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Interior designers often work with allied disciplines and integrate knowledge from other fields of 

study. Indeed, the interdisciplinary nature of what a designer needs to know is inherent in all the 

design professions. A team of prominent interior design researchers recently made this point:

As the design of interior spaces becomes more complex, the role of conducting and 

understanding original research is becoming an increasingly essential part of the design 

process. The 2014 CIDA Future Vision Report called designers to: “Guide design decisions 

through an understanding of research methods and findings”. Yet, with the increased 

demand for higher standards and more skills, students in undergraduate interior design 

programs often lack time and opportunity to generate original research, understand its 

nuances, and apply findings to design solutions.1

The aim of this book is to provide, at least in part, an answer to this need. The interior design 

profession is indeed growing in complexity. Advancements in the healthcare, commercial, retail, 

hospitality, education and entertainment industries—to mention just a few—all challenge designers 

to rethink spatial planning. Innovations in virtual reality and computational design are revolutionizing 

design thinking itself. These developments underline the need for interior designers to stay current 

with increasing amounts of generalizable design knowledge. One challenge designers have in 

learning about research methods is we are trained to produce one-of-a-kind creative solutions. But 

an ability to generate knowledge applicable across many projects is what experience with research 

methodologies can provide. This book introduces readers and students to a sampling of the diverse 

kinds of generalizable knowledge interior design researchers are generating. As the citation above 
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suggests, “understanding research methods and findings” can inform better creative design 

solutions, ones that meet the complex and diverse needs of today’s clients.

Of course, efforts at integrating design and research have been ongoing. Nigel Cross’s lifelong 

project of clarifying “designerly ways of knowing”2 is based in rigorous research methods. The journal 

Design Studies, largely through Cross’ efforts, continue to be a rich source of examples of design 

research. The journal Design Issues also echo this approach. But we can look closer to home: The 

Journal of Interior Design offers a steady stream of design research fitting comfortably with research 

protocols all researchers recognize. In Architectural Research Methods, also used in the academy for 

interior design, Linda Groat and David Wang’s position is that a deeper grasp of research strategies and 

tactics across an interdisciplinary array of fields enables better design thinking on the part of designers.3

To introduce this book, we first survey standard features common to all research projects, 

drawing from examples in the chapters to follow. We then clarify what we mean by the subtitle 

of this book, applying interiority. Here, we recount how each chapter touches on a different facet 

of this rich term—and also how each chapter features the study of this term methodologically. 

Following this, we describe the organization of this edited volume. In brief, our approach is to 

“sandwich” each chapter with an Introduction that highlights the chapter’s methodological aspect 

and, at the conclusion of each chapter, provide discussion questions, exercises and suggestions 

for further reading.

Standard Features of Research

A Research Topic

Identifying a clear topic is the fundamental requirement for any research project. This might seem 

obvious, but it is often a difficult problem, for two common reasons. First, research topics need 

to be precise, targeted to answer particular questions. But the tendency for design research 

students is to state a broad topic—for example: “I want to research sustainable design.” This is a 

domain rather than a topic. Research topics within the domain of sustainable design are endless. 

A broad statement such as, “I want to research sustainable design” is a non-starter as a research 

topic. Consider in contrast the title of Chapter 3, by Erin Cunningham: “Narratives of Healing: 

The Records of the Visiting Nurse Service of New York in the Era of the Great Depression.” 

The exact description of a topic is the reason why titles of research projects are often long. 

In Cunningham’s title, we are told of a certain methodological focus: narratives of healing. We 

are given a particular period of time, and the work of a particular agency as recorded in archival 

records. The researcher still has to define what she means by narratives of healing; but the title 

tells us clearly what to expect.

Literature

It is probably impossible to identify a research topic, and then to know how to develop it through 

to generalizable findings, without literature. At surface level, literature simply denotes the many 
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sources of information already on offer in the domain within which the researcher’s topic resides, and 

within which the outcomes of the research project, if successful, will reside. In other words: research 

topics come out of familiarity with literature, and research results contribute to literature. But how 

does “the literature” help identify a research topic and provide information on how to develop it?

First, the literature helps the researcher familiarize him- or herself with the domain of knowledge 

related to her research topic: its general scope, its history, its key ideas, how those key ideas have 

changed either due to new knowledge within the domain, who the leading idea-shapers are and 

so on. The primary literature is the material contributed by leading thinkers who gave shape to the 

overall domain, and the secondary literature come from those who comment on, or add to, the 

primary ideas in some way. For example, in Chapter 5, Bryan Orthel recalls Martin Heidegger’s 

theory of what “a thing” is. He also cites Ian Hodder’s expansion of this notion of “thing.” In this 

case, Heidegger is the primary source, and Hodder is a secondary source.

Second, the literature helps the researcher to group complementary and/or competing schools 

of thought within the domain. As well, the literature allows the researcher to see where gaps 

exist in this domain, gaps that his or her research can target. Consider an example from Chapter 

2, “Understanding User Experience within Flexible Workplaces: An Ethnographic Approach.” Here, 

Isil Oygur and her colleagues identify a theme in the literature, a “three-dimensional” classification 

(instrumental, aesthetic and symbolic) in how employees respond to artifacts in their work 

environments. Oygur’s team noticed the opportunity to expand this theory by analyzing workers’ 

overall perceptions of their office venues in general. This research represents an addition to the 

literature, because it addresses a question that was unanswered prior to their study. (But notice how 

the topic came out of familiarity with the existing literature.)

Indeed, to help students familiarize themselves with the chapters of this book, a warm-up 

exercise might be to survey each chapter and identify the literature that informed the chapter: What 

domain does the literature come from? Does the chapter integrate literature from several domains 

(which is common for interdisciplinary research topics)? Who are some of the primary sources? What 

kinds of secondary sources are cited?

