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Abstract 

This presenta,on ar,culates insights from an inves,ga,on into the personalisa,on of experience in 

the public interior to uncover principles that can contribute to the visitor emo,onal a7achment to 

place. The research posits that catering for a mul,plicity of sensory and emo,onal needs can foster a 

greater sense of connectedness and belonging. To support this perspec,ve, insights are synthesised 

into a sensory-emo,onal framework for design and management prac,ces to cul,vate a diversity of 

people and ac,vi,es, individual and collec,ve wellbeing. 

The methodology is rooted in the paradigm of embodiment to explore the visitor situated experience 

of personalisa,on analysed in two dimensions: personalisa,on for visitors, the way the interior is 

designed and managed, and personalisa,on by visitors, the way they engage with the environment 

to enact their preferred ac,vi,es. Personalisa,on for and personalisa,on by are treated as 

complementary and interdependent.  

The sensory-emo,onal framework developed through this research can deepen our understanding 

of qualita,ve prac,ces at the intersec,on of physical space and lived experiences, to contribute to 

the crea,on of public environments that are inclusive, welcoming and sustaining but also 

s,mula,ng, enjoyable and fun, making daily life more rewarding and connected.  
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Introduc6on 

 

Slide 1: Interior view from Level 3 at the Royal Fes:val Hall, London 

This project inves,gates the personalisa,on of the visitor experience in the public interior to uncover 

principles that can contribute to emo,onal a7achment to place. I was interested in deepening our 

understanding of qualita,ve prac,ces bringing together physical space and lived experiences 

towards the crea,on of environments that are inclusive, welcoming and sustaining but also 

s,mula,ng, enjoyable and fun. 

This research centres specifically on studying the condi,ons for successful rela,ons between body 

and environment. In its broadest sense, the ques,on that I am asking is: How could we cul,vate 

sensory-emo,onal connectedness in public environments? I also developed a framework for others 

interested in similar qualita,ve prac,ces to draw on. It is this framework that I would like to 

introduce and present today. But first I will briefly outline why I selected the public interior for this 

study. 
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The public interior 

 

Slide 2: Interior view of the Riverside Café on Level 2 at the Royal Fes:val Hall, London 

Public spaces are an essen,al part of the collec,ve environments that cons,tute our experience of 

the city. They contribute to the health, wellbeing and vitality of its inhabitants because the quality of 

the public realm shapes our experience of place and in doing so, can influence social cohesion. This 

understanding opened a space for me to explore synergies between individual and collec,ve 

experiences, and I chose the public interior because it has not received as much a7en,on in research 

as public exterior spaces. Thus, even though the methodology that I used in this project is rooted in 

the paradigm of embodiment, placing the sensing body as the primary means of percep,on, this 

research is not simply about being in a space as an individual but also about being with others within 

it. It is as much about the collec,ve experience, the macro-scale of the environment, as it is about 

the micro-scale of the individual.  

Following a compara,ve study of public interiors, I selected the Royal Fes,val Hall for the fieldwork. 

It is a well-known cultural venue and public interior in London, UK. It rated the highest level of 

publicness and as such, presented an environment with a rich pale7e of phenomena for me to 

explore. The following sec,ons introduce key components of the framework to illustrate ways in 

which to cul,vate sensory-emo,onal connectedness. 
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The experien6al process 

 

Slide 3: synthesis of the experien:al process 

As I iden,fied a site for the fieldwork, I also needed to define the boundaries of the study and 

therefore, a suitable experien,al context. This became the personalisa,on of the visitor experience, 

which I defined as a visitor centred approach to designing and managing public interiors that caters 

for a diversity of people and ac,vi,es. I drew on the wri,ngs of Irina Kuksa and Tom Fisher (2017) to 

differen,ate between personalisa,on for a person and personalisa,on by a person. In my study, 

‘personalisa,on for visitors’ relates to the way the public interior is designed and to the management 

of the visitor experience. ‘Personalisa,on by visitors’ refers to the way they engage with the 

environment to enact their preferred ac,vi,es. I also iden,fied a lineage concerning the rela,onship 

between the personalisa,on of experience and emo,onal a7achment to place from the private to 

public interior. Ali Madanipour (2003) explains that a home is a place personalised by its inhabitants 

to reflect their iden,ty, a place where territories are formed, a place that provides physical and 

psychological shelter and comfort, a place for self-expression and autonomy. Then, expanding on this 

understanding, Alison Blunt and Robyn Dowling (2006) highlighted that such a7ributes have also in 

more recent ,mes become associated with places outside private dwellings, places that may be 

public. This is about public spaces where people may feel ‘at home’. 
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Through this research, I uncovered an experien,al process, and this cons,tutes the first sec,on of 

the framework. This experien,al process can be explained in the following way. The personalisa,on 

of experience, when applied to the context of the public interior, can generate rewarding sensory 

phenomena conducive to visitors’ ability to develop posi,ve emo,onal connec,ons with their 

environment. The no,on of reward is essen,al since we are looking to cul,vate posi,ve connec,ons. 

