The human

Imperative.

A REPORT:

Navigating brand experience
at the dawn of the synthocene.
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As we step into The Synthocene Era - a near Al-powered
future where the lines between what is natural and what
is artificial are increasingly blurred - creatives will cut
through the Al noise by channelling what makes and
keeps us fruly human.
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In recent years, the consumer landscape has converged We are seeing a growing rejection of Al-driven
into a singular, glossy monoculture. Driven by the aesthetics in favour of the raw, the tactile, and the
predictive nature of Al and the efficiency of globalised unpredictable. This shift is fuelled by a deep-seated
design systems, brand experiences have become fatigue with digital perfection and a sense of loss
increasingly indistinguishable. regarding physical community and tangible experience.
This “algorithmic perfection” prioritises frictionless This report investigates the core cultural drivers
utility over character, resulting in sterile, homogenised behind this movement, examining how the erosion
aesthetics that feel devoid of human touch. From the of brand-activated creativity is sparking a return of
ubiquity of “blanding” in corporate identity to the the soul amongst forward thinkers. We define the
curated, high-sheen outputs of generative models, essential pillars of rehumanised design and showcase
the monoculture has set a baseline that is technically the brands successfully prioritising authentic human
flawless but emotionally vacant. connection over prevailing Al powered convenience.

At D4R, we are observing a distinct movement away
from this saturation. As the monoculture reaches its
peak, a counter-reaction is surfacing:
the rehumanisation of culture.
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Societal
drivers.
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The rejection of Al slop.

A primary driver for the rehumanisation of culture is

the growing consumer backlash against what has been
termed Al slop. This refers to the influx of low-quality,
generative Al content that has begun to saturate digital
platforms. In the advent of the synthocene, the novelty
of machine-generated imagery has rapidly degraded

into a sense of fatigue.

Consumers are increasingly discerning, viewing these
frictionless, “too-smooth” outputs not as a feat of
technology, but as a symptom of corporate laziness
and a lack of soul. There's also an intrinsic human
fear of Al output, an expected and naturally adverse

reaction fromm many within the audience.

“[Loss of trust] is the biggest risk,
especially if you're an established
brand. Users can quickly spot
generic, low-etfort Al content
(what many call “slop”), which
immediately hurts your credibility.”

PEEC Al

The Christmas season, traditionally a peak period

for high-craft, emotional storytelling in British and
European advertising, became a flashpoint of

anti-Al sentiment. Major brands attempted to leverage
Al to cut production costs and timelines, but the results

were almost universally derided.

In 2025, Coca-Cola attempted to leverage Al to
“evolve” its classic Christmas ads, replacing human
actors with generative animals. The result was a PR
failure. Critics labelled the campaign “plastic” and
“creative bankruptcy,” arguing that the glossy, uncanny
visuals fundamentally undermined the brand'’s “Real
Magic” ethos. Despite executive insistence that the
“genie is out of the bottle,” the public largely viewed
the campaign as a cold, automated simulation

of nostalgia.

The backlash against McDonald’s Netherlands was even
more severe. Their holiday spot, It's the Most Terrible
Time of the Year, was pulled days after release following
universal mockery. Viewers found the Al-generated
imagery “creepy” and “soulless,” noting that the
distorted, stitched-together clips lacked any genuine
human warmth. It served as a stark lesson: attempting
to replace human craft with machine-generated “slop”
often results in an experience that is unsettling rather
than relatable.

Coca Cola ‘Holidays Are Coming’, Christmas Advert 2025, Secret Level

Freaking chaos, it feels like a zoo.

