
On Practice

Since architecture centrally involves 

constructing environments for people, why
has the architectural community largely ig-
nored environmental psychology, the field that
analyzes how well we do in meeting people’s
needs? Is it that we don’t want to know or,
even more troubling, that we don’t care how
we’re doing? Or have our various modern and
postmodern ideologies gotten in the way, al-
lowing us to convince ourselves that the enor-
mous literature in environmental behavior has
little relevance to either the discipline or prac-
tice of architecture? And is it time, as architec-
ture has become much less ideological and
much more tolerant of difference, to look again
at what environmental psychology has to offer
us? 

A tolerance for difference comes in handy
when diving into this literature. For architects
accustomed to the visual representation of
ideas and information and allergic to data ta-
bles and descriptive statistics, environmental
psychology, with its dry prose and deadpan
graphics, seems to speak another tongue.
Likewise, the tendency of environmental psy-
chology to focus on what it can measure as
much as what really matters can lead even the
most broadminded among us occasionally to
ask: Who cares? Yet, once we get past the dif-
ferences in appearance and approach between

architecture and environmental psychology, we
will find, like travelers to a foreign country, a
great deal to learn about ourselves and our
practices.

Understanding “the other,” though, rarely
happens without resistance. Architects, for ex-
ample, sometimes complain that environmen-
tal behavior research uncovers the obvious,
and when you scan the abstracts in the major
journals in the field—Environment and Behav-
ior, Journal of Architectural and Planning Re-
search, Journal of Environmental
Psychology—you will find a lot that does seem
self-evident: Inner city children benefit from
green space, windows in the workplace improve
job satisfaction, aesthetically pleasing stair-
wells increase their use, and ventilation affects
worker performance. 

And yet how much does this claim of ob-
viousness stem from our own desire to avoid
facing up to what we, as architects, have done
over the last fifty years? What this research re-
ally makes obvious is that we have been de-
signing cities without green space, workplaces
without windows, offices without adequate
ventilation, and stairwells from hell, and this
points toward a much broader critique of the
architectural community. The work of envi-
ronmental psychologists reveals an architec-
tural profession that has been too compliant in
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accommodating the private sector’s rush to max-
imize profits and the public sector’s desire to
minimize spending. At the same time, envi-
ronmental behavior research shows an archi-
tectural discipline that has been overeager to
impose its aesthetic ideologies and utopian vi-
sions on others, particularly the most vulnera-
ble among us. No wonder many architects
don’t want to read this literature.

And those who do may still not be able to,
because of its inaccessibility. Much of the find-
ings of this research exist in specialized jour-
nals and conference proceedings usually
available only in university libraries. In a re-
cent discussion, a number of architectural
deans and practitioners from some of the
largest firms in the country identified the lack
of easy access to research information as a
problem that both groups need to address im-
mediately, charging a subcommittee to devel-
op a way of indexing and searching what
research exists on the websites of architectural
schools and firms.1 The will to use research
exists, but the way seldom does.

The environmental psychology community
has addressed the need to make aspects of its
work more inviting and accessible. Some re-
searchers, such as UCLA architecture profes-
sor Ben Refuerzo and Tulane architecture
professor Stephen Verderber, have gone a
long way toward showing how environmental
behavior findings can be made visually accessi-
ble. Computer graphics, digital photography,
and desktop publishing have enabled re-
searchers to make their work more appealing
to aesthetically oriented readers. At the same
time, this research community has developed
web-based databases of its findings, bringing
what used to sit on university library shelves
onto the desktops of designers in their
offices.2

One of the best of these is “In-
formeDesign”
(www.informedesign.umn.edu).3 Started with a
sizable grant from the American Society of In-
terior Designers, this database contains con-
cise summaries of the findings of hundreds of
research papers, sorted according to space or
building types (corporate, health care, residen-
tial, retail, etc.), issues (materials, codes, aes-
thetics, human factors, social factors, etc.), and
occupant categories (age, gender, race/ethnic-
ity, socioeconomic standing, etc.) As such
databases become more common, their content
will undoubtedly be used more, which may lead

courts and clients to expect designers to know
this information, prompting even more use of
the research. This evolving expectation may
render the often-assumed demise of environ-
mental behavior research premature. In a
knowledge economy, in which information has
become the coin of the realm, the relative
neglect of research by architects may repre-
sent not the avant-garde, but an arrière-garde
effort to stave off the inevitable public demand
that we know this research.

