warner, 
Yellowstone Traditions, and Gachot Studios)



Decisions that are difficult to change later

Many of the choices that determine how a house feels are made while the architecture and 
interiors are still being developed.

Orientation and window placement determine how natural light moves through the home. 
Mechanical design establishes how fresh air enters, how particles are filtered and how 
humidity is controlled. Wall and floor assemblies affect how sound travels into bedrooms and 
private spaces.

Interior specifications add another layer. Insulation, subflooring, adhesives, composite wood, 
cabinetry boxes and sealants largely disappear once a house is finished. Flooring, paint, 
wallcoverings and built-in cabinetry remain across thousands of square feet. Then come the 
furnishings, rugs, mattresses and window treatments.

This is why material selection benefits from looking beyond the finish sample. What is the 
product made from? What binds it together? Does it contain added treatments? What is 
required to install it? How will it be cleaned and maintained? A beautiful material that requires 
a high-emitting adhesive or aggressive maintenance product may not be the best choice 
for a room intended for sleep or recovery. These questions are easier to address while 
specifications are being written, rather than after materials have been ordered and installed.

“You can replace a fixture or piece of furniture,” Mottola says. “It is much harder to relocate a 
window, increase an overhang, improve a wall assembly or rethink a mechanical system once 
construction is underway.”

Interior decisions become similarly interconnected. Cabinetry affects electrical locations. 
Lighting impacts ceiling plans and controls. Window treatments may require pockets, 
blocking and power. Acoustic performance can depend on assemblies hidden behind finished 
walls. Resolving those relationships early allows the architect, interior designer, builder and 
engineers to solve them together.

None of this requires sacrificing beautiful architecture or interiors. As Mottola says, “A deep 
overhang can temper western sun while creating a generous outdoor room. A carefully placed 
opening can frame the landscape while bringing daylight into the house. The drama comes 
from precision rather than excess.”

At Hale Mau’u in Hawai’i, Mottola’s firm designed a residence as separate structures 
connected by open-air circulation. Moving through the house means stepping outside. Deep 
overhangs provide shade and shelter, while each structure responds to its exposure and 
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surroundings. The climate becomes part of living in the house rather than something 
experienced only through glass.
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	 Deep overhangs, open-air circulation and sheltered outdoor spaces make the climate part 
of daily life while naturally managing sun, shade and airflow. (Courtesy of Matthew Millman 
Photography via Walker Warner, R.S. Weir General Contracting, and Stone Interiors)



Room-to-room restoration

Think about how carefully a good hotel room is designed around sleep: blackout layers, sound 
isolation, ventilation and a thermostat you can adjust at 3 a.m. Yet the house where someone 
may sleep for 30 years is not always planned with the same attention.

A restorative home does not need to look clinical or advertise its healthy features. Air is filtered 
and refreshed with occupancy, climate and outdoor conditions in mind. Daylight is generous 
without becoming harsh. Electric lighting supports activity during the day and becomes warmer 
and dimmer toward evening. Acoustics protect rest, concentration and private conversation. 
Materials are considered for what they contain and how they are maintained, not simply how 
they look.

The details change from room to room. A bedroom should be dark with quiet and clean air. 
A kitchen needs proper ventilation and water protection. A home office benefits from daylight 
without glare. Family spaces should support conversation and activity without allowing sound 
to travel through the entire house.

Even the transitions between rooms matter. Moving from an active kitchen or entertaining 
space toward a bedroom can gradually reduce light, sound and visual stimulation rather than 
carrying the energy of one space into the next.

Perhaps the better measure of luxury is how you feel after living in a house for a few days. Do 
you sleep well there? Can you settle after a long trip? Can you concentrate without fighting 
background noise? Does the house remove friction from everyday life?

“A restorative home shouldn’t need to announce itself as a wellness home,” Mottola says. “It 
should simply feel exceptionally good to live in.”

Sarah Walker: is principal designer and owner of Nuance Interior Design Showroom 
(nuanceinteriors.com). She has worked in the design industry for more than 20 years.
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