Mcdonalds, Christmas Advert 2025, TBWA\NEBOKO
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‘ ‘ Generative Al isn't just coming for your creativity or According to Cornell researchers, the current rate 8
your job, its coming for your planet too. Looking beyond of Al growth could annually release up to 44 million %
Al's penchant for the flattening of culture, there’s metric tons of carbon dioxide by 2030, the emissions C:')
a growing, and almost existential risk related to its equivalent of adding 10 million cars to U.S. Z
environmental impact. roadways. This growth would also drain over 1,100 v

million cubic metres of water per year, equal to the

While the face of Al often appears weightless, it relies
. annual household usage of 10 million Americans. This
on a physical infrastructure of data centres that

) _ . cumulative impact threatens to put net-zero targets
are highly energy, water, and land-intensive. For an P P d

: : . , out of reach, making the “invisible” cost of automation
increasingly ethically aware consumer base, the hidden

°
. . . . C g a critical concern for consumers and therefore, brands.
ecological price of generative Al is a significant
)

red flag. The transition toward digitisation must not
compromise net-zero goals, yet current trajectories

have the energy demands Of suggest these two forces are increasingly at odds.
the computing infrastructure =
that supports it.
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CORNELL CHRONICLE

MIT News
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The best-in-class brand experiences are now defined
by a more deliberate path. In the luxury space, brands
like Hermes are actively distancing themselves from
the synthetic by investing in human craft, makers,
and artists.
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This approach was brought to life in their 2026 website
redesign, where French illustrator Linda Merad was

commissioned to craft a bespoke piece for every online
touchpoint. By showcasing Merad’s endearing quivery

lines, visible paper grain, and print-achieved colouring,
Hermes created a playful juxtaposition between the

digital interface and a wholly realised, tangible world.

By centring the artist’s hand, Hermes effectively argues

that true luxury is not found in speed or automated
ease. Instead, it is found in intention, care, and the

HERMES & Linda Merad )
unapologetic presence of the human.

( »
(-}
G\ §

PARIS WOMEN'S SHOES
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Self-actualisation

Desire to become the
most that one can be.

Esteem

Respect, self-esteem,
status, recognition,
strength, freedom.

Love & belonging

Friendship, intimacy,
family, sense of connection.

Safety

Personal security,
employment, resources, health, property.

Physiological

Air, water, food, shelter, sleep, clothing, reproduction.

Maslow’s hierarchy of needs.

The loneliness epidemic.

Our second driver and now a declared global public
health threat by the World Health Organization, chronic
loneliness carries health risks equivalent to smoking
15 cigarettes a day. This crisis is fundamentally @
disruption of the human condition, best understood
through the lens of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs.

Once basic physiological and safety requirements are
met, the human drive shifts urgently toward ‘love and
belonging’; the essential bridge between survival and

self-actualisation.

This epidemic transcends traditional demographics.
While often associated with the elderly, according

to a 2024 Harvard study younger adults aged 18 to
44 actually report the highest levels of isolation.
Socioeconomic factors are equally significant, as those
with lower incomes face deeper barriers to connection.
Whether it is an inability to share one’s true self or a
feeling of being fundamentally disconnected from the
world, this is a crisis of meaning that feeds into a cycle
of anxiety and depression.

The coming of the synthocene has only accelerated
this fragmentation. Technology is the most cited
culprit, with 73% of people identifying it as a primary
contributor to their isolation (Harvard 2024). In the
UK, 38% of consumers are seeking digital detoxes

to address the negative impact of online activity (EY).

This is compounded by a culture of overwork and
hyper-individualism that leaves little room for collective
service or community-building. People are increasingly
tired of digital facsimiles that promise connection but

deliver only further withdrawal.

This crisis acts as a direct catalyst for the
rehumanisation of brand experience. Consumers are
actively rejecting sterile, digital-first experiences in
favour of social infrastructure. They are demanding
that brands move beyond simple utility to foster
genuine belonging, prioritising physical spaces, tactile

interactions, and community-focused events.

“For brands to remain relevant,
they must move beyond the screen
and help bridge the gap toward
authentic human connection.”

D4R ANALYSIS
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Building on our understanding of the loneliness
epidemic, it is clear that as people are drawn away
from physical peers, the emotional vacuum is
increasingly filled by screen time. Far from being

a restorative escape, this shift often results in
“doomscrolling”; the compulsive consumption of
distressing news which triggers the brain’s “limbic
system” into a state of hyper-vigilance. Rather than
relaxing the mind, this digital habit keeps us in a cycle
of existential anxiety and “popcorn brain,” a biological
overstimulation that makes it difficult to engage with

the slower pace of the real world.

