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INTRODUCTION 

 

A basic need of people is having some degree of comfort in their houses as they spend a considerable 

amount of time there. "Home" seems to imply many social and psychological aspects beyond the meaning 

of house. Pallasmaa
1
 suggests that home is not, perhaps, at all a notion of architecture, but of psychology, 

psychoanalysis and sociology. Psychological comfort could be one of the aspects which differentiate a 

house from home. Affordable residential developments may offer people simple and small size houses 

however designers by creating the feeling of home in those houses may provide the inhabitants with some 

degree of satisfaction. UN Committee in ‘The Right to Adequate Housing’
2
 notes that house must provide 

more than four walls and a roof and housing is not adequate if it does not respect and take into account the 

expression of cultural identity.  

This paper suggests that just providing physical comfort in a house would not be enough for the 

inhabitants and that their psychological comfort and cultural backgrounds need to be considered as well. 

In that regard this paper presents the result of the PhD research
3
 in identifying the roots of people’s 

preferences of the house as home.  

 

HOUSE AS HOME 

Norberg-Schulz
4
, writing about the importance of house as home and its degree of openness and also 

importance of one’s memories, notes that “home” is a place that “validates one’s identity”, it has security 

and safety, it is the “mirror of the soul”, an “indivisible field of memory”. As Norberg-Schulz
5
 notes that 
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the relationship between outside/inside of the architectural environment is fundamental to the identity of a 

place. Tschumi
6
 asserts that defining space literally means defining boundaries. Cooper

7
 refers to the 

importance of the threshold of house, including the way one may enter a house in some traditions, the 

importance of the location of the threshold, and its direction in different cultures. An important aspect of a 

“home” is its boundaries. These boundaries of home may include social and psychological boundaries 

related for example to privacy and security as well as physical ones.  

A child may learn about these boundaries in his/her childhood home. According to Purcell
8
, the quality of 

the house in respect to offering values to a user would, become a basis for a child’s education on the 

architectural environment of his/her house. These values include the degree of openness of the house. The 

research focuses on the relative ‘openness’ and ‘closedness’ of the house. Openness and closedness refers 

to the apparent transparency of division between interior parts of a house and between inside and outside 

of a house
9
.  

First contacts with the built environment, especially the house environment, are largely made during 

childhood where a child starts to recognize and establish his environment as his first world. These first 

contacts, according to Custera and Aarts
10

, may have an extensive impact on one’s attitudes toward built 

environments at later stages of life. Also what one learns of cultural messages arising from the built 

environment are acting as signifiers of the common world among people from the same culture, so that 

this common language facilitates the connection to a particular social surrounding. Each person may have 

a different definition of the world to some extent based on his/her perception. However Hubbard
11

, 

Costonis
12

, Epistler
13

 and Rapaport
14

 claim that there are cultural groups which share more of the same 

images. 

 

SELECTED CULTURAL GROUPS FOR THE RESEARCH 

Three groups of people having different cultural backgrounds were engaged for collection of data. The 

groups included 30 people from Iran, 30 people from Australia and 30 people who migrated from Iran to 

Australia, giving a total of 90. Each group included 15 males and 15 females.  

 

  

Figure 1. Photo from Tehran (2002) Figure 2. Photo from Tehran (2002) 
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Figure 3. View from an apartment in Tehran 

(2002) 

Figure 4. Inside of an apartment in Tehran (2002) 

 

The researcher uses in depth individual interviews addressing problems of adjusting to changes in the 

home environments since childhood because of migration, from rural to urban high rise living for Iranians 

in Iran and for Iranians who had migrated to Australia, and for a comparable group of Australians brought 

up in similar locations. Keats
15

 emphasizes the effectiveness of a multimedia approach in data collection 

for research. In this respect the participants are asked to draw their childhood and adulthood houses while 

describing them verbally. 

 

  
Figure 5. Photo from Newcastle area (2002) Figure 6. A house in Newcastle area (2002) 
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Figure 7. View from an apartment in Sydney area 

(2002) 

Figure 8. Inside of a house in Newcastle area 

(2002) 

 

INTERPRETATION OF THE QUANTITATIVE ANALYSIS 

Keats
16

 refers to the importance of considering individual differences in cross-cultural interviews which is 

considered in the process of interviews and their interpretation.  