We have spa,o-sensory phenomena generated through design and management interven,ons. 

Materials for instance can be selected for their pleasant tac,le and olfac,ve proper,es. We also have 

socio-sensory phenomena, those generated by people’s ac,ons and interac,ons. For example, 

conversa,ons can generate convivial auditory phenomena. Then, as significant experiences are 

retained as mental images, their cumula,ve effect over ,me can deepen connec,ons between 

visitors and the environment, to develop into more in,mate forms of emo,onal a7achment to place. 

So, this experien,al process is structured across four interrelated concepts: experience, rewards, 

connec,on, a7achment. 

The sensory-emo6onal process 

 

Slide 4: synthesis of the sensory-emo:onal design process 

This is then transposed into a sensory-emo,onal design process defined by three interrelated 

components - Cul,vate, Modulate, Generate. Before I explain these in more details, I would like to 

draw a7en,on to the integra,on of management prac,ces alongside design. Although this study 
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ini,ally intended to focus on design, I realised that I could not disassociate the design of the interior 

spaces from the management of the visitor experience. This framework recognises this 

interdependence, and aside from the organisa,on of spaces and their public access, the 

management of the visitor experience includes the management of safety and respect for others, 

and the way the varied and poten,ally conflic,ng needs of visitors are catered for.  

Cul6vate 

 

Slide 5: synthesis of the principles pertaining to the personalisa:on of experience for this study 

‘Cul,vate’ relates to a complementarity and interdependence between personalisa,on for and 

personalisa,on by. In the context of this study, it is structured by three pairs of principles: looseness 

and appropria,on, en,cement and explora,on, porosity and privateness. Looseness, en,cement and 

porosity can be designed and managed to cul,vate visitors’ ability to enact appropria,on, 

explora,on and privateness respec,vely. The characteris,cs of looseness include openness, 

generosity and flexibility. Openness refers to the permeability of the environment. Generosity, to the 

provision of space or furniture and to a degree of tolerance from management for visitors to enact 

their preferred ac,vi,es. Flexibility refers to people’s ability to rearrange elements to suit their 

needs. These characteris,cs can cul,vate visitors’ ability to enact a rela,ve autonomy and self-

expression, which were iden,fied as key a7ributes of personalisa,on in the home. In turn, this can 
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contribute to a diversity of people and ac,vi,es, bringing life to the public interior and cul,va,ng 

visitors’ ability to experience the public interior as a ‘home away from home’.  

En,cement is about arousing curiosity and invi,ng touch for people to explore the environment and 

ac,vely use their body to engage with it, to move, meander, look, listen, sit, lean, touch, grab, hold, 

inhale, and so on. Porosity refers to the way solid boundaries such as walls, porous edges such as 

windows and sensory thresholds, such as transi,ons from lightness to dimness, regulate sensory 

flows. These are the phenomena perceived through sight, hearing, smell and passive touch that flow 

through a space. They can cul,vate visitors’ ability to enact privateness, which is not privacy but a 

form of posi,ve territoriality in which people define personal or group territories in the micro-scale 

of the body. Because of sensory flows, these territories become vantage points from which visitors 

can maintain sensory connec,ons with the macro-scale of the physical environment and its social 

life. They are s,ll part of the life of the public interior even though they may not ac,vely par,cipate 

in it. This can help them feel comfortable, safe and sustained. In addi,on, this sec,on of the 

framework includes a matrix to iden,fy ways in which historical legacies, poli,cal governance, 

geographical loca,on and economic and financial health can impact design and management 

prac,ces.  

Modulate 

 

Slide 6: element of the emo:onality model 
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The next stage of the process, modulate, invites designers and managers to consider the emo,onal 

tone of the environment across space and ,me. Across space because a building may be composed 

of different spaces with varia,ons in a7ributes. Across ,me because the emo,onal tone of the 

physical and social environments can also shib depending on the ,me of day, week, month or year. 

