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My Story

I’ve always loved bold colours, clashing patterns and beautiful design, but other than a shocking pink bedroom as a teenager, it never really manifested itself in my decor.

For me it was all about clothes, I was fashion girly through and through. I loved how transformative fashion could be, how amazing a new outfit could make you feel, and I wanted to be a part of that process. So, I headed off to London College of Fashion to study as soon as I finished school. It turns out, as much as I loved fashion, I loved partying more. All my artistic intentions fell by the wayside and, before I knew what had happened, I was settled into an office job with a series of uninspired, undecorated rented flats.

In fact, I didn’t get the DIY bug until 2020. By then, life had changed dramatically. I was no longer renting; I had bought my first home in Surrey eighteen months before with my partner Jon and our sons Rudi and Arlo. The events that led us to our new home are ones that are still difficult to recall. We had welcomed beautiful twin boys into our family of three in 2017, but just eight weeks later, Kit tragically passed away. I couldn’t bear to stay in the London flat where we had lived as it felt empty and incomplete without Kit. From the kitchen where I had made their bottles to the boys’ bedroom, I couldn’t escape the overwhelming and crushing sadness. I know there are those grieving who find comfort in being close to where memories have been made, but for us it was the opposite. All we felt was a constant reminder of the life we should have been living.

Thankfully, with the help of our amazing families, we managed to buy an ex-council house in a new area. We were so desperate to move that we didn’t even view the property before we bought it. We were on holiday at the time of the open day, so sent Jon’s dad and brother to take a look and, based purely on their feedback, we submitted an offer. The first time we stepped inside the front door, we already owned the house – something that seems madness in retrospect but felt right at the time.

The plan was to try and move forwards and heal. Life had other plans, and in 2019 I was diagnosed with cancer. I was thirty-six years old and terrified that I would die, leaving two children under five behind.

Thankfully, my treatment was successful and, just as I was once again ready to try and move forwards, life ground to a halt with the arrival of 2020 and the pandemic. To say I struggled is an understatement; suddenly there were no distractions from the grief and worry of the previous few years. Like so many of us, I felt trapped at home under lockdown and was on the edge of overwhelm. I can’t even remember what made me start my first upcycling project now, but I remember the paint colour ‘Flamboyant Flamingo’ leaping out at me from the Valspar paint chips – a gorgeous rich and vivid coral that just made you smile. I didn’t realize it at the time, but I had just discovered the power of dopamine decor.

Starting From Scratch

Our new house was very much a project, it hadn’t been updated since the 1980s and was a sea of brown, with the odd pop of shiny green or pink bathroom paint...and not contained to the bathroom! We had assumed it was mostly cosmetic work that needed to be done and planned our renovation budget accordingly, but within the first month we discovered that the whole house needed rewiring, which of course ate up nearly all our savings. We were so busy – first with the small kids and then with me being sick – that we lived with a mish-mash of brown spaces and an occasional half-hearted attempt to cover them up with white paint, for over two years. Eventually, as life started to calm down and we accepted there was no magical windfall about to appear, we had no choice but to have a go and get stuck in with DIY. Luckily, Jon is very handy and, with the help of his family, we began stripping off layers upon layers of paint and wallpaper. And with each layer my confidence grew – it couldn’t really look any worse, after all!
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From beige and dull, to colourful and fun, my dopamine journey.



While I was busy decorating and upcycling, one of my best friends suggested I start an Instagram account. She said that while everyone was under house arrest, interior accounts were booming. So, at the time feeling very silly, I posted my very first ‘shelfie’ and @the_shoestring_home was born. Since then, I’ve been lucky enough to grow an incredible community of interior fanatics who love dopamine decor just as much as I do and are following me along as I add some joy to our formerly brown house. I wanted people to recognize that if someone like me, who had never done a single DIY project until my late thirties, could do it, then so could they! I would be so happy if, through my Instagram and with this book, I can help more people to unlock the confidence to experiment with colour and design, and to feel brave enough to step outside their comfort zone to create a dream home they didn’t think they were capable of.

Your Dopamine Journey...

