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Abstract 
This paper discusses the spatial identity theory for a smaller scope of the built environment - a building design. The research objective is to explore the 
concept of spatial identity theory within a building and interior setting through literature analysis and synthesis. A literature review is a primary methodology 
for this research paper, which considers extensive precedent studies associated with place identity, sense of place, place attachment, and spatial 
experience. The synthesis towards the end of this study may better comprehend the concept of spatial identity for a building design and interior 
environment.  
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1.0 Introduction 
1.1 Research Background and Issues 
The term 'spatial identity' is an emerging vocabulary in architectural academia. Some articles on the well-known architectural and design 
website, such as ArchDaily and Dezeen, use the 'spatial identity' term to refer to the identity of interior design in a building. However, 
despite the broad discussion of identity theory in terms of the bigger scale of the built environment, there is a lack of study on spatial 
identity, particularly for a building environment or interior setting. Identity in the interior also plays a significant part in human socio-
psychological development as people spend a lot of time inside a building daily. Moreover, there are many facets of definition on the 
theories related to place and identity, which make it somewhat difficult to grasp one definitive construct of the theories (Childs, 2021).  

Another issue that initiates this study is the increasing number of design interventions that is lack meaningful spatial identity in today's 
urban development (Ujang, 2012; Schegk, 2020). Having a meaningful identity is crucial in sustaining the nation's cultural heritage (Ginting 
et al., 2018b); thus, there is a need to explore a more apparent construct of spatial identity so that designers may better articulate the 
concept of identity in their built environment design. 

1.2 Research Objectives and Methodology 
Considering the above research gap, this study is conducted to explore the concept of spatial identity within a building environment. The 
objectives of this paper are to first, outline some prominent theories of identity in the built environment context, and second, to discuss the 
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construct of spatial identity for an interior setting through literature analysis and synthesis. Questions being asked as the direction of 
research include; what elements of the built environment create the identity of a place or space?; do human psychological factors contribute 
to the spatial identity within a building environment?; do the physical attributes in an interior design play significant roles in creating a 
spatial identity?; what aspects of the building design may construct a social space that attracts many visitors?; does spatial identity 
significantly correlate with the spatial experience of a building environment?.   

With those research questions in mind, a literature review has been conducted on the precedent studies associated with some 
significant identity theories, including place identity, sense of place, place attachment, place dependence and spatial experience. This 
conceptual paper will first address the significance of identity in the built environment and proceed with discussing related theories of 
identity. The paper will then synthesise the shared attributes among the identity theories from the precedent studies analysis. The paper 
concludes by outlining the construct of spatial identity within a building and interior environment, which is retrieved from the literature 
review synthesis. The finding towards the end of this study may better comprehend spatial identity theory for a building and interior setting.  
 
1.3 Scope and Limitation 
This paper broadly discusses some prominent identity theories regarding the spatial identity theory for a smaller scope of the built 
environment - a building design. The intention is not to resolve the exact definition of identity theories in the built environment but rather to 
extract the shared attributes among the theories. The construct of spatial identity within a building or interior setting is adapted from the 
shared attributes of the precedent studies. Because of the various contextual definition of the discussed theories in this paper, the limitation 
of the study includes having to project careful opinion on identity theories in other settings, namely urban design, landscape architecture, 
human geography, psychology and so on. This study, however, must be discussed by going through the other contexts due to the lack of 
scholarly studies of identity theory in an interior setting. 
 
 

2.0 Significance of Identity and Its Experiential Condition  
Hernandez et al. (2007) establish that place identity is a necessity in the process of acquiring a sense of belonging and building a social 
identity as a person. Having an identity is not only crucial for an individual or a community but also vital for a place and the built environment. 
In the tourism context, identity moulds the tourist perception of the place through the tangible and intangible elements that the place 
embodies (Marković and Fuerst-Bjeliš, 2015). Maintaining place identity is also significant in preserving the place's uniqueness of its 
cultural heritage (Ginting and Rahman, 2016); while simultaneously sustaining the tourism development (Ginting et al., 2018b). Saad (n.d) 
expands the importance of maintaining identity with the purpose to sustain the evolving urbanisation process. Architectural design with 
meaningful identity results from a well-thought-out design process, namely the design originality, architectural narratives, and conceptual 
ideas (Childs, 2021). As a whole, designers have the power to influence people's behaviour and psychological well-being through a 
meaningful identity within the built environment of their creation (Gehl, 2011). 