Most beginning researchers think that “the literature” is something that is only relevant 

at the beginning of a research project. This is not true at all.4 Information from “the literature” 

speaks to all stages of a research project as it is in process. As noted above, it gives shape to the 

topic. But specific literature is needed for particular facets of a project, some related to the topic 

itself, some related to neighboring domains. For instance, refer to Chapter 8, which features 

Jill Pable’s sustained research into environments for the homeless. Without drawing from the 

psychology literature, she would not be able to conduct her inquiry and derive design guidelines 

for future facilities. Also, some literature is related not so much to a particular research topic but 

to the research methods that fit that particular topic. This book, for example, can easily fall into 

this category of literature for design researchers.

Additionally, researchers often use the terms “literature review” or “annotated bibliography.” 

These terms are closely related. Some research papers have a “literature review” section, in which 

the author summarizes the pertinent literature related to his research topic, specifically how his 

topic emerged out of that literature. Now, the process that enables a researcher to report a literature 

review comes from an annotated bibliography. Nobody ever publishes annotated bibliographies as 

part of their research report because they are a specific research tool that helps the researcher 

think through his many literature sources. An entry in an annotated bibliography usually consists 



Introduction

4

of: (a) the complete reference of the source, in either APA or Chicago format; (b) a paragraph 

summarizing the key points of the reference; and (c) a paragraph in which the researcher explains 

to himself how this particular reference helps him in formulating his research topic. We revisit 

annotated bibliography in the “Discussion and Exercises” sections of Chapters 8 and 12.

Methodology and Data: The Engine of a Research Project

So far, we have a research topic; we need to know the relevant literature; and we know that our 

research outcomes must be generalizable. But how do we get from the topic to the outcomes? Think 

of getting to your destination (i.e., getting your research outcomes) by driving a beautiful automobile. 

You are all packed and ready to go (i.e., you have a topic; you have relevant literature; you even know 

about generalizability)—only to find that your car has no engine. You can perhaps imagine what your 

destination looks like, but you never actually get there. The simple problem is that your car has no 

engine, which is to say that your research thinking is missing a methodology.

What do we need methodological engines for? We need them to generate data. Generally, data 

is what literature will not give us.5 This is because data is original raw material a research project 

produces. It is this data that is in turn analyzed by the researcher to produce the research outcomes. 

This is why research outcomes are usually considered new knowledge, because it came out of 

original data the researcher produced and then analyzed by using the proper research engine (read: 

the relevant research method).

There are different kinds of research method engines. For example, experiment is the most widely 

respected research engine; almost all of the physical and engineering sciences use experimental research. 

Saleh Kalantari’s research (Chapter 11) uses experimental tactics in simulating occupant responses to 

classroom settings; the Introduction to that chapter explains experimental research further. In the first of 

her series of studies reported in Chapter 8, Jill Pable also uses a tactic from experimental research (called 

a control group).

And then, there are many different kinds of qualitative research engines. Design research often 

uses qualitative research methods because this kind of engine helps us get data about human 

behavior in real-time social environments. In this book, Chapters 1, 2, 3, and 5 all primarily feature 

qualitative engines of varying kinds to generate data.

Between the experimental and qualitative varieties of research methods is correlation. This kind of 

engine generates statistically significant relationships between two variables. In Chapter 9 Alana Pulay 

seeks to correlate (a) classroom lighting with (b) teacher performance. Here, note that the goal is to isolate 

quantitative measures usually associated with experimental research, to understand qualitative elements 

of human behavior in real-time settings. Pulay’s chapter demonstrates just how subtle (and challenging) 

this kind of research can be. Relatedly, Chapter 10 features Michael Langlais and Dana Vaux’s research in 

correlating multiple factors as one step in creating a scale that measures whether or not virtual meeting 

places, such as Facebook, have the same “third place feel” of physical social venues like cafes.

In sum, this book provides readers with 12 samples of research methodologies as “engines to get 

there,” that is, ways and means to obtain research outcomes: (1) interviews through focus groups, (2) 

design ethnography, (3) narrative inquiry, (4) adaptive reuse, (5) oral history, (6) philosophical method, 

(7) logical argumentation, (8) mixed methods, (9) correlation, (10) scale creation, (11) simulation and 

(12) creative scholarship. In each chapter, note the kinds of data being produced by the research 

method, and also how that data is then interpreted to attain the outcomes.
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Generalizability

We mentioned this term in the opening paragraph. Suppose we are asked to design a classroom. We 

designers tend to begin with figural sketches, bubble diagrams and the like, on our way to answering 

the needs of the design program. There is nothing wrong with this, but note that solving design 

problems is action oriented. Design decisions often focus on answering what-to-do questions; that 

is, our design decisions are based on convictions of value about what ought to be done in designing a 

classroom. In contrast, research topics usually involve what-is-the-case questions. Given a classroom 

project, what are ten exemplars of classroom design in the literature that can yield guidelines for the 

design of this classroom? Note that we still must solve the design problem. But armed with answers 

from what-is-the-case research on those ten other classrooms, we have generalizable information 

that can apply to the design of this classroom. Now consider the title of Chapter 11, Saleh Kalantari’s 

“Biometric Data and Virtual Response Testing in a Classroom Design.” Note that Kalantari is not 

focused on designing this or that classroom. Armed with biometric and virtual response data from 

his study, we can design any classroom aided by his findings. This is the power of generalizability in 

research. This leads to the related theme of validity.

Internal and External Validity

In their book The Designer’s Guide to Doing Research, Sally Augustin and Cindy Coleman define 

these terms as follows: “Internal validity describes the logical consistency of the reasoning within 

a study … while external validity is the extent to which study findings can reasonably be applied in 

the real world. They are generalizable.”6 To give a well-used example, if a researcher discovers that 

“everyone who eats ice cream eventually dies,” there is obviously some logical inconsistency in the 

internal workings of her methods. People who never eat ice cream also die. So, in turn, there is not 

really any applicability of this “finding” to other venues. In other words, the research has no external 

validity. As Augustin and Coleman properly note, it has no generalizability.