“Stress stokes our primary urge

to scroll. We're hypervigilant and
scanning for danger. The more
you scroll, the more you feel you
need to... It's hard to engage with
the real world, which moves at a
much slower pace.”

DR. ADITI NERURKAR
Harvard Medical School

The physical and mental ripple effects are significant, as
evidenced by recent data fromm Harvard and the BBC:

1. Insomnia and Sleep Loss
Research indicates that each additional hour of
screen time in bed is linked to a 63% increase in
insomnia risk and nearly half an hour of lost sleep.
This disruption is less about the specific app used
and more about the act of scrolling itself, which
steals the quality of our rest.

2. Mental Well-being
Studies involving over 1,200 adults suggest that
doomscrolling is directly linked to lower life
satisfaction and higher levels of dread.

3. Consistent stress
Because our bodies are designed for short bursts of

stress rather than the “constant onslaught” of digital

bad news, this habit leads to headaches, muscle

tension, and elevated blood pressure.

To counter this digital burnout, there is a growing
movement toward “intentional screen rituals” and

“cozy gaming.”

By replacing high-intensity scrolling with low-stakes,
meditative digital activities, people are attempting to

reclaim their screens as tools for emotional regulation.

However, these are merely buffers; the ultimate remedy

lies in establishing clear digital boundaries, such as
keeping phones off the bedside table and opting out
of notifications, to allow the brain to recalibrate to the

physical world and genuine human connection.

“The UK has one of the highest
average screen times in Europe, with
people spending nearly 30% of their
day on their phones. This equates to
around five hours and six minutes
per person.”

OPAL

The State of Screen Time
in the United Kingdom
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While much of this report focuses on the friction caused
by the oncoming synthocene, a balanced view requires
acknowledging where Al is already delivering life-saving
successes. Nowhere is this more evident than in medical
science, where machine learning is becoming an
essential partner for medical professionals. By handling
the high-volume data processing that often exceeds
human capacity, Al catches critical signs of disease
earlier than ever before and accelerates breakthroughs

that once took decades to materialise.

The lung cancer detection image on this page
illustrates this perfectly. Deep-learning algorithms can
now identify malignant nodules with significantly more
accuracy than traditional radiologist reviews, acting as
a vital ‘second pair of eyes’ to ensure high-risk cases are
prioritised for human review. Going beyond diagnostics;
Al is fundamentally rewriting our understanding of

Nature

biology through protein folding. By predicting the

3D structures of millions of proteins, these models
have become irreplaceable in modern drug discovery,
allowing researchers to design targeted therapies for
conditions once considered untreatable.

By managing medicinal technicalities, Al is not
replacing the medical professional, but rather
freeing them to focus on what they do best.

It returns the gift of time to those on the front
lines, allowing for the clinical synthesis, empathy,
and complex decision-making that no algorithm

can replicate.

What we'd like to see next from Al:

-

\

"An Al that actually locates
missing links and relinks
them automatically in
InDesign. No more hunting
through folders with the

deadline looming.”

JOSH KNOX
Associate Creative Director

.

/

-

“I'm already integrating Al into
my After Effects workflow;
its helping me to amend
expressions, cleaning up my
timeline without having to

keyframe everything.”

TIA HAYES
Digital Designer

~

-

\_

“Built-in spellcheckers are
notoriously basic, often
missing context or flagging
brand names they should
know. An intelligent-auto

version is long overdue.”

ROSIE PRESTON-CARY
Senior Brand Designer

/

-

\

“An Al that sets up the lighting
for 3Ds Max renders. Imagine
showing an Al assistant a photo
for it to copy the lighting from;
no more fiddly trial and error,
just perfect lighting.”

JAMES WESSON
Senior Designer

~
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The pillars of human-centric design.

Serving @
human purpose

Brands must move beyond transactional utility to act as catalysts for
human flourishing. This involves re-engineering touchpoints into “social
infrastructure” that addresses real-world needs. By focusing on physical
spaces for community, prioritising wellness, and actively solving human
problems, brands can fill the gaps left by digital-first environments.

The objective is to foster genuine belonging rather than merely

capturing screen time.

