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Abstract
Taking into account that architects have a pronounced influence on humans’ lives, it is their responsibility to 
design and build livable environments. For this, there is another crucial dimension that shapes the individual un-
derstanding of space in a way that has not yet been taken into account. This paper looks at living environments 
and their meaning for individual life and well-being. It introduces a theoretical background that sets its focus 
on buildings and exterior spaces and presents a different point of view. Here the theory of Emotional Spaces is 
introduced, referring to a connection between space and feelings and considering that it is not enough to plan 
buildings and open spaces merely with architectural qualities in mind. This paper presents a different unders-
tanding of space and proposes a new approach to the design process. It is based on a design concept that places 
people and all their needs in the center. In order to be able to design and plan architectural spaces according 
to the needs of human beings, it seems necessary to understand the individual, everyday life. The challenge 
is to understand the individual life story, which should then be put into a spatial context. From these insights, 
Emotional Spaces that are relevant for „good and successful“ living can become visible.

Keywords: Emotional spaces, urban environments, living environments, housing stories, biografical narrati-
ves, well-being, participation, inclusive concept 

Introduction
Living environments, designed and built by archi-
tects, have an extraordinary impact on human 
beings lives. But what exactly defines our housing 
situation? What makes people feel happy, content, 
at home, safe, relaxed, comfortable in private as well 
as in public urban environments? Is the spatial di-
mension singularly responsible, or is there another 
relevant and important dimension?

This paper aims at presenting a different perspective 
on living environments and the aspects that influen-
ce dwelling decisions and well-being. It presents the 
theoretical background, looking at buildings and ex-
terior spaces from a different perspective. Here the 
theory of Emotional Spaces is introduced, referring 
to a connection between space and feelings and 
considering that it is not enough to plan buildings 

and open spaces merely with architectural qualities 
in mind. There is another crucial dimension that sha-
pes the individual understanding of space in a way 
that has not yet been taken into account. A different 
understanding of space proposes a new approach to 
the design process. It is based on a design concept 
that places people and all their needs in the center.

Being able to develop a sense of place in living si-
tuations can be a result of the translation of indivi-
dual Emotional Spaces to an urban and built envi-
ronment. This can promote a feeling of happiness, 
contentness, safety and comfort within the living en-
vironment. Considering Emotional Spaces in design 
processes, as well as the importance of Urban Dig-
nity in the urban context, can lead to new planning 
perspectives with a human related approach.
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Emotional Spaces
Architecture and emotions 
Architectural- and interior design are closely con-
nected with emotions. Architecture aims to create 
spaces with a specific atmosphere, that will cause a 
particular behavior and evoke feelings. A shopping 
mall, for example, intends to produce an inviting at-
mosphere that animates visitors to shop (Lehnert, 
2011), just as the architecture of a gothic cathedral, 
with its special, sublime atmosphere, may arouse a 
feeling of reverence. Gilbert Ryle, a British philoso-
pher, describes feelings as something that emerge in 
a current situation and touch a person in very diffe-
rent ways (Ryle, 2015). Architecture is able to induce 
individual feelings by creating a specific mood and 
atmosphere. Gernot Böhme defines atmospheres 
as an interplay between environmental qualities and 
the human physical constitution (Böhme 1995). An 
atmosphere originates from a situation that occurs 
in the spatial environment and has a bodily effect on 
a person, for example as a trembling, glowing, shud-
dering, tension or shock (Ryle, 2015) (see footnote 
4). Nevertheless, it is the individual experience that 
is responsible for such respective feelings and that
influences the perception and the meaning of space. 
These individual feelings are formed in every day life, 
during the process of living. 

Figure 1: Olga Klinik | Stuttgart | Room of silence    
(Caroline Günther)

Architecture and the built environment have a great 
influence on individual everyday life. Achim Hahn, 
an architectural theorist, speaks about architecture 
as an essential element in life. Architecture satisfies 
desires and needs related to the human existence 
(Hahn, 2008). It creates a place where activities can 
happen and at the same time structures spaces, in-
duces social order, establishes identity and enables 
an environment in which memories can unfold (Gün-
ther, 2017). It is an architect´s ambition and task to 
design suitable housing1 , providing shelter and a pla-
ce to live in, in order to stimulate a feeling of being at 
home and belonging. A home is a place where relati-
onships can develope, personal belongings are kept 
and a sense of security can grow. It is a place where 
people can develope identity2. However, the import-
ance of the individual living situation3 is not merely 
determined by architectural qualities. There is anot-
her significant dimension that exists and should be 
taken into account in design processes, namely the 
Emotional Space (ES). This chapter will introduce the 
concept of ES, explain its meaning, consider how 
such spaces develope and discuss their relevance.
 