Some years ago, Edmund Morris wrote a history of U.S. President Ronald Reagan in which he, 

Morris, inserts himself into Reagan’s life story as a fictional character.7 By most standards of history 

research, this was quite controversial. It raises questions of internal and external validity. Internally, the 

logic of the account is muddled, because if we were to go back in time to those settings, we would not 

find Edmund Morris in them.8 As well, we have little confidence to recommend this book to students 

learning about Reagan’s presidency (at least it should not be the only book on the reading list). Why? 

Because of the lack of external validity of this biography, as attested to by the critics of this book.9

The English historian and philosopher R.G. Collingwood once made the point that any valid 

historical account must fit into “the one historical world.”10 This was his way of saying that historical 

narratives cannot be fictional ones; they must possess a logical coherence that can be verified by, 

among other tools, archival evidence. What the historian writes must, to the best of his or her ability, 

completely jibe with factors and events outside of that history but is nevertheless part of the world 

in which that history took place.

In sum, research protocols which cannot be replicated have little internal validity. And they also 

have little external validity because we cannot generalize (or apply) those findings with confidence 

to other similar settings.
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Applying Interiority

Towards the end of the 20th century, a technical term increased in prominence in the interior design 

literature: interiority. Here is C.J. Hewlett, who wrote in 1985:

Interiority, as a design solution, itemizes the tiers of awareness to which we respond, and 

these include our aspirations, functions, individualism, myths, place, structure, who, why 

and probably others.11

Hewlett’s position was that the task of interior design is not simply to arrange objects in physical 

arrays for visual effect or human function, but rather embrace realities such as myths, aspirations and 

individualisms. These are not empirically measurable factors. This is the first distinction of interiority: 

it is not limited to physical interiors, meaning spaces enclosed by walls. Interior spaces demarked 

by walls are numerically measurable, whether by dimension, size, acoustical properties, flame 

spread rating and so on. But interiority as it is now commonly used in the literature transcends these 

physical constraints. Yes, measurable factors play a role in issues related to interiority; but if interiority 

includes aspirations, myths and individualisms, it necessarily embraces subjective human experience 

in an existential sense.

In 2011, Petra Perolini wrote, “There is a need for a transformation of what is taught in creating 

an understanding of interiority, inner minds, and inner dwellings, the working of consciousness and 

cultural difference.”12 Perolini goes on to define interiority as “a process within a person that reflects 

an individual’s unique awareness of the world and a psychological relationship to the world that is 

meaningful” (italics added).13 In this vein, writing in 1999, Cathy Ganoe’s proposal for a narrative 

design method for interior design also cites Hewlett’s call for interiority, which she simply defines 

as “internal values regarding social and personal awareness.”14 And Suzie Attiwill, writing in 2012, 

suggests, “Highlighting interior design as the designing of interiors focuses on … potential new 

ways of thinking what is an interior, how is an interior, and when is an interior.”15

Other examples in the recent literature concur. Jacqueline Power promotes “urban interiors” 

as an emerging area of research. Power examines villages of the indigenous Palawa peoples of 

Australia, arguing that the standard receptions of “interior” as spaces behind walls simply do not 

hold for this non-European culture. And so: “The concept of interiority has been proposed as a 

framework through which to expand the definition of interior … (as) a means of engagement that is 

not necessarily attached to buildings.”16

For our purposes, Chapter 1 of this book, in which Tasoulla Hadjiyanni examines the interiority 

experienced by residents in three Minneapolis neighborhoods, certainly echoes Power’s understanding 

of “urban interiors.” Interiority not only increases the scale of interior design toward landscapes; it 

also embraces the miniature. In explaining her Best of Show entry in the 2009 IDEC awards, Andrea 

Mina explains that her miniature constructions assert interiority because an encounter with her 

miniatures can bring about a sense of inhabitation.17

Our strategy for this book, then, is as follows. Editing a book “merely” on various research 

methodologies related to interior design can itself be too broad, on the one hand. On the other hand, 

the size limitations of this book suggested the need for a particular focus for the kinds of chapters we 

solicited—even though we wanted the types of research methodologies to be diverse. The solution 

was to focus on interiority as a thematic thread that weaves through the chapters. The result is an 
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edited volume that adds to the discourse on interiority but in a way that provides readers with a 

variety of methodological approaches, all of which feature different facets of this technical term. 

Taken as a whole, the chapters provide an overall theoretical profile for what interiority entails but 

accessed methodologically. Here is a brief overview of the facets of interiority the contributors to 

this volume address:

Chapter 1 uncovers the interiority experienced by three minority cultural groups at the scale 

of their neighborhoods, with an emphasis on health. Tasoulla Hadjiyanni writes: “Reframing current 

discourses around neighborhoods and health from the perspective of interiority expands the types of 

questions that can be asked.” The methodological tool here is the use of focus groups.

Chapter 2 is an example of how ethnographic research conducted in a large office environment 

allows us to see daily life through the users’ eyes. Isil Oygur and her colleagues’ term this “felt 

interiority.” They write: “in situ participation builds rapport, which allows the participant observer to 

gain empathy with users and provide insights into the subjective details of their experiences. This is 

essential to gain insight into the felt interiority of Firma employees.”

Chapter 3 contrasts with the previous two chapters which use on-the-ground methods in “real 

time.” Here, Erin Cunningham accesses interiority from historical archives. Through narrative inquiry 

of visiting nurse documentation, Cunningham attempts to access Perolini’s description of interiority 

(on the part of the tenement occupants) as workings of “inner minds, and inner dwellings, the 

working of consciousness and cultural difference.”

Chapter 4 applies historical research methods for the purpose of an adaptive reuse project. 