The framework includes matrices designed to help modulate these varia,ons. However, it is 

important to stress that this is not about predic,ng people’s emo,onal state, that is not possible. It is 

about considering what would it be like for visitors to inhabit and experience the environment in 

which they are situated. This is about understanding how emo,onality could permeate 

environmental experience as designed elements and human ac,vi,es engage the senses and define 

the emo,onal tone of a space. Here, emo,onality is structured across two dimensions. I was inspired 

by James Russell’s (1980) Circumplex model of affect and the wri,ngs of Charles Rice (2007). In this 

model, quali,es in the environment can be perceived emo,onally as either grounding or s,mula,ng. 

Grounding quali,es are linked to familiarity, con,nuity and stability. S,mula,ng quali,es are linked 

to momentary and dynamic experiences. This research showed that we need both to make daily life 

more rewarding and more connected. 

Generate 

 

Slide 7: element of the sensory model 
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Then, the ques,on becomes how could the personalisa,on of experience generate rewarding 

sensory phenomena conducive to visitors’ ability to develop posi,ve emo,onal connec,ons with 

their environment? For this, I developed a sensory model complemented by an extensive library of 

phenomena with corresponding value scales to reflect their qualita,ve a7ributes. Examples of value 

scales include the degree of sharpness to smoothness in contour iden,fy, or the degree of warmth to 

coolness in colour temperature. The model also foregrounds the cross-modality of the senses, when 

sensory phenomena associated with one modality can be perceived through another. For example, 

phenomena associated with touch can also be perceived through sight. This is oben defined as 

hap,c sight although in this model, I prefer to use the word ‘tactual’ to maintain a more obvious 

connec,on with ‘tac,le’, used in rela,on to touch.  

I am also interested in lesser known (or less discussed) cross-modali,es. For example, it is possible to 

perceive kinaesthe,c phenomena through sight when observing the movement, postures, spa,al 

and social gestures of others. I found that seeing people slowly meandering through as space, or 

leaning back on a sofa, can contribute to the percep,on of relaxa,on and comfort in the observer 

and through social contagion, even induce the observer to perform similar ac,ons. Phenomena 

associated with touch and kinaesthesia can also be perceived through hearing. For example, the 

sound of someone walking will be perceived differently kinaesthe,cally to the sound of someone 

running and again we go back to the interrela,on between people and environment because in this 

example, the materiality of the space will have a significant impact on the quality of the sound. It is 

also possible to perceive the weight of a door from the sound it makes as it closes, and this example 

calls to mind the intermodal percep,on between exterocep,ve tac,le sensa,ons and interocep,ve 

muscle sensa,ons. This model also opens a window into the way touch and muscle sensa,on 

interrelate. 

As with other models, the separa,on of modali,es into categories is necessary but ar,ficial, only 

serving the purpose of organising informa,on. Sight dominates this model, occupying almost half the 

wheel. This is consistent with the understanding that vision is our most dominant sense, but this is 

also because in this study cross-modality is most prominent in sight. I chose to place the modality 

smell at the top of the model to help alleviate this ascendancy, whilst the circular design serves to 

minimise issues of hierarchy. It conveys the no,on that in bodily experiences, the senses interrelate 

and work in unison, and that experience is a flow and always mul,sensory. 
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Conclusion 

 

Slide 8: overview of the structure of the sensory-emo:onal framework 

 

This framework ar,culates for the first ,me an explicit path to follow, to imagine or re-imagine 

everyday experiences by amplifying the role of personalisa,on, sensing and emo,onality in the 

crea,on of welcoming and sustaining public interiors. It contributes an approach that brings space 

and people, spa,o and socio-sensory phenomena together into one integrated process to foster 

sensory-emo,onal connectedness. I envisage that this contribu,on could extend beyond the context 

of the public interior into the public realm more broadly.  

I also carried out design experiments with par,cipants to test the usability, transferability and value 

of key principles in this framework. I see these as a founda,on for the development of new ac,vi,es 

to test its design with more precision than the experiments could provide because I would like to 

ar,culate this framework into a guide for designers, managers or researchers, to draw on. In its 

present form, the framework also presents a star,ng point for developments that reflect the needs 
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of a more diverse popula,on and specialist communi,es. So even though this framework is 

substan,al, there are s,ll ways in which this research could develop and expand.  
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