- Spaces for community
- Fostering wellness

- Solving human problems

Reflecting
culture

This pillar focuses on the soul of a brand through shared human
experience. While algorithmic output is inherently homogenised, true
culture is messy, referential, and specific. By leveraging nostalgia, IYKYK
cultural moments, and the vernacular of memes, brands shift from
faceless entities to active participants in the cultural zeitgeist. This
rewards audiences with a sense of shared belonging that feels earned.

- Nostalgia
-2 IYKYK moments

- Shared experiences

ddelnnl 1=
numan hand

This pillar celebrates the inherent value of the human touch, where
organic imperfection and expert mastery act as two sides of the same
coin. The wobbly line, the paper grain, and the visible texture serve

as warm, authentic markers of a human presence that LLMs cannot
replicate. Simultaneously, this highlights the profound intention behind
the work; whether through the detail of an expert’s touch or the
dedication of 10,000 hours of practice. Consumers resonate deeply with
this evidence of human effort, forging an emotional connection that

values the process of creation just as much as the final result.

- Naiive illustration
- Scribbles and mistakes

= Intrinsic authenticity & quality
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Case
studies.

Having established the context of rehumanisation,
we turn to the innovators putting these principles into
practice. The following ten case studies showcase

a diverse range of best-in-class brand interiors,
experiences, and design, with each representing a
unique fusion of our three identified pillars.

By prioritising authentic connection over algorithmic
efficiency, these examples provide a roadmap for
navigating the transition into a brave new world of
human-first design against the backdrop of the
ever-establishing synthocene.
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Cultivating
running culture.

Who adidas

What Athlete recovery hotel popup
When December 2025

Where East London

Serving a human purpose

Strategic

siller Reflecting culture

From the human hand

Adidas created a space in East London to act as
a pro-level recovery hub for athletes competing
at the Excel. By offering guided red-light therapy,
sound lounges for decompression, and nutrition
coaching from brand pros, the project shifted the
focus from the intensity of competition to the
necessity of restoration.

The hotel successfully bridged the gap between
elite performance and hospitality. While ‘“The
Circuit Suite’ allowed guests to trial upcoming
training innovations, the thoughtful addition
of a tuk-tuk shuttle to the venue grounded

the high-tech experience in genuine,

human-centric utility.
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adidas Hybrid Hotel
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A resonatin
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menswear. A
N, g\mﬂﬁ-

AN T “'M
Who Zara Man
What Flagship menswear store
When Opened December 2025
Where Osaka

Serving a human purpose

Strategic

Sl Reflecting culture

From the human hand

The new Zara Man flagship in Osaka’s Shinsaibashi

district prioritises local sensitivity. The space

<SEIV'I'II<:I DI@HLVHLS> <S}:IEIAI}:ICI 'IV.I.EIIDOS> < NOILDONAOYLNI >

balances global luxury cues with Japanese
texture, creating a space that's truly elevated for a
high-street brand.

Our favourite feature is the dedicated Listening
Room, which doubles as the returns space. By
repurposing an area usually associated with the
friction of logistics into a premium sensory retreat,
Zara has created a place for customers to actually
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slow down and enjoy the experience.
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Depressurising
the tattoo
experience.

Who Tiny Zaps
What Casual tattoo parlour
When Opened December 2025
Where Williamsburg, New York

Serving a human purpose /
S‘Froteg|c Reflecting culture v
pillar

From the human hand v

wallpaper.com

Tiny Zaps is a new concept that democratises TINY ZAPS

the tattoo experience through a casual, walk-

CSHVTII:I DIE)EI.LV):I.I.S) CSHEIAI}:ICI 'IV.I.EIIDOS> < NOILDONAOYLNI >

in model. By focusing on small, “naive” designs

selected from a book, the studio removes the

usual intimidation of a traditional parlour.

The space reflects this playful energy, pairing
acid green stained wood with hits of purple.

Every brand signifier is intentionally hand-drawn,
mirroring the aesthetic of the tattoos themselves.
It is a space designed for instant shareability,
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proving that even a permanent ritual can be
made approachable through thoughtful design.

TINY ZAPS WILLIAMSBURG
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Breaking
bread tropes.