The result of the analysis (parametric correlations “Pearson’s r” and hierarchical multiple regression) 

shows the importance of connections between childhood experiences of home and adulthood perception of 

house. Preferences in regard to the degree of openness of a house in adulthood are strongly related to 

one’s childhood experience of home and its environment (natural, man-impacted and social 

environments).  

One of the main findings of this study is that those adults (N=90), who had a higher degree of contact with 

the natural environment in their childhood house, perceive their houses in adulthood to have a higher 

degree of openness and the adulthood houses are perceived to be more favourable. The result indicates the 

importance of facilitating one’s connection with the natural environment in the home for today’s children 

who will be the next generation of adults, in order to increase the feeling of satisfaction of their houses in 

adulthood. 

The comparison between the correlation patterns between childhood and adulthood for males and females 

in the total group (N=90) shows that males and females do not have significant differences about 

respective aspects of the house and its environment between childhood and adulthood. 

 

QUOTES AND DRAWINGS BY PARTICIPANTS 

Reviewing direct quotes from some sample cases and their drawings of their childhood and adulthood 

houses assists in clarifying the results for the reader. This section is divided into five parts as follows: 

  

1. Similarities between the Issues in Childhood and Adulthood  

 

The similarities between childhood experience and adulthood preferences which is one of the outcomes of 

the quantitative analysis are directly recognizable in the participants’ descriptions.  

One of the male Iranian participants (IMK) told about his childhood house and also his preferences of a 

place to live in adulthood through different parts of interview: 

 

(IMK): Look there was a mountain here at the back of our house (Childhood house). We didn’t have any 

windows toward that but if we would go to the roof or yard we could see the mountain. (Fig. 9) 

 

(IMK): I don’t know where (preference to live in adulthood) exactly but it is better to be closer to the 

mountain as much as possible. 
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Figure 9.  Drawing by (IMK) - Site plan of childhood house 

 

There are many parameters involved in the situation in which one lives in childhood or in adulthood. 

When one talks about the number of people living in a house another parameter like size of the house is 

involved in the experience as well. An Iranian female (IFS), was not happy with the number of people in 

relation to the size of the house in childhood. That childhood experience was reflected in her perception of 

her house in adulthood. In the interview she said: 

 

(IFS): The house I grew up in, my parents are still living there….We were two families including my 

uncle’s family living there. As we were many, the place was too small for us……I just had a small 

suitcase under the wardrobe there in which I kept my stuff. (Fig. 10) 

 

After marriage she designed a house and built it with her husband. What was interesting for her was the 

size of the house. She said: 

 

  
Figure 10. Drawing by (IFS) - Childhood house & 

surrounding 

Figure 11. Drawing by (IFS) – Adulthood 

house 
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(IFS): We had a very very large garden….A very large kitchen (adulthood house). The kitchen was quite 

spacious. We had lots of space. Our parking was very large in which we could park two cars and we could 

store many things there. (Fig. 11) 

 

  

Figure 12. Drawing by (ASG) – Childhood house Figure 13. Drawing by (ASG) – Adulthood house 

 

A participant from the Australian group (ASG) who was living in a small flat, with his family of four in 

his childhood, did not have any problem with that size of house as there were plenty of room and places to 

enjoy outside of the building. He said (while drawing) about the size of his childhood house and his 

perception of the size of the present house: 

 

(ASG): Here in our little flat (childhood house) on the side,… a little tiny bathroom and this bedroom, a 

little tiny kitchen dining room, this was our bedroom here. So this was our flat ….. It might be 80 square 

meter. (Fig. 12) 

 

(ASG): I’m convinced that more well designed smaller spaces, … in my experience better than larger 

spaces that don’t necessarily suit the use of the space.. for example if our lounge room (adulthood house) 

is too big …. once you put lounge chairs around the space the people might not be able to communicate if 

the space is too big. (Fig. 13) 

 

2. Different Perceptions of the Degree of Openness of the House in Adulthood Based on 

Different Childhood Experiences 

The childhood experience shows its importance in differences between people’s perceptions of the house. 

Each case follows his/her own reasoning to describe a situation which is based on his/her own experience 

of childhood home. Here are some examples of the way that some participants perceived the issue of 
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“level of building in comparison to its surrounding environment or yard”. These examples show that these 

participants perceived the present situation of home based on their experiences in childhood. Differences 

among their choices were based on having a pleasant environment in childhood as well.  