Nevertheless, many architecture faculty, es-
pecially design faculty, dislike environmental
behavior research because it seems too deter-
ministic or too simplistic when researchers use
the results of their work to drive form-making
too directly, without all of the other factors af-
fecting design taken into account. While stu-
dio faculty don’t hesitate about giving students
all kinds of other determinants of form, the
neglect of social science research in architec-
ture studios stems from a deeper divide. Envi-
ronmental psychology has a strong empirical,
functional, and instrumental bias, measuring
people’s behavior in order to change environ-
ments to improve our chances of being health-
ier, happier, and/or more productive.
Architectural theory over the last forty years has
gone in almost the opposite direction, with an
ideological, formal, and skeptical tilt. This has
led to a studio culture that focuses on proposi-
tions more than measurements, aesthetics
more than human activity, and speculation
more than demonstration.4

Yet even studio culture has not escaped
the attention of environmental psychology.
Researchers such as Amos Rapoport, Kathryn
Anthony, and Linda Groat have examined stu-
dio culture itself and critiqued the lack of di-
versity there, despite all of the lip service paid
to difference in such settings.5 At the same
time, environmental psychologists have ana-
lyzed the different world views dividing design
and social science. As Utah University social
psychology professor Irwin Altman suggests,
environmental psychologists lean toward what
he calls “transactional” worldviews, focusing
on the interactions or contexts of people and
environments, while designers tend to have
“trait” or “organismic” worldviews, focusing
on the essences or complex wholes of people
and places.6 The irony here is that if we de-
signers, who often dismiss environmental be-
havior research, want to understand our own
assumptions and behaviors, we have a rich

source of ideas and information in environmen-
tal behavior research.7

Such research doesn’t determine what ar-
chitects do, but it can certainly give us—and
clients—reason to do the right things. If any-
thing truly threatens architects’ creativity, it is
the relentless cost cutting that characterizes
public as well as private sector projects. Archi-
tects tend to argue against such shortsighted-
ness with generalizations about the effect it
will have on people’s well being or on the qual-
ity of life or the durability of buildings. Envi-
ronmental behavior research offers another,
more powerful argument against clients’ cor-
ner cutting: its often negative impact on hu-
man health and productivity, which translate
directly into money losses, which clients care
about a great deal. 

Consider just a few conclusions drawn
from the myriad of research out there. Con-
trary to the assumption that more unencum-
bered space increases people’s use of parks,
research shows that increasing the number of
trees does so, especially in and around public
housing.7 Contrary to the assumption that in-
creasing class sizes reduces costs, research
shows that crowding too many children to-
gether in schools and daycare centers increas-
es instructional and behavioral costs.8
Contrary to the idea that reduced clutter in
offices leads to greater efficiency and better
morale, the research shows that clutter and the
ability to personalize office space improves
worker well being and job satisfaction.9 Such
results show that research can provide archi-
tects with valuable tools. When clients want to
cut the number of trees, crowd more children
into schools, or overly control workspaces, the
research shows how these very things negative-
ly affect the most important and most costly
aspect of any building: the interaction of
neighbors, the productivity of employees, the
happiness of children, and the operations of
facilities. In not using such information to
convince owners to do the right thing, we ar-
chitects have been just as penny-wise and
pound-foolish as the cost-cutting clients we
complain about.

This research can also convince architects
to do the right thing. For example, some envi-
ronmental psychologists have begun to em-
phasize the natural environmental aspect of
the field.10 These “ecological” psychologists
have revealed the sometimes superficial or in-
effective ways in which architects have ad-
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dressed environmental problems, tacking on
sustainability as if just one more feature of a
building. At the same time, this research sug-
gests that we must see human behavior in its
largest possible context—the natural as well as
the built environment—if we are to under-
stand not only how we behave, but the effects
our behavior has on others, human and non-
humans alike. Environmental psychologists
have also focused on social justice issues,
which get equally short shrift from many ar-
chitects. By looking at the difference that cul-
ture, race, gender, and poverty make in the
built environment, this research also provides
data to back up the critique of power that un-
derlies so much contemporary architectural
theory.11 Indeed, the degree to which psy-
chologists and theorists address many of the
same issues, albeit in different ways, makes one
wonder if the widespread neglect of environ-
mental behavior research in architectural the-
ory is, itself, a form of power politics, a type of
turf protection that some theorists seem to see
everywhere but among themselves.

Not everyone can know everything, and
the enormity of the environmental psychology
literature can be a deterrent to architects’
command of it. Still, that is no excuse for the
outright neglect of this research by architects
over the last several decades. If nothing else,
environmental behavior studies can help us
see how much the architecture culture is, it-
self, an environment in which we behave in
often unexamined ways, based on unspoken as-
sumptions, and resulting in unanticipated con-
sequences. Were we to become more
self-conscious and self-critical of our own pro-
fessional and disciplinary culture, we would
find that environmental psychology has much
to offer, not least of which, like all good psy-
chology, is an understanding of ourselves. 
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