One of the questions I get asked most frequently about decorating is: where to start? This guide will show you how to begin the journey – whether you’re looking for small tweaks with maximum impact to upgrade your space, or whether you’re about to embark on a large-scale renovation project. This book will show you how to achieve a joyful, mood-boosting home using simple tips, tricks and creative hacks. Taking you room by room, I will show how to tap into the transformative power of dopamine decor, making your home a happier place to be. This guide will give you the tools and advice you need to embrace the core principle of dopamine decor by inviting bold colours, textures and patterns into your home to curate a space that truly makes you smile. Best of all, in true shoestring form, this book will provide cost-friendly ideas and inspiration for any budget, because I’m a firm believer upgrading your home shouldn’t cost you the earth.

...Starts Here

I hope that when you reach the last page, you will be coming away feeling inspired and armed with ideas and tools to start or develop your Dopamine Home journey.

I want you to feel empowered to begin applying some of the concepts discussed throughout, to abandon any pre-conditioned design rules you may have been holding onto, and to simply follow your heart to create a home that makes you truly happy. My single most important piece of advice would be: never be afraid of trying something new. Mistakes can always be undone, but not to ever try, and to potentially miss unlocking something that would make your heart sing, is such a shame.

Enjoy every second of pouring your personality into your home. Having a place that you can call your own, which is a sanctuary where you are safe, content and surrounded by joy, is precious, and so rewarding. Creating your dopamine home is, in all honesty, a labour of love, and this is a journey you will never regret embarking on.
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The Flamboyant Flamingo cabinet – the moment I discovered dopamine decor!
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What is Dopamine Decor?

Everything about dopamine decor should spark pleasure.

Dopamine decor is a fairly new trend, but truthfully, it’s been around a long time as, put simply, it is the concept of surrounding yourself with decor that brings you joy. Recently, it’s picked up this snappy label ‘dopamine decor’, an offshoot of ‘dopamine dressing’ as coined by fashion psychologist Dawnn Karen.

Forbes Home describes dopamine decor as ‘outfitting your home in colour, textures and patterns that bring you joy...Instead of a specific design aesthetic, it’s more about what makes you happy as an individual.’ No two dopamine homes are the same, as it’s intrinsically linked with your personal style and what gets your neurotransmitters pumping. Typically, though, dopamine decor is seen as a bold use of colour, energetic patterns, a mixture of textures and an eye for details. This mood-enhancing aesthetic focuses on filling your home with things you love and that make you smile.

For me, my personal dopamine decor is ever evolving as my tastes change, I’ve always loved bright colours, but now I’m more in tune with the particular tones that bring me joy. I like to be surrounded by energizing and optimistic colours such as oranges, corals and pinks, as well as jewel-toned greens. Botanicals are a recurring theme throughout my home, be they on textiles, wallpapers or in art, as floral and botanical patterns give me pleasure and lift my spirits. Just as I have learned to hone in and identify what boosts my mood and wellbeing, you can too by identifying when and where you feel happiest, and if there are elements of those surroundings that you can incorporate into your own home.


Maximalism

Minimalist interiors have ruled the roost for the past ten years but, as seen in the rise of dopamine decor, there is a shift towards trends that have a more maximalist aesthetic. True maximalism embraces the layering of patterns, textures and colours, typically in a slightly more glamorous way than the playful maximalism of dopamine decor. Maximalist interiors embody ‘more is more’ – but that doesn’t mean just collecting up a load of things you like, chucking them into a room and hoping for the best. Maximalism is still perfectly curated, you just go full volume with the look.
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The Psychology of Dopamine Decor

Dopamine is the feel-good hormone that influences a range of our moods and behaviours.

It helps us to feel pleasure, assists motivation and improves our concentration. The link between our neurological response to an interior is central to the psychology of dopamine decor. Designer Joshua Smith puts it beautifully when he says: ‘Our perception of beauty and how we incorporate that into our homes can really have a transformative effect on our mental, emotional, and spiritual wellbeing. We’re creating a conscious effect where we walk in the door, take in the beauty of our home, and let out an exhale of release. That sigh is the nervous system calming itself down as your brain produces those feel-good hormones thanks to the perceived beauty.’

Making design choices with an emphasis on how they make you feel is fundamental to creating a dopamine home. Colour theory and colour psychology are central principles of dopamine decor (see here), as is the use of pattern, nature and texture therapy (see here).

An Age-old Wisdom

Though scientific interest and research into the links between interior design and wellbeing have gained momentum in the last decade or so, this isn’t a new way of thinking. Theories such as the Indian Vastu Shastra and the Chinese Feng Shui have existed for thousands of years, providing detailed guidelines for how to create a happy home. Now, with the rise of neuroscience, we are more aware than ever before of the importance of our surroundings to our mental health and wellbeing. In recent years, findings of studies have been put to use in hospitals, schools and care homes, to create calming and positive environments for patients, pupils and residents.