A male participant from the migrant group (MMJ) perceives the house as if it should be elevated from 

ground level in the same way as it was in his childhood house. He said: 

 

(MMJ): It was an Iranian traditional style house (childhood house). Here, there were a few steps. 

Verandah and living area were about one meter higher than the yard. (Fig. 14 & 15) 

 

(MMJ): I prefer elevated space for living (adulthood house). I like the living area to be higher than 

outside, in comparison to the yard.  

 

 

 
Figure 15. Drawing by (MMJ) – Childhood 

house. 

Section of elevated room 

Figure 14. Drawing by (MMJ) – Childhood house  

 

In contrast to this case was that of another participant, Iranian female (IFA). The living area in her 

childhood house was a few steps lower than the yard, according to her a pleasant experience of house in 

childhood. She said (while drawing): 

 

(IFA): Here (living area in childhood house) there was a stair going up to the yard, …..It (living room) 

was a very open and comfortable room. It had windows opening to the yard. It was a very very 

comfortable room. 

 

(IFA): I go there (yard) sometimes, rarely. A yard is good which overlooks the building (elevated yard), 

here the yard is in a lower level. 

 

3. People from the Same Cultural Group and Their Similar Perceptions in Different 

Environments   

Participants from the same cultural background showed same attitudes toward the degree of openness of 

house even though they are living in different environments. In this research the Iranian group and the 

migrant group share the same cultural background but are now living in two different environments, Iran 
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and Australia. These two groups show similarity in their perceptions of the degree of openness of yard and 

building. These degrees of openness are recognizable in preferences for the height of the walls or fences 

surrounding the yard and the openings of building in regard to privacy inside the house. Also they showed 

the same tendency clearly toward the material of building, control over temperature inside the building 

and having sunlight inside the building. Materials which are common for building in Iran are brick walls 

with concrete or steel structures. Houses mostly have cooling and heating systems or in traditional houses 

were designed to moderate the extreme change of temperature in different seasons. Bringing in the 

sunlight is one of the important aspects in housing in Iran both for modern and traditional styles. Migrants 

from Iran who are living in a different physical and social environment are showing the same tendency 

toward the named aspects as Iranians.  

An issue for the migrants is that they mostly do not feel completely safe and secure in the new 

environment of Australia. They respond to researcher’s question on the issue of security with uncertainty 

as “some say it is safe” but doubt about security is in their mind.  

 

Below are some examples of what migrants mentioned in their interviews. 

 

(MFN), female migrant is living in a brick veneer house and she says: 

 

(MFN): It was better if it (building) was made of a stronger type of materials like Iranian houses…..Brick 

is good…. I think it is more stable and stronger than these wooden ones (houses). 

 

About her problem of the heat in summertime and cold in wintertime in the building (her present house) 

she said: 

 

(MFN): Yes, a great problem (about heat and cold in the building), however we added thermal insulation 

in the ceiling.…. but here (Australia), walls of houses are very thin, they are not more than one layer of 

brick. 

 

(MMR), male migrant said: 

 

(MMR): It is fine (height of fences), just there is one part which is low and finally it should be elevated 

sometime. We have to talk to our neighbor about this in regard to privacy. 

 

(MMR): The quality (of housing) is very low in Australia. Houses they (Australians) built is ridiculous 

and you can’t compare it with Iran.  

 

4. Different Attitudes of People from Different Cultural Backgrounds toward the Degree of 

Openness of House in a Same Environment 

Differences between perceptions of the house and its environment could be studied based on cultural 

differences. The two groups, migrants and Australians, who participated in the research, have some 

differences in their perception even though they are living in a same environment. The issues of 

perception about the material for housing, degree of openness of house including its yard and security 
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reflect differences in their cultural background and/or differences in childhood experiences. The 

Australians are mostly looking for higher degree of openness of house, especially in the yard. Also they 

feel more secure in this environment. Openness of house to sunlight has less importance for the Australian 

group and it could be considered as a positive option but not essential in a house, in contrast to the migrant 

group. Perception of the material for housing varies for the Australian group and many would prefer a 

light type of material or especially a cladding roof. For the same issue migrants do not trust light-weight 

material and they think that houses made of light types of material do not have enough stability. Here are 

some examples of the way that some Australian participants described their preferences of openness of the 

yard in relation to fencing and privacy.  