Everyday life and the meaning of the individual  
living situation
In trying to understand everyday life, we are confron-
ted with the phenomenological scientific approach, 
that deals with the perception of things and people 
in the everyday world. Phenemenology considers 
the simple perception and understanding of what is 
perceived in all its self-evidence. These perceptions 
are part of our everyday life (Hahn, 2008). Edmund 

1 Housing means the built structure where private everyday 
life takes place.  
2 The formation of identity happens in interdependence of 
spatial experiences in the individual phases of life and the 
perception of the world (Pallasmaa, 2013). Identity is deter-
mined not only temporally but also spatially (Zaborowski, 
2008).
3 Living refers to the act of dwelling in a house.



3

Husserl (1859-1938), who can be named the first 
representative of the modern phenemenonogical 
approach, formed the assosicated concept „Zu den 
Sachen selbst“ (to the things themselves) (Husserl, 
2012). With this proposition he initiated a new per-
spective of perception, that had great impact on 
the philosophical outlook (Römpp, 2005). Husserl´s 
theoretical interest was to see and describe accor-
dingly. Phenomenology places manners of subjecti-
ve spatial cognition at the center of consideration. 
The philospher Merleau-Ponty describes the world 
as inseparable from the individual and refers to 
space as the „universal capacity“ to link things toge-
ther (Merleau-Ponty, 1966), as it were, space provi-
des the framework of life, especially of everyday life. 
The way we live is an extremely differentiated spa-
tialization of the individual biografical and cultural 
imprinting (Hasse, 2009). Jürgen Hasse describes 
this process as a densely interwoven and irrevocable 
connection between housing and living. Everyday 
life and the meaning of space is formed from per-
ceptual experiences based on original encounters 
with life. Out of this, „we create spaces for oursel-
ves and move in spaces where we feel comfortable, 
avoiding those that are unwelcoming to us“ (trans-
lated from German - Lehnert, 2011:9). This state-
ment refers to a significant dimension in the process 
of living that influences the individual relevance of 
housing, namely emotions. They reveal a correlation 
between housing space as an architectural space it-
self, the perception of this space and relationships 
developed in context with everyday life within hou-
sing. Herefrom, ES emerge as a result of individual, 
specific spatial situations and a spatial experience in 
any phase of life.

Emotional Spaces (ESs)
ESs represent, in addition to the usual known quali-
ties of built spaces, another very important dimen-
sion with a significant influence on the perception 

Figure 2: Miss Sargfabrik | Housing complex in Vienna   
(Caroline Günther)

and experience of the built environment, especial-
ly of dwelling (Günther, 2017). ESs are neither visi-
ble nor tangible, yet bodily perceivable4  (Günther, 
2017). Hence, ESs have an impact on an emotional 
level and evoke feelings, that then can be felt physi-
cally. They can arise from spatial experiences made 
in any phase of life in a specific individual spatial con-

⁴ Bodily perception refers to the phenomenal body, on the 
contrary to the objective body as a visible and touchable 
body. The phenomenal body implies a bodily sensing as a 
type of perception that affects a person deeply and is given 
to us in being self-aware (Böhme, 2021, Schmitz, 1992). „This 
differentiation between one‘s own bodily sensing and the 
body that can be perceived from the outside is important, 
because it allows to distinguish between a body boundary 
and a bodily boundary. For example, the body of a blind per-
son who walks along the street with his white cane, ends at 
the hand with which he guides his cane. However, the phe-
nomenal body of the blind person extends beyond this phy-
sical boundary, namely to the end of the cane, with which 
he feels resistance on the ground“ (translated from German 
- Gugutzer, 2006). 
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text. For example, if the childhood home conveys a 
feeling of security and is connected with a particu-
lar architectural design or setting, it can inevitably 
be associated with the living space and becomes a 
desired need in later housing. Likewise, an ES can re-
sult from experiencing a rupture in life, for example, 
when emigrating from one‘s homeland to a foreign 
country. 