Who FU.BA

What Bakery

When Opened August 2025
Where Madrid

Serving a human purpose

Strategic

sillals Reflecting culture

From the human hand

FU.BA in Madrid is a “Future Bakery” that balances
ancestral forms with high-tech precision. The
interior is designed like a softly lit lime-washed
cave, where the palette is strictly muted, echoing
the neutral tones of raw dough and flour. The
organic curves of the walls contrast with a
monolithic stainless steel table anchored by a

rugged block of local quarry stone.

By pairing this environment with a tactile,
Pantone-style chart for bread selection, the design
turns a daily ritual into a sensory exploration of
material and craft.

BAKING NEW
TOMORROWS

U.BA

dezeen.com
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Captivating
collaboration.

Who Anya Hindmarch X Boots e §

What Multi-channel collaboration . _ [y w L

When January 2026 i l&' g E 4

Where Online + London e |
Serving a human purpose

Strategic

siller Reflecting culture

USEFUL ITEMS

From the human hand

ATTA BITDHAR

Anya Hindmarch's recent takeover reimagined the

traditional British chemist through a nostalgic,
1970s lens. Drawing from the Boots archives, the
pop-up used apothecary shelving, retro tiling, and

staff in white coats to evoke a sense of community

<SEIV'I'II<:I DIE)EI.LVEI.I.S) <S}:IEI/\I}:ICI 'IV.I.EIIDOS> < NOILDONAOYLNI >

heritage and a “time gone by.”

The collaboration is a standout for how it
democratises high-end design. By applying
Hindmarch's signature “Eyes” motif to everyday
essentials like toothpaste and tissues, the range

=]

launched at an accessible price point of £5 to £10.

It successfully turned mundane pharmacy staples

UAUALYS
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into collectable objects, proving that designer wit
can be inclusive and rooted in the fabric of the
British high street.
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Teleporte
to Tokyo.

._

Who Thom Browne X Asics DR
—R A

i s._ w ‘Fﬂ

What Zine distribution pop-up ST
i ’E.i i : > —

When March 2026

Where London

Serving a human purpose

Strategic

sller Reflecting culture V4

From the human hand v G s

This collaboration transported a fragment of the
Tokyo streetscape into London’s ICA to mark the
launch of The Working Hour zine. Photographer
Robbie Lawrence and set designer Sean Thomson

constructed a weathered, life-sized news kiosk,

<SEIV'I'II<:I DI@HLVHLS> <S}:IEIAI}:ICI 'IV.I.EIIDOS> < NOILDONAOYLNI >

complete with a phone booth, lamppost, and
satellite dish, to house the physical media.

The installation successfully juxtaposed a gritty,
hyper-detailed structure against the classical
architecture of the ICA. It serves as a tactile
reminder of the material world, celebrating the

suit as an everyday uniform while making a
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global collaboration feel grounded, physical, and
deeply lived-in.
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Finesse found

in the raw
& unfinished’.

Who Suuupply
What Multibrand menswear retail
When Opened December 2025
Where Marais, Paris
Serving a human purpose :
FSJTiIrIZtegiC Reflecting culture ?

From the human hand

Located on Rue de Saintonge, Suuupply is a
menswear retailer dedicated to “essentials for the
quality-obsessed.” The store’s interior leans into

a raw, stripped-back aesthetic, with unfinished
walls that intentionally expose the plastering’s
natural texture.

By allowing the architecture to remain

“incomplete” and tactile, Suuupply highlights the
impeccable finish of its products. It's a space that
feels inherently effortless, mirroring the brand’s
mission to prioritise material and craft over
superficial logos or seasonal trends.

superfuture.com

i
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Elevating at the
intersection of
the everyday.

Who Blank Street
What Post-room popup
When October 2025
Where London

Serving a human purpose

Strategic

sl Reflecting culture

From the human hand

The '‘Post Room’, a Blank Street pop-up that
leaned into the intersectional needs of the modern
consumer, installed InPost lockers within a high-
traffic coffee space; turning the functional chore
of collecting a Vinted haul into a social ritual.