The focus here is adapting a historic home dating from 1835 for use as a Bed & Breakfast. For Lisa 

Tucker, the key challenge for any adaptive reuse project is how to create the new while retaining the 

presence of the past in a continuous expression of the life of the structure. Interiority here has to 

do with maintaining this sense of historical continuity, so that designer and experiencer both reside 

within a “package of sense” that retains a phenomenological preservation of the past in the present. 

Chapter 5 draws from Martin Heidegger’s theory of “thingly-ness.” Bryan Orthel weaves this 

philosophical principle with on-the-ground oral history. Through this, he argues his view that history—

quite different from the common assumption that it is “fixed” like a museum display—is in fact 

“living and moving.” This living and moving aspect of experiences of historical artifacts provides 

another facet of interiority at both the personal as well as communal levels.

Chapter 6 proposes that each cultural period has its own overall “Common Sense.” David 

Wang suggests that it is within the cultural Common Sense that designers generate their creative 

productions, as they imbibe its values and transform those values into built environments. As the 

interiority of the Common Sense changes through time as cultures change through time, the designs 

of home interiors express these changes. This chapter features tactics of philosophical method: the 

search for first principles and how these principles in turn find expression in design.

Chapter 7 propounds the theory of Ethos-Intensive Objects (EIOs). Dana Vaux uses logical 

argumentation as a method to show that a locality’s sense of place is profoundly linked to objects 

that are ethos intensive to that locale. EIOs, then, are not just physical objects; they are ethos 

intensive precisely because they unite the internal experiential gestalt of local residents with material 

objects, cultural practices and stories that together give a locale its distinctive cultural character. EIOs 

are a new way to appraise related theories of sense of place through the lens of interiority.

Chapter 8 answers this question: If interiority as defined in the previous chapter relates to a sense 

of belonging, how can design interventions help those for whom there are no EIOs to provide them 

with this larger sense of “home”? In a thematically linked series of studies over nine years, Jill Pable 
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uses mixed methods to answer this question for an important demographic: the homeless. Within 

her mixed methods approach are statistical tactics, which the following two chapters foreground.

Chapter 9 uses correlation to discern if there is a significant relationship between classroom 

lighting and teachers’ performance levels. Earlier we cited Perolini’s view of interiority as having 

to do with “an individual’s unique awareness of the world and a psychological relationship to the 

world that is meaningful.” Alana Pulay uses statistical correlation to understand a teacher’s subjective 

commitments to the task of teaching correlated to classroom lighting.

Chapter 10 also uses statistics. But here, Michael Langlais and Dana Vaux use this quantitative 

tool to create a scale and then apply it to measure the thirdplaceness of social networking sites. 

Social networking sites (SNS) have proliferated since Ray Oldenburg developed his theory of physical 

third places (cafes, barbershops, etc.) in the 1980s. Langlais and Vaux derived a scale of third place 

characteristics that updates Oldenburg’s original framework. In this chapter they report how they 

tested this scale in analyzing four virtual SNS platforms: Facebook, Snapchat, Instagram and Twitter. 

Interiority here has to do with how people experience sense of belonging in virtual third places.

Chapter 11 also works with the virtual, in the form of augmented reality. Saleh Kalantari conducts 

simulation research to test-drive a “toolset” to measure occupant responses to classrooms before 

those physical settings are actually built. Kalantari envisions an online platform for this toolset that 

makes it available for simulating occupant responses to all sorts of environments during the design 

phase. What emerges is that, when it comes to the virtual, interiority takes on an added dimension 

in unifying subjective response to built environments prior to their construction.

Chapter 12 demonstrates how the creative design process can itself be a research method. 

This chapter features three creative design projects by Andrew Kudless. All three use computational 

design conjoined with traditional handcrafting or human participation to achieve organic expressions 

of form. By organic, Kudless means to create physical forms from the inside of the generative 

process, as natural processes would. In this sense the human maker is more of a participant than 

the cause of the generation. This is the concluding chapter of this curated collection because we 

think of it not as an ending, but rather a beginning, to the emerging reality of computational design—

considered methodologically. As well, this chapter links the realms of design and research in general 

by searching for common ground.

The Structure of the Book: Chapter “Sandwiches”

The contributors to this book were asked to write on their areas of research, focusing on their topic 

and findings. In this context, a contributor may address elements of method, as is often the case with 

published research. But the contributions are not themselves on methodology. The methodological 

focus comes from the Introduction to each chapter, followed by a back section titled “Discussions and 

Exercises.” These back sections are additionally divided into “Reflections about the Chapter You Just 

Read”; “Exercises/Suggestions for Further Study” and “Additional Connections and Information.” (As 

a general note, for any exercises suggested in this book that involve interactions with humans please 

check with the appropriate Institutional Review Board (IRB).) In brief, the approach is to “sandwich” 

each contribution with front and back sections that focus on methodology. It is the 12 front and back 

sections of the chapters that serve as the methodological thread weaving this book together.
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This also applies to interiority. While the contributors were aware of this theme as the theoretical 

thread weaving through the chapters, they were not asked to write about interiority specifically. 

Again, each author addresses his or her own research interest. For some, interiority is explicit. In 

others interiority is only implicitly present. Here again, it is the front and back sections of each chapter 

that highlight this theoretical theme.

Notes

 1 Lisa Waxman, Amy Huber, Stephanie Clemons, and Lena McLane, “Research by Design: Linking Student Researchers 
with Industry Needs,” 2016 Interior Design Educators Council Annual Conference, Portland, OR. www.idec.org/i4a/
pages/index.cfm?pageID=4142. Accessed November 11, 2019.