Identity in the built environment encapsulates a broad outlook of diverse interrelating concepts. The theories as a whole begin with the 
notion of a place. The first condition in understanding a place is by being in situ, which can be referred to as physically being in the place. 
Peter Zumthor's works advocate that truly meaningful architecture refers to the idea of being in the place to understand it through existential 
senses. A place's identity can be seized from the physical features, historical values, cultural characteristics, experiential ties, and other 
collective aspects within the environment. The sense of identity can only be created by having experiential ties when being in the place 
(Barelkowski, 2017; Childs, 2021). Cafuta and Sitar (2017) claim that the image of a city is constructed from the common use of the place 
and an individual's spatial experience. Furthermore, Tang, Acedo and Painho (2021) establish that the sense of place and its conceptions 
are constructed from the physical environment and the individuals' spatial experience within the place. From the environmental psychology 
approach, an individual's spatial perception can only be acquired by experiencing it in situ. 
 
 

3.0 Identity Theories in the Built Environment 
Some prominent theories of identity in the built environment include place identity, sense of place, place attachment, and place 
dependence. From the environmental psychology discourse, "place identity is defined as the way in which a place informs the identity of 
a person or people" (Proshansky et al., 1983). According to Damayanti and Kossak (2016), place identity is the connection people develop 
with the physical elements of a place and the activities that occur within it. Place identity is perceived as the result of the relationship 
between the physical attributes of a place and the values that it embodies (Bott, Cantrill and Myers, 2003). From the socio-psychological 
outlook, place identity is formed by four principles - distinctiveness, continuity, self-esteem, and self-efficacy (Twigger-Ross & Uzzell, 
1996). 

The next concept in identity theory that is equally significant is the sense of place. Adams (2013) refers to the sense of place as the 
emotion and relationship between the people and place. Similarly, Nasab (2021) indicates that a sense of place is created within meaningful 
places through the social context and social interaction in a physical environment. The author also lists the most significant indicators of a 
sense of place as "intimacy of place, the experience of place and personality of place" (Nasab, 2021). Francis et al. (2012) establish that 
sense of place is the concept that encompasses the three main theories in identity - place identity, place attachment and place dependence. 
A study by Shamsuddin and Ujang (2008) found that the criteria of "diversity, vitality, accessibility, safety, and distinctiveness" are the 
factors contributing to the sense of place in two of Kuala Lumpur's busiest shopping areas. Sense of place can also be generated from the 
individual's emotional relationship and sense of belonging to the place (Nasab, 2021), which are pretty similar to the next theory discussed 
in this literature review. 
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As introduced above, another theory often discussed concerning identity in the built environment is place attachment. Devine-Wright 
and Clayton (2010) claim that a successful place identity may result in a good sense of place attachment. Ujang (2017) defines place 
attachment as "the development of affective ties or relationships between people or individuals and certain places that are expressed 
through interactions and emotional attachment". One of the earliest studies on attachment, Stokols and Shumaker (1981), established that 
attachment can be seen through the functional bonding between people and place, more accurately referred to as place dependence. 
Place dependence refers to the functional reliance on the features and conditions that the place provides in completing necessary daily 
activities (Williams and Vaske, 2003). 
 
 

4.0 Synthesizing the Shared Attributes 
Through literature synthesis, some similar patterns are found among the intertwining theories discussed above. Firstly, some attributes 
highlight the emotion and perception of humans towards their environment. Sense of place considers both the physical form of the place 
correlated with the emotional reaction and human perception to a place (Stedman, 2003). Tilley (as cited in Childs, 2021) indicates that 
material forms are essential tools to create a perception of place identity and eventually evoke an emotional connection between people 
and place. In support of the emotional attributes in the identity construct, Heydari and Jamshidi (2021) constitute that "the factors of 
individual feelings and the configuration and body of space had the greatest impact on both attachment to the place and the identity of the 
place". Moreover,  Raymond, Kyttä and Stedman (2017) assert that a sense of place can be seen as "a property of the relationship between 
perception - action and social construction processes both within and across place-based experiences." 

The second synthesis of shared attributes among the discussed concepts is the cognitive and memory of individuals. Childs (2021) 
indicates that "meaning and memory can be translated into architectural form through exploring the design qualities of the past and present, 
critical regionalism and embodiment". Moreover, according to a study on mental images, "the physical and sensory experience of places, 
which includes a multiplicity of aspects, contributes to the personal construction of the mental image of places" (Morello and Piga, 2015). 
This means that mental images of a place are significantly formed by the human visual senses. The meaningful and memorable experience 
of a place interplay in the process of creating a solid architectural identity while also building a sense of belonging and self-esteem for the 
individuals (Childs, 2021). A study on the continuity aspect by Ginting et al. (2018a) found that a place's physical elements, memory, and 
sentimental values contribute to the continuity of the place identity. Hence, it can be safely said that creating a memorable and meaningful 
spatial experience is an efficient strategy in sustaining place identity. 