ESs are shaped as a synergistic entity of feelings, 
emerging from the entanglement of one‘s life sto-
ries and everyday life. A research project dealt with 
the relevance of housing biographies in connection 
with successful living in old age (Günther, 2017) and 
statements from interviews show that residential 
experiences in early childhood have a great import-
ance for the experience of space. One interviewee 
describes how the meaning of housing was shaped 
as her parents were musicians and moved frequent-
ly, depending on their artistic commitments. Never-
theless, she never felt unsettled. Family life and the 
relationships within offered her a secure structure. 
Each place was a safe haven where she could return 
to, having the feeling of belonging. This feeling was 
not connected to a particular architectural space, 
but far more linked to her relationships and the 
personal encounters and, above all, with the joy of 
music: „[...] this life was also connected with making 
music, with reading aloud [...] with cultural aspirati-
ons, with fantastic guests and visitors, everyone like 
that, all artists [...]“ (Günther, 2017:164). Her mother 
gave their home a special meaning, despite the tur-
bulent everyday life. She created a cozy atmosphe-
re, from which a feeling of security emerged. In her 
early childhood both the emotional and the spiritual 
dimensions were formative and the close bond with 
her mother influenced her expectations and wishes 
towards dwelling. 

Accordingly, we can say that experiences initiate 
emotions, from which a certain atmosphere emer-

ges and a mood is created. This in turn leads to a 
bodily sensing and flows back to the emotional state 
of the person concerned. This emotion will then in-
fluence the attitude of the individual and thus the at-
titude towards the everyday world and consequent-
ly influence forms of action and behavior (Günther, 
2017). It will effect the individual way of living and 
decision-making in connection with dwelling. In the 
example mentioned above, the interviewee expe-
rienced a home with a secure atmosphere, where 
relationships were important. This dwelling situa-
tion lead to a bodily sensing, enabling a feeling of 
beloning and happiness. Her ESs are based on early 
childhood experiences in dwelling and satisfactory 
dwelling is primarily dependent on successful rela-
tionships. 

Figure 3: Biennale Venice 2018 (Caroline Günther)
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Figure 4: Dwelling  (Caroline Günther)

Putting housing stories in context
Dwelling is a basic existential need of every human 
being, a basic determination (Günther, 2017), that 
includes the wish to have a safe place to live, a place 
to eat, drink, sleep and develop relationships (Zabo-
rowski, 2008). Although each person is born into a 
housing situation, its individual meaning is shaped 
in the setting itself and in the process of dwelling 
throughout life (Hahn, 2008). Housing spaces pro-
vide a place to establish a meaningful world in a 
good environment and a pleasant atmosphere. Here 
trustful relationships are established. Dwelling is a 
process in which urban space and architectural in-
terior are no longer limited to physical space and 
determined merely by having a roof to live under. 
Far more, space becomes a place in which the bodi-
ly perception and bodily sensing are centric (Gleiter, 
2008) and where feelings can arise and influence 
the way individual lives are lived. These feelings can 
create an ES and establish a specific reference to the 
respective housing space. Resulting from individual 
and specific spatial situations and experiences, ESs 
are associated with living space in past and present. 
These incorporated past experiences have a forma-
tive effect on the individual and give this space a 
specific meaning. Consequently, the experience of 
housing space is related to the perception of buil-
ding structures, feelings that unfold and thereby the 

ESs that develop (Günther, 2017, 2019). In order to 
understand the individual meaning of dwelling and 
the needs of the dweller, it is necessary to identify 
and understand the respective ES. 

Significance of Biographical Narratives 
and Emotional Spaces 
Housing biographies make ESs comprehensible-
and reveal the connection between living spaces 
and emotions. They indicate the importance hou-
sing has on health and well-being1. In most cases 
the way of living is closely entangled with the in-
dividual biography and incorporates emotions, 
that are triggered in the process of dwelling. Social 
interaction with others, such as parents, siblings, 
neighbors and friends, shape the individual way 
of dwelling. In the course of life, as changes take 
place, the way of dwelling can shift. Every change 
of housing and neighborhood initiates a spatial re-
designing of one’s life and world of living (Hahn, 
2021). 

The analysis of biographical housing narratives 
plays a major role in the process of identifiying ESs 
(Günther, 2017). Biographical narratives can help 
to understand the needs of the individual dweller 
and therefore be a necessary additional aspect 
to the architectural design process. In princip-
le, a biographical narrative reveals the individual 
and meaningful interpretation of a story of life, in 
which memories outline and characterize a perso-
nal setting.

Memories belong to the individual reality (Ruhe, 
2012) and are also closely connected with past 
housing experiences. Gaston Bachelard describes  

5 Many international studies show the coherency between 
housing and well-being. A study on English publications bet-
ween 1984 and 2011 dealing with health and well-being in 
the physical environment, aimed to give an overview „of 
the evidence in the literature on healing environments“ and 
identified 798 studies (Huisman et al, 2012).
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the significance of these memories in his book 
„The Poetics of Space“ as an image that shapes and 
defines our past. These images bring back child-
hood memories, blend them with our imagination 
and influence the present way of living (Bachelard, 
2007). They become an expression of the indivi-
dual story of life. In the book „Berliner Kindheit“, 
Walter Benjamin delineates the close intertwine 
between memories and space. He presents places 
as spatial perceptions, linked to his bodily sensing, 
his impressions, ideas or expectations. Specific pla-
ces, also housing, are described as a dense merge 
of memories and refections of his childhood (Ben-
jamin, 1987). 