People might think that the colour you paint your walls is superficial, but when we are spending so much of our free time in our homes, our decor becomes intricately linked with our mood and happiness. We want our homes to be safe havens where we can feel content.

It’s All About You

By learning to tune into your response to your surroundings, being aware of the effects of different visual stimuli, and then using this as a basis to curate your dopamine home, you are going to feel those benefits daily. This is very much down to individual taste and personality. There are, of course, people who would feel overstimulated by an excess of pattern and colour, but the key is finding what works to make you feel good, so that it will impact your general day-to-day mood and wellbeing positively.

As I will come back to again and again throughout this book, dopamine decor is really all about what makes you tick. Designer Kathy Kuo recommends thinking about ‘the places, people and personal touchstones that make you feel most relaxed and content’ as the starting place for your dopamine home journey. My home – and the examples of dopamine homes that you will see throughout this book – all reflect the unique personality and tastes of their owners. I hope you will draw inspiration from these spaces, but your own dopamine home will probably look entirely different...and that is exactly as it should be.
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A Trend for Trying Times

To my mind, it surely seems too great a coincidence that at a time of rising global insecurity, a cost-of-living crisis and the after-effects of a pandemic, the trend of dopamine decor is on the rise. I am sure that, at a time of great challenge, many people, just like me, realized that their mental health and wellbeing have benefited from embracing the principles of dopamine decor.

I know this from personal experience: firstly, from living in our rented flat, which was tainted with sadness; and then during the renovation, while the house was very brown, very oppressive and utterly dreary (brown is definitely not one of my happy colours). We didn’t feel content to be at home and always looked for excuses to be out. Now, I enter a room filled with colours I love and patterns that bring me happiness, and I can feel how dramatically my mood is altered. I feel the stress drain out of me; I’m in my happy place.
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Find Your Tribe: Types of Dopamine Decor

One of the reasons I love dopamine decor is because it is so personal.

It’s about what makes you happy and can be achieved easily by tuning into what gives you that warm, fuzzy feeling. This means there are many interpretations of the aesthetic: bold, eclectic, nostalgic, kitsch and pastel, to name a few.

Let’s Get Quizzical

So, which style camp are you in? Reliving my teenage magazine days, on the next page you will find a fun quiz to help you find the trends that make you smile. Obviously, one size doesn’t fit all – especially when it comes to dopamine decor – and you will likely find that you sit somewhere between two of the style camps. Starting out with a framework for how to approach your design can help to bring a cohesiveness to your home, which is a great way to ensure a harmonious and space-creating interior...plus, who doesn’t love a quiz!?
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Bold and bright living room – Janine Genower (@houseofedencourt)
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Fearless use of colour and pattern in Joanne Hardcastle’s kitchen (@hardcastletowers)
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Inspiration from Valspar for using paint to make an impact
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Vivid dopamine-boosting living room – Laura Hall (@thehexagonalhouse)






Bold

This take on dopamine decor is a fearless deep-dive into bright tones, daring patterns and ‘made you stop and stare’ decor. Those who adopt this aesthetic aren’t afraid to embrace the styles they love wholeheartedly.






Eclectic

These mood-boosting homes are a tantalizing blend of old and new, they are unique spaces that tap into the dopamine trend with ease. The exciting and unexpected details are perfect for stimulating dopamine.
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Laura Hall (@thehexagonalhouse) has curated a sumptuous snug with rich colours, layers of texture and the perfect blend of old and new.
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Pink and purple are the perfect pair – Helen Ford (@homewithhelenandco)
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Popping pastel living room – Poppy Pearson (@letsgotopoppys)
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Delicate pastels for a restful bedroom – Helen Ford (@homewithhelenandco)
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Tranquil mint makes for a relaxing living space – Helen Ford (@homewithhelenandco)






Pastel

Don’t rule out pastels as childish, instead embrace the nostalgic feelings these pale tones can evoke. Think minty greens, lovely lilacs, lemon yellow, powder blues and sugary pinks. The Danish and Scandinavian pastel aesthetic has gained huge traction in recent years.






Minimalism Meets Maximalism

Although dopamine decor is





































Shoestring Decor




1. Thrift, Thrift, THRIFT!



2. Go Online








3. Use Leftovers


4. Paint Everything



5. Do It Yourself
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