 

 (AFR), female Australian said: 

 

(AFR): …. and the garden just merges with the garden next door and it makes you feel more spacious 

rather than the constriction of the fence…..we’ve just got a bunch of azaleas between us and the 

neighbour. (Fig. 16) 

 

 
Figure 16. Drawing by (AFR) – Adulthood house 

 

(AMP), male Australian about overlooking neighbours said: 

 

(AMP): Um,… neighbours on the opposite side of the apartment …. you can see all of their windows and 

you can look at their apartment ….. but I don’t think it influences how we live or changes anything we do 

……. Yes we actually leave it (curtains) open. 

 

5. Different Experiences in Childhood of the Degree of Openness of House May Result in 

a Different Perception than One’s Cultural Group 
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This case from the Australian group who lived in childhood in South Australia in a double brick house 

shows the same response to the material of housing as the Iranian and migrant groups. She (AFT) said 

about her favorite material in housing: 

 

(AFT): Definitely brick and not weatherboard …….Yes it (present house) is double brick. It is like my 

childhood…….Because my father was a builder and he would have nothing less than double brick 

houses….. Because we, in my perception it is the best, for sound, solid structure. 

Another case from migrant group (MFS) who lived her childhood in a town in Iran where yards were 

separated by low height greenery found it favorable to live in a house with low fences in Australia. She 

was feeling completely safe in the environment of her childhood house and she said that her present house 

(in Australia) is in a very safe environment as well.  

 

PREDICTIONS FOR ATTITUDES TOWARD HOUSING 

 

This study shows that people’s attitudes toward housing do reflect their childhood experiences of home for 

all three groups of Iranians, Migrants and Australians. For each group the influence of childhood 

experience indicates that the individual seeks similarity to his/her childhood home by creating similar 

environments within the (adult) house. This similarity may include at least one space or an aspect having a 

significant character that recreates the same feeling as in childhood. However, although people who had a 

difficult time in childhood try to create a different environment in their houses in adulthood, there were 

still similarities to their childhood houses. People in adulthood create modified versions of their childhood 

houses, by which the positive characteristics of the adulthood house are similar but the negative 

characteristics of childhood house are eliminated.  

This research shows that childhood home is an important environment and has a lifetime effect on one’s 

perception of the house as home. The environment of home involves many important psychological 

aspects. In this respect it is important to provide an adult with a house in which one sees a reflection of 

him/herself stemming from childhood.  

 

THE OUTCOME AND ITS BENEFIT TO THE PROFESSION OF ARCHITECTURE AND 

PEOPLE 

Cowdroy
17

 asserts that misunderstanding between the architects and clients may result in a sense of guilt 

about professional failing for architects, and reinforcement of public images of architects as impractical 

and ineffectual. Recognition of clients’ self-identity and self-expression is an important aspect to be 

considered in architects’ designs for houses, especially in regard to meeting their cultural requirements. 

The boundaries of home as one of the degrees of openness of house is an important matter to be 

considered in designing houses for people having different cultural backgrounds. This is particularly 

important for architects designing mass housing for people from various cultural backgrounds.  

Creating a healthy physical environment in a house assists in providing children with appropriate 

environments. As the results of this research show, the degree of openness of house to its natural, man-

impacted and social environments has a lifetime effect on children. Control of openness becomes an 

essential objective in the architectural design of a house.  
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FURTHER STUDIES BASED ON THE OUTCOME OF THIS RESEARCH 

Considering the lifetime influence of their house on children suggested by the outcomes of this research, 

there is an urgent need to undertake further research to clarify the healthy ranges of degree of openness of 

a house in different environments. For example, the results show that high exposure to man-impacted 

environment within one’s house creates dissatisfaction and unfavourableness of the house environment. 

The results also show that exposure to the social environment needs to be controlled by the inhabitants of 

the house, otherwise it has a negative effect on occupants, especially children. These ranges of degree of 

openness could be used to establish guidelines for house design with respect to the psychological health of 

inhabitants of a house. However in establishing such guidelines, the cultural background of occupants 

needs to be considered.  

 

                                                           
_ 
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