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Abstract

One could state that the aim of wellbeing has long been implicitly present in
architecture and interior architecture but is now emerging, maybe not yet as an
explicit design approach but at least as an explicit goal of research within these
domains. Generating knowledge on ways in which the built environment can
contribute to the subjective wellbeing of its residents, however, entails the
merging of expertise from fields that are quite distinct. Although researching the
interactions of the physical environment (architecture and interior architecture)
and more subjective, human-related aspects (social and behavioural sciences)
is of course hardly a novel paradigm in itself, the practical, methodological and
epistemological properties commonly associated with these two fields can be
very different and the new research domain of “design for wellbeing” tends to
push these differences to their extremes. In this contribution, | provide a
personal account, from the perspective of a researcher in (interior) architecture
with a background in psychology, of what | consider apparent, less apparent but
sometimes also illusionary differences between these two fields and how these
impact our ongoing process to establish and develop a research program on
‘Designing for More’.

Subjective wellbeing and the (interior) architectural

context

The search for a “good life”, what it entails and how it can be achieved, has long
fascinated humanity and continuous to do so, in sometimes very different
guises. Holt (2006), for example, caricaturizes the history of happiness through
different bumper sticker equations: happiness=luck (Homeric era),
happiness=virtue (classical era), happiness=heaven (medieval era),
happiness=pleasure (Enlightenment era), and happiness=a warm puppy
(contemporary era). Indeed, thinking about happiness is hardly a novel
endeavor, but its systematic, empirical study has only fairly recently been
initiated. The landmark paper of Diener in Psychological Bulletin ‘Subjective
well-being’, for example, is dated 1984. Today, the issue of subjective well-
being can be considered to constitute an important and relevant research
domain. To quote Harvard psychologist Dan Gilbert (2012): “Papers on
happiness are published in Science, people who study happiness win Nobel
prizes, and governments all over the world are rushing to figure out how to
measure and increase the happiness of their citizens”.

Notwithstanding the increasing attention for positive psychology, happiness or
subjective wellbeing — note that there is indeed considerable variability in
terminology used in the literature, for the present purpose, however, these
nuances are not so relevant, so | will use these terms interchangeably — a
potential factor that has been surprisingly rare in these discussions is that of the
design of the built environment, i.e., architecture and interior design. Searching
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