 2 Nigel Cross, Designerly Ways of Knowing (New York: Springer, 2006).
 3 Linda Groat and David Wang, Architectural Research Methods, second edition (New York: John Wiley & Sons, 2013), 

21–61.
 4 For more on this point, see Groat and Wang, op. cit., 151–166.
 5 Arguably, an exception might be meta-analysis of a large body of literature on a particular topic. But meta-analysis is 

itself a rigorous research protocol usually using statistical methods. So, the immediate collection of common themes 
in the literature still must be tactically arranged before the data emerges.

 6 Sally Augusin and Cindy Coleman, The Designer’s Guide to Doing Research: Applying Knowledge to Inform Design 
(New York: John Wiley & Sons, 2012), 27.

 7 Edmund Morris, Dutch: A Memoir of Ronald Reagan (New York: Random House, 2000).
 8 “Perhaps the book’s salient characteristic … is Morris’s insertion of himself into Reagan’s life. Early in the book, for 

example, he places himself at the 1920 Chicago Aeronautical Exposition – an obvious fiction, since Morris was born 
in 1940.” Linton Weeks, “In ‘Dutch,’ Biography With a Twist,” Washington Post, September 22, 1999, p. A1; www.
washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/style/features/daily/reagan092299.htm?noredirect=on. Accessed January 24, 2019.

 9 See also John O’Sullivan, “Not the Authorized Biography,” in National Review Online; www.nationalreview.
com/2004/06/not-authorized-biography-john-osullivan/. Accessed February 14, 2019.

 10 R.G. Collingwood, The Idea of History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1956), 246.
 11 C. J. Hewlett, “The Future in Interior Design.” Journal of Interior Design 11, no. 1 (1985): 11.
 12 Petra Simona Perolini, “Interior Spaces and the Layers of Meaning,” Design Principles and Practices 5, no. 6 (2011): 

169.
 13 Ibid., 170.
 14 Cathy J. Ganoe, “Design as Narrative: A Theory of Inhabiting Interior Space,” Journal of Interior Design, 25, no. 2 

(1999): 1–15 (1).
 15 Suzie Attiwill, "Practices of Interiorization: An Inter-Story," in Meanings of Designed Spaces, ed. Tiiu Vaikla-Poldma, 

175-184. (New York: Fairchild Books, 2012), 175. 
 16 Ibid., 19.
 17 Andrea Mina, “Intimate Immensities Miniatures, An Interior Architecture,” Journal of Interior Design 35, no. 1 (2009): 

33–35 (35).

http://www.idec.org
http://www.idec.org
http://www.washingtonpost.com
http://www.washingtonpost.com
http://www.nationalreview.com
http://www.nationalreview.com


10

In this chapter, Tasoulla Hadjiyanni seeks to understand the subjective outlooks of residents of three 

different cultural groups (Native Americans, African Americans and Somalis) as they live in their 

distinctive neighborhoods in the city of Minneapolis. Her primary research method is the use of 

focus groups. Interviews in focus groups allow design researchers to understand and gather data 

from the perspectives of the people they are designing for. Interviews provide the researcher with 

an opportunity to ask open-ended questions that may lead to information not related to the original 

question. Interviews allow the researcher to observe non-verbal cues, such as body language and 

tone of voice. However, a focus group interview is not simply a conversation or discussion. As a 

research method, a qualitative interview follows a specific, pre-developed plan for asking questions 

and recording answers.1 Figure 1.1 “on page 12” shows Hadjiyanni’s interview guide, which she 

developed prior to conducting her focus groups.

An interview can be with an individual or with a group of individuals. They can be informal or 

formal relative to the specific protocol of predetermined steps and questions, and the role of the 

researcher. John Creswell classifies interviews into four types: face-to-face, by telephone, by email, 

(these three types solicit individual answers to questions), and focus groups in which the researcher 

interviews participants in a group.2 Each type of interview emphasizes a variety of techniques.

The research conducted in this chapter utilized focus groups to understand how individuals feel 

about their neighborhood in relationship to health. As an interview technique for gathering research 

data, the term “focus groups” evolved from a specific interview procedure developed by sociologists 

to inhibit the use of leading questions by interviewers/researchers. Merton, Kendall and Fiske further 

developed the semi-structured, qualitative process of focused interviews for social science research.3 

They also made a clear distinction between focused interviews, which they developed for the purpose 

of scientific inquiry, and focus groups, developed primarily for market research to understand public 

Chapter 1

Focus Groups
Editors’ Introduction by Dana E. Vaux and David Wang
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opinion of products, services and advertising methods.4 They conducted the interviews primarily 

with groups; thus, the term “focus groups” eventually became associated with semi-directed group 

interviews conducted for research purposes based on the process they outline. This is apparent in 

the strong similarity between current focus group practices and Merton et al.’s original description.5 

While Merton intended to differentiate the term “focus interview” from the term “focus group,” over 

time the two became synonymous and the term “focus group” became the widely accepted phrase.

Ideally, a focus group is 8–12 individuals and encompasses multiple groups for generalizability 

(three sessions is a good number). Krueger and King provide a list of characteristics to avoid in focus 

groups that include groups with erratic attendance—too many or too few people—groups with open 

invitations for the general public and groups that are perceived as threatening by participants.6 If the 

group is too small, one voice may dominate; if the group is too large, this may also limit responses as 

some participants may be reluctant to speak out in a larger group. In a study on Facebook use among 

Mexican American adolescents, Rueda, Lindsay and Williams note that homogeneity across focus 

groups is preferable when the intention is to provide minority voices the opportunity to dialogue about 

sensitive topics among others of perceived similarity. We see the same method used in this chapter 

with the similar ethnicity among participants in each respective neighborhood.7 Interview questions 

asked in focus groups need to be consistent across groups, and have consistent attendees. Also, 

demographics should be similarly maintained across groups (i.e., groups that are all one gender vs. 

mixed gender). The responses, which are considered “raw data,” are sorted into themes that are then 

connected to established research findings or models to further define the research question. Are 

the findings similar or not? Do they further the model or provide evidence against it? Why and how?

