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“Don’t tell anyone about this place – it’s my quiet place” 
How people are helping researchers measure soundscapes in the 
urban built environment to help the human brain function better 

 

Interview: John Bynorth 

Pictures courtesy of Marketing Sheffield and Visit Brighton 

Project DeStress is a research and public engagement project being carried out by a team of researchers and industry 
experts, led by Dr Sarah Payne, Associate Professor of Health in the Built Environment at Heriot-Watt University. It 
aims to explore links between soundscapes (what we hear in places), cognitive restoration and the design of the 
built environment. The project is to develop knowledge of the health and well-being outcomes from experiencing 
sounds in calm, reflective environments and how this is affected by nearby building design and infrastructure, such 
as roads. 
 
The 16-month long initiative, receives funding from the Engineering and Physical Sciences Research Council (EPSRC) 
and Dr Payne hopes when the final results are published next year, the study will contribute to the Design and 
Engineering of Soundscapes To enable Restorative Environments for Sustainable Societies (DeStress).  
 
 
EVERYONE needs somewhere where they can switch off from the experience of everyday life, even if it is only for a 
few minutes. 
 
For many people in city centres that involves seeking out a quiet and restful spot. It could be a small park with a 
fountain, an urban garden or even a small peaceful section of a municipal square to call their own. 
 

Noise intrudes into our daily lives, 
even when we are finding our own 
space and tranquillity, reading a book 
or sitting enjoying the peaceful sound 
of trees rustling in the breeze. Sitting 
ensconced in our thoughts, we can 
switch off from and become unaware 
of the sound caused by traffic on a 
nearby street, trains passing on a 
railway line or from planes flying 
overhead. 
 
Being able to zone out completely 
from the outside world clears the 
head and eases the problem of 
Directed Attention Fatigue (DAF) 
where the brain struggles to keep up 
with the thousands of incoming 
sensory information and tasks it is 

expected to deal with, leaving it exhausted. Sleeping helps address DAF, but to combat the phenomenon city dwellers 
also naturally seek out calm and restorative environments, such as urban parks or squares, to rebalance the brain’s 
equilibrium. 
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This was the starting point for Project DeStress which has recently carried out fieldwork on restorative environments, 
seeking out quiet spots in urban environments, in Brighton and Hove, Sheffield and Edinburgh. 
 
The environmental psychologist said: “With 
‘Directed Attention’ we have to block out lots of 
distractions, be that sounds or other tasks that we 
have to carry out, in order to allow us to focus on 
what we are doing. The brain is susceptible to 
fatigue as we do not have unlimited cognitive 
resources. This means we can get tired if we have 
been working on something for a long period of 
time and will end up becoming distracted. 
 
“We need a restorative experience to deal with 
‘Directed Attention Fatigue.’ The way to do this is by 
getting a good sleep. However, many people don’t 
get that opportunity and the next best thing people 
can do is to head to a restorative environment. 
 
“This is a place that would enable fascination. It switches our brains from using ‘directed attention’ to ‘involuntary 
attention’ which doesn’t involve effort as we are innately fascinated by the task, view or sound.  
 
“This environment has got to meet what we want to do in that place and also give us an experience of being away 
(from what we are doing all of the time). There is a growing body of research which says that sound is an important 
factor in restorative environments.” 
 
People living and working in urban areas often have such areas of tranquillity sitting under their noses without realising 
that they exist. In Glasgow, George Square, for example, is frequented by city workers on any given weekday lunch-
time despite it being one of the busiest areas in the city centre for traffic – although most people would not consider 
it a quiet area, it could be a restorative environment if a number of soundscape design solutions were implemented. 
There are also other less noticeable havens, small parks, off the beaten track, that may be considered by some as 
‘quiet areas’ in Glasgow and other cities. 
 
Dr Payne added: “Evidence has shown that natural environments tend to be more restorative than urban 
environments giving us time to reflect. 
Generally most of the studies has been looking at the visual aspects of being outdoors. That got me thinking about the 
sounds because you can have a park which visually looks very green, but may suffer from the sound of construction 
work and traffic. I wanted to see what impact that has. 
 