By understanding the individual biography rela-
ted to the past and present housing situation, it 
is possible to gain an insight in the particular way 
of life and understand the connnections that exist 
between dwelling, lived relationships, memories 
and emotions. What makes biographical narratives 
special are the obvious links between experiences 
and socialization. In the process of decoding the 
biographical narratives, dependencies and inter-
actions between housing and relationships that 
occur within the living space become visible and 
coherent (Behnken/Schulz, 1997). 

A qualitative survey is a suitable methodology to 
achieve access to housing biographies. Interviews 
beginning with an open question encourage the 
interviewee to tell their housing story and with 
this provide access to empirical material and help 
to understand the components of the individual 
everyday world. Examples of the interviewees lives 
make their reality tangible (Hahn, 2012) and offer 
insights to the meaning of architecture. 

This method was applied in the research project 
mentioned before. By examining specific state-
ments in context with the housing situation, the 
connection to living situations in childhood be-

came very visible. Generally the meaning of the 
past memories, saved as images, revealed diffe-
rent desires and requests towards housing and 
are particularly important, because they present 
an emotional process related to the housing situ-
ation. In most cases, speaking about the meaning 
of housing evocates feelings that are closely linked 
to the living situation. These feelings are distinct-
ly present and immerse the interview partner into 
an inner space that lays out the past and revives 
memories. 

In this respect, dwelling lets the individual de-
velopment process in life become visible. Dwelling 
presents the specific attitude and the emotional 
connection with the spatial context of living. By re-
cognizing the empirically found conditions in the 
life stories, it becomes possible to identify ESs and 
translate them into design structures. It is import-
ant to understand the individual attitude in order 
to design livable and fitting architectural spaces. 
This implicit knowledge contains the necessary in-
formation to make ESs visible and finally recognize 
the housing necessities. However, dwelling is not 
exclusively limitied to the housing space. It can be 
extended to the neighborhood and exterior spaces 
where life takes place (Bollnow, 2004). Here peop-
le can develop a connection, an identity and a rela-
tionship to their neighborhood.

Emotional Spaces and in an urban context 
„Neighborhood is not a place, it’s a state of mind“ 
(Sim, 2019:11). This statement underlines the im-
portance of the social and physical environment of 
everyday life as a place where people get together, 
can experience relationships and coexist. A neig-
borhood supports the development of identity, de-
termined by the places, squares and paths of the 
proximate areas (Zaborowski, 2008) and can serve 
as an anchor point (Hamm, 2002). Socio-spatial 
qualities generate a neighborhood, influence the 
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feeling of belonging and effect living situations. 
They consist of the built environment and social 
parameters. The built environment includes acces-
sible and usable urban spaces and buildings, offers 
suitable orientation, sufficient lighting, etc. Social 
parameters can conduct an improvement of living 
situations, lead to stable social structures, promo-
te a good community life in the neigborhood, offer 
educational opportunities, support health, induce 
participation in planning processes, accomplish 
inclusion or, on the contrary if not present, lead 
to exclusion, poverty, violence and dispair in resi-
dential areas that may prevent social contact and 
consequently preclude the formation of a good 
neighborhood. 

Lars Lerup describes the reciprocal relationship 
between people and built space, also referring to 
the neighborhood, in his book „Building the Un-
finished“ (1986). He argues for a comprehensive 
view of the architect in which building should con-
sider the behavior and the needs of people. For 
this, he suggests to accept a high degree of impon-
derability, giving unfinishedness space and offe-
ring the user the possibility to participate in the 
built world. Participation allows cooperation and 
involvement. This forsters the feeling of belonging 
and gives each individual the chance to implement 
own needs – especially the ES, in this case related 
to the neighborhood.