The design was anchored in Blank Street’s
signature green, creating a supremely
Instagrammable environment that functioned as
a meeting point. It is a clever example of meeting
the customer where their lifestyle overlaps,
combining the necessity of logistics with the
reward of a matcha.
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Collecting .
loyalty. =

< My Special Edition Stamps

g Signature
Who Paul Smith Complets i Stripe
What Loyalty scheme branding CO]leCtO]_‘S
: Club
When March 2026 : u
: Status: Curator
Where Online & in-store °
°
0 [ Albe |
Serving a human purpose / o020 g Doming I8 Albemarle Facade = &2
£ = = Street = - Floral Street ==
Strategic :
) Reflecting culture v
pillar
From the human hand v

ABOUT COLLECTORS CLUB

The “"Collectors Club” reimagines loyalty by

ACCOUNT: MY MEMBERSHIP

leaning into the founder’s personal passion for

stamp collecting. Moving away from generic
point-scoring, the scheme uses over 100 bespoke

postage stamps to represent the brand’s core

<SHV'I'II<:I DIE)EI.LV}:I.LS> CSEIEI/\I}:ICI 'IV.I.EIDOS> < NOILDONAOYLNI >

pillars of nostalgia, travel, and craft.

By hiding unique QR-code stamps within the
specific architecture of each store; from the

Domino Room in London to the dice table in LA, :(;
the brand has turned a functional retail tool into =
a global scavenger hunt. This successfully bridges q
the gap between digital rewards and physical » Floral Street :‘;,Jiﬁ 5
discovery, transforming a loyalty programme into ) P
a genuine hobby for dedicated fans. N

S
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Reimagining
nostalgia.

Who The Poké Court

What Flagship card store

When January 2026

Where Manhattan, New York
Serving a human purpose

S’Froteg|c Reflecting culture

pillar
From the human hand

The Poké Court elevates the trading card shop into
a sophisticated destination for adult collectors.
This flagship replaces the cluttered hobby shop
aesthetic with a “Japandi” interior of custom
maple millwork and dark green subway tiles,
creating a space that feels more like a luxury
boutique than a playroom.

The store centres on the “Pack Bar,” where the
unboxing ritual is transformed into a public
performance. It is a prime example of how
childhood nostalgia can be reimagined with
grown-up materiality and architectural rigour,
unlocking lifelong hobbies for millennials who are
beginning to see their affluence elevate.
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[n summary.

As we navigate the complexities of the synthocene,
we find ourselves at a pivotal moment where the true
value of design is being redefined. While the speed of
synthetic technology initially felt like a threat to the
creative soul, it has actually clarified exactly what
makes our work indispensable: our ability to imbue

spaces and brands with meaning, nuance, and a

distinctly human perspective.

Progressing into this new era, our outlook is one of
cautious optimism. We are discovering that technology,
when stripped of its “creative” pretensions and applied
as a high-functioning tool, doesn’t dilute our humanity;
it protects it. By automating the mundane, we are

finally free to focus on the magnificent.

Takeaways for brands:

-

Efficiency as an
engine for creativity.

The most successful innovators are using
Al to kill off “process admin,” allowing
designers to spend their energy on the 10%
of a project that requires true emotional
intelligence and strategic vision.

\

A shift from
speculation to utility.

We have moved past the hype of what
Al might do and into a phase of practical
application. The goal is no longer to be
“Al-driven,” but to be human-led and
Al-enabled.

-

The rise of the
human premium.

In a world where “perfect” digital imagery
is now a commodity, the value of the
“imperfect”; the tactile texture, the
hand-drawn detail, and culturally specific
insight has never been higher.

Intentionality
over perfection.

As seen in our case studies, the next
generation of brand interiors and
experiences prioritises the person and
authentic connection over superficial

digital polish.
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Backed by insight,
the D4R difference.

HELLO, WE'RE DESIGN4RETAIL OUR DISCIPLINES
Our strategy teams stay up to date and tapped into - Brand storytelling
culture, always keeping an eye on what’s happening. - Customer experience
That way, we can create more meaningful experiences - Pop-ups & activations
by using strategic insights to guide every step of - Retail identity

the project. - Store design & fit out
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