“Also, most research is about the negative impact of noise and its adverse effects. Looking at soundscapes and 
cognitive restoration flips this research and shows that some sounds can actually be positive, and they can then 
provide a chance for people to recover from some of the negative aspects of noise.  
Dr Payne, described the process of establishing links between the built environment and soundscapes to aid cognitive 
restoration in people as a project that has ‘come full circle,” for her as she began looking into the topic over a decade 
ago. 
 
She did her PhD in architecture at Manchester University, researching the impact of urban park soundscapes on 
cognitive restoration and then researched the role further during a post-doctoral research fellowship at McGill 
University in Montréal. 
 
She also helped develop a report on soundscapes for DEFRA while working as a research assistant at the University of 
Salford, before becoming a research fellow in healthcare environment engineering at the University of Warwick. 
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But it took Dr Payne eight years to get back to her original research into the links between soundscapes and cognitive 
restoration. Her next role was to seek out suitable locations in the UK to enable the researchers to carry out their 
research effectively. 

 
During her studies at Manchester University, 
she lived in Sheffield, pictured left, so was 
already familiar with the south Yorkshire city. 
Edinburgh was an obvious attraction for 
fieldwork too, because of its proximity to the 
Heriot-Watt campus. 
 
Brighton and Hove, meanwhile, is known for 
its environmental credentials and efforts to 
improve noise nuisance and also contains the 
constituency of the UK’s first Green MP, 
Caroline Lucas. 
 

Dr Payne is interested in the use of different 
jargon by different organisations and 
countries to describe what the Scottish 
Government and the Environmental Noise 

Directive refer to as ‘quiet areas.’ She pointed out that the European Environment Agency had recommended calling 
quiet areas ‘calm areas’ as opposed to ‘quiet’, so that research didn’t concentrate specifically on sound pressure levels. 
 
She added: “There’s lots of different research, so I’ve focused on quiet, calm areas and areas of tranquillity. I was 
interested in how the public looked at these terms and what draws them to particular places. It is because they are 
quiet, or calm? These are all subjective elements.”  Therefore she developed an online survey to find out what the 
residents, workers and visitors of Brighton and Hove, pictured below, Sheffield and Edinburgh thought were quiet, 
calm, or tranquil places in their city.  
 
The survey included a map of each of the 
cities to identify the important places to 
the public and to establish the key acoustic 
and physical features of the places as well 
as people’s experiences of them. The 
survey was all done online and promoted 
via social media, Twitter and emailing 
people and using the EPS Newsletter. The 
work is still being analysed but Dr Payne 
says initial results suggest the public have 
identified many more places than the few 
places identified as potential candidate 
quiet areas by the relevant city councils.  
 
The survey provides an opportunity to 
identify ‘quiet areas’ through multiple factors other than just considering an objectively measured sound pressure 
level which may not relate to people’s experiences of the environment.  
 
For Project DeStress Dr Payne recruited a team of project partners, which includes academics and acoustics experts 
from both the private and public sector. These include Professor Marketta Kyttä, Professor of Land Use Planning at 
Aalto University in Finland, environmental noise specialist Clive Bentley of consultancy firm Sharps Redmore, Jack 
Harvie-Clark director of Apex Acoustics and chair of the Association of Noise Consultants, and Lisa Lavia, managing 
director of the Noise Abatement Society. Lisa has recently become a full-time PhD student for Project DeStress aiming 
to further understanding and application of the links between health, well-being and soundscapes. 
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In addition, Dr Neil Bruce, an acoustician and experienced soundscape researcher is a research assistant on the project, 
bringing important technical experience in making ambisonic recordings during the fieldwork, and in acoustic editing 
and reproduction.  
 
The focus of Project DeStress is on  cities, 
although the boundary of where a city such as 
Edinburgh, pictured right, starts and finishes 
has become blurred as new housing estates 
overspill into other local authority areas. 
 