A neighborhood is part of a city and an important 
place in which social participation is possible, or 
prevented. Lively, vibrant and healthy cities ignite 
feelings of belonging, self determination and self 
assurance. Jan Gehl, a danish architect and urban 
planner, connects four concepts that make cities li-
vable: the lively city, the sustainable city, the healt-
hy city and the safe city (Gehl, 2010). The lively city 
is a place with well designed public spaces, offe-
ring a variety of possiblities to meet and connect, 

with short logical ways, a clear hierarchy within 
the urban spaces and smaller areas to meet and 
interact. The sustainable city considers ecological 
apects and offers adequate space for pedestrians, 
paths for bicycle riders and a well functioning, safe 
public transportation system. The healthy city of-
fers space and possibilities for movement, natur-
ally integrated into everyday life. Finally, the safe 
city is a place where bicycle riders and pedestrians 
have enough space, where shared spaces prioritize 
pedestrians, where inhabitants feel secure whilst 
moving through the streets and places of the city. 
Jane Jacobs wrote about the relevance of securi-
ty in the streets in her book „The Death and Life 
of American Cities“ (1961). She describes various 
aspects that influence the way a city is perceived 
and effects the inhabitants. Lively streets, mixed 
used buildings and common spaces, for example, 
have a great influence on the feeling of security.  

Figure 5: Amsterdam (Caroline Günther)
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Lively streets can help to prevent crime. Feeling se-
cure and safe in the city can facilitate and stimula-
te a feeling of responsibility for the neighborhood. 
Jacobs shaped the term „eyes on the street“, mea-
ning the responsibility each neighbor has for the 
proximity, a fundamental requirement for an invi-
ting and well functioning city. By observing hap-
penings on the streets, conciousness amoung the 
people living in the area is generated and this sup-
ports the feeling of security. 

In the urban environment the feeling of security 
is a crucial aspect, as it can make areas in a city 
lively and livable, or the opposite, abandoned and 
dangerous and create spaces of anxiety (Dillon, 
2005; Ceccato/Bamzar, 2016). Spaces of anxiety 
evolve out of situations in built environments, ha-
ving impact on the individual situation and are clo-
sely related to the perception of safety. Emotions 
are triggered, if a person feels threathend in the 
physical environment, for example in dark, lonely 
streets (Waters, 2006), with bad visual connec-
tions, on empty underground stations at night, in 
secluded urban situations without help, if a spatial 
situation is unevitable, or if the behaviour of ot-
hers might seem unpredicatable. Such feelings are 
closely connected to individual experiences, occur 
as bodily sensations, influence the feeling of safety 
and arouse ESs. Just as in housing situations, urban 
situations in the city produce atmospheres likewi-

se and evoke different feelings, making public ur-
ban spaces attractive or frightinig. These feelings 
depend on the individual ES.

Importance for Planning
Consequently, when designing public spaces, it is 
important to consider individual ESs. The challen-
ge is to define common denominators of the ESs, 
and consequentially develop holistic design para-
meters for public spaces. ESs are related to the in-
dividual story of life and, as a result, include the 
needs and requirements of the people living in the 
neighborhood. Finally, the intention is to enable 
social interaction by offering opportunities for en-
counter and communication that support a sense 
of security and are suitable and convenient for the 
neighbors. It is necessary to define the needs and 
requirements of the people living in the neighbor-
hoods. This is possible by including participation 
in planning processes (Hölzel/Krön, 2019) - a very 
good tool to enable involvement and give everyo-
ne the opportunity to contribute their own needs, 
especially those that arise from the ESs. Wishes 
related to well-being, health and comfort can then 
be formulated, considered and integrated. 

For this, a human related approach, placing the 
individual needs of a person in the center of plan-
ning, is essential. The implicit knowledge in con-
text of everday life is crucial to understand these 
needs and then be able to design and plan archi-
tectural spaces and urban environments accor-
dingly. Congruously, Lars Lerup (1986) appeals that 
architects should put themselves into the position 
of the dweller and understand how things acqui-
re meaning through their appropriation, by dwel-
ling at home and in the neighborhood. Resulting 
from the translation of individual ESs to an urban 
and built environment, a sense of place in living 
spaces can develope. This can promote a feeling of 
happiness, contentness, safety and comfort within Figure 6: Marseille | Eyes on the street (Caroline Günther)
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the living environment. Considering ESs in design 
processes can lead to new planning perspectives 
supporting a human related approach.

Accordingly, the challenge is to analyse individual 
life stories in a spatial context, aiming to uncover 
the ESs. Uncovering this knowledge is far more 
difficult than designing spatial concepts and deter-
mining living sequences. Architects are required to 
take into account the wishes, longings and desires 
of the concerned. Often these are hidden and only 
become visible in conversations, which underlines 
the importance of biographical narrartives, also in 
order to understand future requirements and chal-
lenges. By identifying the empirically found con-
ditions, it becomes possible to uncover the ESs. 
Once recognizing the needs, requisitions for the 
built space can be translated into an architectural 
language and design parameters can be drafted. A 
design with spatial qualities meeting the require-
ments of the occupant grant the option of a „good 
and successful“ life and dwelling situation. 
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