The introductions to the chapters in this book will typically include some prompts for readers to 

note as they read. So, as you read this chapter:

1. Note how focus groups can provide rich, in-depth information that is not available through a 

survey.8 A survey might be useful for gathering demographic information of focus group 

participants prior to the first meeting. In this way, it can generate both qualitative and quantitative 

data and provide prompts to the researcher for open-ended questions during a focus group.

2. Note also how a focus group setting itself can create a synergism among study participants 

as members of the group engage in an interplay of agreement and disagreement through 

conversation. However, the synergism can also result in wayward conversation that has nothing 

to do with the research questions. Therefore, it is important to manage focus groups without 

stifling the conversation and direction.

3. The researcher must come to a focus group well prepared. On the one hand, she must know 

what she is looking for when writing her questions. On the other hand, she must be careful 

not to prod her respondents to give answers that might not be their own “natural” views. 

In this chapter, note what preparation Hadjiyanni made prior to conducting her focus groups. 

She had a well-defined research topic: how residents in three culturally distinct neighborhoods 

feel about their locales in issues related to health. She also knew specific details about each 

neighborhood: its location, the quality of the location, population and demographic information, 

each neighborhood’s history and so on. She then came to each focus group with what Ziesel 

calls an interview guide.9 This is the preplanned set of questions, but preplanned in a way 

that would allow open-ended conversation between researcher and respondents. Hadjiyanni’s 

interview guide for the Somali neighborhood is shown in Figure 1.1. Note how the research 

guide is written in a conversational manner.
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Interiority

A common theme throughout this book is that “interior design” is not limited to physically enclosed 

spaces at the scale of individual buildings. This book’s Introduction explained how subjective 

experiences of “feeling inside” can take place at any scale, and we use the technical term interiority 

to denote this reality. As you read:

1. Consider how this chapter examines interiority at a neighborhood scale, and how this expands 

interior design’s disciplinary reach beyond physical interiors.

2. Note how experiences of interiority can be either positive or negative. So, consider the ways 

an individual’s internal sense of well-being relates to environmental arrangements in the 

neighborhoods in Hadjiyanni’s study, either in a positive or negative sense.

3. Consider how traditional cultural ties inform cross-generationally with respect to positive or 

negative feelings of interiority.

The Interview Guide Hadjianni used for this research for the Somali community, which is the same 

for the other two communities is in Figure 1.1 above. 

* * * *

Interiority at the Scale of Neighborhoods: Exploring 
the Health Experiences of Three Cultural Groups

Tasoulla Hadjiyanni

One challenge that has long limited the scholarship of interior design is the notion that interiors are 

defined by walls, physical boundaries that delineate a here and there, an inside and an outside, a 

mine and yours. In contrast, Petra Perolini10 moves interior design inquiry beyond the material and the 

visible and encompasses instead the immaterial and the invisible. This expansion of interior design 

Perolini terms interiority and defines it as “a process within a person that reflects an individual’s 

unique awareness of the world and a psychological relationship to the world that is meaningful….”11 

Such a conception of interiority allows this present chapter to assess residents’ sense of well-being 

and belonging (or not) at the level of neighborhood scales, and still keep it within an expanded domain 

of interior design. At the neighborhood scale, often borders and barriers are invisible, and yet they 

can construct and produce difference and inequality. This chapter asks questions such as: How is 

Perolini’s “awareness of the world” shaped at neighborhood scales? What role does spatiality play? 

And, what are the implications of this understanding for interior design scholars and practitioners?

If we maintain the conception of interiors as a space bounded by walls versus what lies outside 

those walls, studies at the neighborhood level (for example, relative to health, the concern of this 

chapter) might seem too far-fetched for interior design scholarship. Indeed, how groups of diverse 

cultural backgrounds interact with public space has long been the focus of fields such as urban 

design and policy, anthropology, sociology and geography.12 As a result, the emphasis has been 

on what typically would be called “outside,” such as streets and parks, corner coffee shops and 

sidewalks. Explorations of this nature leave much to be understood about the relationship of inside/
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outside, that gray area where boundaries blend and dissipate as the private and public realms fuse 

into one another in human experience. Interior design scholarship can bring added value to this line 

of research. Reframing current discourses around neighborhoods and health from the perspective of 

interiority expands the types of questions that can be asked and allows for new methodologies that 

focus on unearthing the multiple ways by which inside/outside relationships are formed, enriching in 

the process conceptions of what constitutes interiors and why.

Exacerbating the disconnect between inside/outside is the fact that current studies of 

neighborhoods and health are primarily quantitative in nature, which does not allow for the nuances 

behind the multiplicity of factors that make up neighborhoods and notions of health to emerge. The 

focus is typically on isolating and testing for particular factors, such as walkability and accessibility, 

green spaces, crime and access to healthy foods.13 Some aspects of life, however, are hard to 

quantify and measure, such as religious commitments, perceptions of safety support networks 

and the presence or lack of social capital.14 Often, when these factors are accounted for at the 

neighborhood level, they are not examined with respect to how they fit within the continuum 

between health and environment. Adopting the perspective of interiority enables scholars to 

unearth how these factors intertwine and the ways by which they expand or limit a person’s and a 

community’s world awareness, revealing a holistic picture of the interiority of neighborhoods and 

what that entails.

This chapter’s premise is that interiority is an experienced spatial construct produced at the 

intersections of environmental parameters with bodily, social, cultural, religious, historical, political 

and economic factors. As such, interiority is not a fixed spatial reality; instead, it is a malleable 

one, one that shrinks and expands, one that is constructed as often as it is deconstructed, one 

that shapes lives and well-beings in supportive or suppressing ways. It is the concept’s relatability 

and adaptability that makes it suitable for an investigation of how neighborhoods and health inform 

one another. The personal experiences of a neighborhood’s residents can unearth a communal 

sense of a shared experience, which can in turn inform the development of design interventions 

that support health and well-being. This chapter terms arriving upon this communal sense “the 

process of world awareness” and links it to Perolini’s concept of interiority while also expanding 

upon it. Moving from interiority to “interiorities” builds on the concept’s plural nature and the 

multiplicity behind interiority’s many facets, giving interior designers more options for explorations 

and interventions.