Indeed, recent media reports have suggested 
Edinburgh could overtake Glasgow to become 
Scotland’s largest city in population terms by 
the late 2030s. The expense of buying an 
affordable property in the city had an impact 
on outlying areas of the city such as 
Portobello, with its beach often regarded by 
residents as a ‘quiet area,’ and Musselburgh, 
seeing a marked increase in residential 
developments. 
 
Dr Payne says another aim of the project is to 
“create a visual soundscape simulator of urban quiet environments which is an informative research tool that helps 
make the public aware, and potentially some planners may be less informed about some of the impacts of how 
changes to the physical environment can impact on people’s soundscape experiences and the result that has on their 
health and well-being.” 
 
She said: “My previous research has shown that people who report feeling restored from being in a particular place, 
the sounds that they heard there impacted on that level of rest that they achieved, and their ability to rest and recover. 
 
“I’ve also found that soundscapes can be rated in terms of perceived restorativeness and whether they view them as 
‘fascinating’ soundscapes, and whether it makes them feel that they are away somewhere different altogether (from 
their normal home/work environment) 
 
“There is also research showing that physical measures of stress can be lowered depending on the types of sounds 
that they hear.” 
 

Dr Payne said one of the most enjoyable aspects of the fieldwork, apart from meeting people (159 people answered 
the survey across the three sites), was discovering new quiet spaces herself. 
 
Dr Bruce, meanwhile, made acoustic measurements and ambisonic recordings, where specialised microphones record 
sound from all directions to record as accurately as possible the exact sounds someone would hear if they were sitting 
on a park bench. 
 
“I’ve got lots more analysis to do on all of the data collected and we are now creating a virtual simulation of some of 
the sites,” added Dr Payne. “Once we’ve tested whether we get a virtual simulation which creates similar experiences 
to those people who were in the park, we want to manipulate the model as if planning decisions have been made and 
make changes to how those environments would sound based on the changes to the physical environment. 
 
She said this would allow them to make computer simulations to identify how changes to the built environment would 
affect the acoustic environment in a ‘quiet space’ increasing understanding of the health impacts to the public and 
potentially planners. 
 
Dr Payne, left, adding: “This means we could effectively simulate the removal of a building that was blocking the sound 
of traffic from a road so people will be able to hear the difference that makes. 
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Dr Payne conceded the simulation would not involve high end acoustic modelling software, but would be appropriate 
enough to create a similar sound experience for the everyday (non-trained) listener. She said: “The idea is to make 
something that is publicly acceptable and that people don’t need to be in an expensive laboratory with surround sound 
systems to experience it. 
 

“Essentially, the aim is to raise awareness and 
get a better understanding of how planning 
decisions impact on soundscapes and people’s 
health and wellbeing” she said. 
 
Planners have to balance comments about 
noise and other environmental considerations 
before coming to a decision, particularly as 
pressure grows to meet Scotland’s housing 
needs. 
 
Dr Payne said: “We are questioning why things 
are done based on an objectively measured 
sound level. It’s nice that policies in some other 
countries consider more than just sound levels 
(such as use and access to the space) and I am 
hoping to find some of the characteristics both 

visually and acoustically, that works in terms of people saying that makes it a quiet area.” 
 
When surveyed, she said some people were reluctant to identify their favourite quiet place because they feared other 
people would find out or ‘something would happen to it.’ Dr Payne admitted that could make the data a little biased 
due to the public’s attachment to their favourite places. 
 
“Taking part has also made some people more aware of the sounds they subconsciously block out.” However, Dr Payne 
added: “I feel that I have to apologise when they tell me they can hear the traffic now, when previously they hadn’t 
heard it. I said ‘I am sorry if that has destroyed your experience of your favourite place!’  
 
Dr Payne added a few cheekily said during the surveys “Don’t tell anyone about this place – it’s my quiet place” 
 
USEFUL FURTHER LINKS: 
 
The DeStress Project and Scottish Government Scotland’s Environment website 
 
https://destress.hw.ac.uk/ 
 

 
 
Scotland’s Environment website 
 
https://www.environment.gov.scot/our-environment/people-and-the-environment/noise/ 
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