The urgency behind such an inquiry is tied to studies that have linked one’s ZIP code to that 

person’s life expectancy. In the Twin Cities of Minnesota, for example, residents of the highest-

income areas have been found to have an average life expectancy of 82 years, while residents 

of the lowest-income areas, which often overlap with high concentrations of people of color, have 

an average life expectancy of 74 years.15 Projections show that by 2040, almost half of the state’s 

population is expected to be people of color and much of the growth is expected to come from 

immigrants.16 As the body of work on the minority/immigrant experience of neighborhoods and 

health is limited,17 strengthening conversations around the impact of the built environment on health 

and well-being, particularly for diverse cultural groups, can inform the work of everyone from interior 

designers to city planners and public health officials.

This study uses insights from members of three cultural groups living in three different 

neighborhood types in the Twin Cities to expand discourses around the intersections of neighborhoods 

and health. The analysis explores how the “process of world awareness” unfolds in the lives of 
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interviewees and the impact of the spatial parameters that intervene on their health and well-

being. The study enlarges Perolini’s understanding of interiority by adding diverse experiences and 

dialogues into explorations of the relationship between neighborhoods and health, problematizing 

the conception between inside/outside and public/private, and expanding the factors that designers 

need to be considering in their decision-making process.

Methods

This study uses the insights of members from three of the largest cultural groups in Minnesota: Native 

Americans, African Americans and Somalis. Examining the findings through the lens of interiority 

propelled us to delve deeper into the intricacies of the relationship between neighborhoods and 

health, and how a sense of world awareness intimately relates to the creation of interior worlds—at 

the neighborhood scale.

In order to capture the multiplicity of experiences within each of the groups, interviews in 

focus group settings were conducted in 2012 with community members: 15, 10 and 20 participants, 

respectively. The study was approved by the University of Minnesota’s Institutional Review Board 

(IRB). All interviewees were over the age of 18 and were invited to join the conversation by community 

leaders and contacts with community organizations and institutions. The focus groups took place in 

community settings, making it easier for participants to attend. Food and monetary compensation 

were offered as incentives for participation.

Interview questions tackled three environmental scales—the home, the neighborhood and the 

city. The notion of health drew upon the World Health Organization’s (WHO) definition of health as 

“a state of complete physical, social and mental well-being, and not merely the absence of disease 

or infirmity.”18 Participants were notified of this broad definition of health at the beginning of the 

focus group interviews and were asked to tell us what a person can do to be healthy; one thing in 

their home and their neighborhood that helped or put pressure on their health; their favorite and 

least favorite spaces in the city; what would make life in Minneapolis better for the health of their 

community’s elders and children; and what would they say is the most important thing that a housing 

or city planner should be thinking about to meet the needs of their community. The qualitative data 

were transcribed and scanned to identify comments that related information on neighborhood 

aspects that impacted the health and well-being of those interviewed. A thematic analysis that used 

the lens of interiority organized findings according to the various parameters mentioned—from air 

quality to transportation options and community centers.

Discussion: Neighborhoods and Health

All across the board, when asked what a person can do to be healthy, interviewees mentioned 

activities such as eating healthy foods and exercising as well as feeling safe and having strong social 

relations. The analysis begins with brief backgrounds for each of the three groups and neighborhoods 

to help form the discussion’s context. A common theme conforms to Perolini’s definition of interiority, 

specifically, that residents’ world awareness derives from invisible and immaterial dimensions of 

meaningfulness in relation to the built environment.
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Little Earth Neighborhood—Native American Experiences

Little Earth is a planned urban housing development that includes apartments, townhomes and other 

amenities, located south of downtown Minneapolis in the East Phillips neighborhood. Little Earth was 

founded in 1973 to offer affordable housing for the city’s Native American population. It is the only Native 

American preference project–based Section 8 rental assistance community in the United States— 

“Section 8” is a common name for the Housing Choice Voucher Program, funded by the U.S. Department 

of Housing and Urban Development. The program allows private landlords to rent apartments and homes 

at fair market rates to qualified low-income tenants. Currently, the complex has 212 housing units which 

house over 900 people, 98% of whom are Native Americans.19 In the neighborhood surrounding Little 

Earth, 31% of the residents live below poverty compared to 21.3% in the city of Minneapolis.20

When asked what helped her to be healthy, a woman spoke of the sense of community that 

existed at Little Earth. The connections and pride in what constituted her community, and in turn the 

social aspects that created a sense of interiority, were shared through the story of a time when a little 

girl was missing, and everyone was looking for her:

What makes me feel good is that I know everybody. And everybody knows me … one 

time, I’ve seen her baby [another woman’s] all the way by the basketball court and she 

lives all the way in the other cluster. Like probably 300 feet away. So I brought her baby 

home. Like “whatcha doin all over here by yourself girl?”

Participants credited Little Earth’s community center, the setting of the focus group meeting, with its 

programs for youth and teens as well as adults for helping build those resident connections (Figure 

1.2). Located at the entrance to the complex, the community center transformed into the “heart” 

and lifeline of the community, helping expand residents’ awareness of who their neighbors were and 

where they lived, constructing interiority in a way that supported health and well-being.

A similar vision was noted for Little Earth’s community garden. Participants felt that the garden 

was an opportunity to mingle and build connections across generations as well as to attain access 

Figure 1.2  Little Earth’s community center.
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to healthy foods, strengthening the neighborhood’s interior feeling. The women we interviewed 

held weekly meetings at the community center to plan the garden. Yet, their aspirations were 

overshadowed by concerns, partly due to the fear of toxins, which threatened to deconstruct Little 

Earth’s sense of community by limiting social interactions and hence keeping people from expanding 

their world awareness: “Well, we have arsenic, and they say you can’t dig so we’ve been doing a 

garden and don’t dig.” New soil had to be brought in and placed on top of the local soil so that the 

area residents could create the garden they cherished.

Visible threats to the women’s efforts to build neighborhood connections were complemented 

by invisible ones. Watching their children play with dirt in the complex’s playground elicited the same 

uneasy feelings to some moms who ended up choosing not to use the play areas (Figure 1.3). Lack 

of suitability of the play environments exacerbated these concerns and added to their limited use. 

As a woman said: “Our kids quit playing football, quit playing a lot of activities because there is 

no soft grass to fall on, they don’t want to get all skunked up.” Another woman talked about the 

needles, syringes and garbage being found in the playground areas. Even the playground equipment 

for children is unsafe according to this mother: “The swings broke off, it’s just the metal.” The lack of 

seating space for adults to watch their children while they play further prevented some mothers from 

partaking in health-promoting outdoor activities.

Little Earth’s sense of interiority was further constructed by perceived “walls” and barriers that 

were grounded in safety concerns and apprehension about the area parks: “We got four parks!” 

one of the interviewees exclaimed, but crime concerns affected her ability to utilize parks and other 

nearby recreational spaces:

[Violence] It’s been pretty much every day. The people that do the crimes, they don’t care if 

there’s kids around or not.

Just like other interviewees, the fear of crime shrank this woman’s world, instilling in Little Earth an 

interiority that suppressed her health by preventing her from using the bike paths available around 

the area to access other parts of the city, localizing her experience of place and impacting her options 

to engage in health-supporting activities.

Figure 1.3  Little Earth’s playground raises safety and comfort concerns.
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Immaterial dimensions of the environment added to these feelings. Along with what is in the 

ground, interviewees voiced uncertainty about the air quality of their neighborhood. Little Earth is 

located near a main highway and a commercial district that includes a large paint shop and an asphalt 

plant. “We breathe all that in,” one resident exclaimed. Difficulty in breathing prompted another 

one to stay inside her home, isolating her and limiting the time she could spend outside, in the 

neighborhood: “The fumes, the pollution, there is an asphalt plant … Foundry … Smells like burnt 

grilled cheese all day … it does smell like tar.”

The well-being of community elders was another issue that preoccupied the discussion, which 

sheds light on how the needs of all community members, from children to adults, must be accounted in 

discussions around interiority. As an elder put it: “There is really nothing for us to do. We have one day a 

week on Tuesday morning where we have bingo and food and that’s it.” Elders have to leave Little Earth 

for activities that suit their needs, like the Wisdom Steps [walking club] down at the Indian center at 

Bloomington and Franklin. But crossing a busy street can be both cumbersome and dangerous for elders, 

and this kept them bounded and confined, speaking to interiority’s bodily dimensions (Figure 1.4):

You used to have, like 20 seconds to cross and they changed it to like 8 seconds and you 

gotta run to get across and it’s not cool for the elders, because my dad got hit … by a car 

… they say, “oh well use the bridge” [there is a bridge that goes over the busy street]. 

Well for an elder, it’s kind of hard for them to go up the stairs.

These Little Earth experiences point to interiority being a concept that is framed by bodily, social 

and environmental factors, each moderating how inside/outside intersect at both the home and 

neighborhood scales.

Rondo Neighborhood—African American Experiences

One of Saint Paul’s most historic neighborhoods, the Rondo neighborhood, a thriving African American 

neighborhood, was severed in the 1950s due to the construction of Interstate 94. The homes of 433 

households were demolished, 72% of which were of non-whites.21 Many of the displaced residents 

Figure 1.4  Crossing the bridge or the street can be uncomfortable and dangerous.
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chose to stay in the neighborhood.22 Currently, Rondo is part of the Summit-University Neighborhood 

and is home to approximately 18,707 residents, two-thirds of whom are renters. The median income 

as of 2016 was $49,485, and 28.7% of the residents are below poverty levels.23

A woman longed for the connection and sense of community she felt as a child and pointed 

to the number of renters as a threat to community togetherness. Who you know and for how long 

coupled with a feeling of stability and trust are crucial to the construction of interiority:

[In the past] You couldn’t go anywhere without somebody saying “Hey, I know your 

parents.” But now, you don’t want to say anything because you might be shot … This used 

to be a homeowner area but now it’s turning into a transient area because we have more 

renters in this area than homeowners. And we got the absentee landlords. The people 

that own the houses don’t care; they aren’t a part of the neighborhood.

Instability and high turnover of residents prevented neighbors from fostering connections, 

exacerbating feelings of lack of safety. The prevalence of fences in this area’s neighborhoods is a 

physical testimony to how fear can translate into the built environment (Figure 1.5).

Part of the problem were visible signs that communicated “non-caring,” such as lack of 

cleanliness, which further eroded the sense of interiority:

Well it doesn’t [feel safe]; they [renters] do things a lot more out of character. There was a 

time in St. Paul that you didn’t see mattresses on the street; [now] they throw everything 

and anything out on the street.

Another participant elaborated on how outsiders prevented connections among neighbors from 

happening, and thus changed how residents could build community (Figure 1.6):

We have a lot of noise, violence, the big cars running around with loud noise. We got kids 

who aren’t controlled or controllable. They don’t know how to treat people. Our elders are 

afraid to come out on their porches … our elders are like prisoners in their own home.

Along with physical barriers, interiority is also shaped by what one sees and hears, the views 

and sounds that infuse private and public spaces, and inform and carve out experiences and 

Figure 1.5  Fences spur feelings of lack of safety.