In general, most of the identity constructs project the same idea of having both physical and psychological components in creating 
meaningful identity. Above all, the shared attributes of identity theories are rooted in one definitive aspect: the physical elements or 
embodiment. The physical conditions of a place interrelate with the social interaction within the space and therefore construct a meaningful 
identity to the encounters (Damayanti and Kossak, 2016). In addition, physical elements and visual constructs are the significant variables 
with the human interaction in an urban design environment (Damayanti and Kossak, 2016). This highlight on physical elements directs 
this discussion towards the construct of spatial identity within a building and interior setting.    
 
 

5.0 Spatial Identity within a Building Environment 
The previous discussion concludes that physical attributes are the most significant component in the construct of identity. Hence, this 
study establishes that embodiment is the fundamental aspect of the spatial identity within a building and interior setting. This is parallel 
with Childs (2021), who also regards physical elements as "an existential condition in the construction of any sense of identity". The author 
also asserts that the physical quality of a building and interior design manifests its architectural success, which is shown through 
institutional values and aspirations felt by the building occupants or visitors (Childs, 2021). Dixon & Durrheim (2004) also propose that the 
physical environment significantly contributes to self-identity. Furthermore, the human behaviour and activities in a building are influenced 
considerably by the physical design of the space (Jones and Evans, 2012). These corresponding findings enhance the idea of embodiment 
as the underlying aspect of people-place interaction through its interplay with other components of spatial identity. 

The physical elements in spatial identity may be composed of the form, body of construction, materials, ventilation system, interior 
scheme, furniture detailing and of the environmental science aspects - which differentiate the architectural design from the others (Goodwin 
et al., 2009 as cited in Ginting et al., 2018a). The building form itself is a crucial aspect of architectural design (Goodwin, Tonks, & Ingham, 
2009). Based on Ginting and Rahman's (2016) study, other physical aspects that are essential principles of place identity include 
accessibility, historical building, cultural product, local product, signage design, and parking space. In interior design, interior quality such 
as the concept and application of rhythm, represents the spatial identity (Amelia, Nuraeny and Arvanda, 2020). Hillier (2001) emphasises 
that space planning and configuration in interior design may affect the visual and occupants' movement within the space.  

Physical aspects of a place itself are the primary support for the programming or the activities intended for the spatial design. The 
physical space provides means for the people activities within the place which then creates a more meaningful spatial identity. While within 
a place, there is people interacting with people, there is also people interacting with the space through their existential senses. This is 
accomplished by the interplay of physical elements with the intangible environmental elements such as lighting, air ventilation, thermal 
comfort, and acoustic. Considering the other attributes of spatial identity, a place as a whole can be identified by the "physical form, activity 
and meaning" (Ujang & Zakariya, 2015), whereby those components create the interaction between people and their environment. 
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6.0 Conclusion  
The spatial identity as a whole is the result of people-place interaction constructed by the physical and psychological elements that embody 
a space. Collectively, spatial identity looks at how significant the space means to an individuals or groups by having them experiencing 
the space in situ. This study establishes that the construct of spatial identity within a building and interior setting consists of physical 
elements as the fundamental of the architectural or interior design, which provide space and support for human activities. The physical 
elements also represent the visual attributes in space, namely the form, colour scheme, layout and circulation. Within a space, the physical 
attributes interplay with the environmental elements such as lighting and air circulation in creating experiential ties to the individuals such 
as the spatial ambience, emotional feeling and meaningful memory. Together, this construct explains the concept of spatial identity better, 
as visualised in Fig. 1 below. 
 

 
 

 
Fig. 1: The Construct of Spatial Identity within a Building and Interior Environment  

(Source: Author, 2022) 

 
This study highlights the crucial aspect of people-place interaction in architectural and interior design. The identity is encapsulated 

within the spatial experience where the physical and psychological elements interplay in harmony, as Peter Zumthor manifests that: 
 
“I am convinced that a good building must be capable of absorbing the traces of human life and taking on a specific richness… I think of 
the patina of age on materials, of innumerable small scratches on surfaces, of varnish that has grown dull and brittle, and of edges polished 
by use.” ― Peter Zumthor.  
 
 

7.0 Paper Contribution to Related Field of Study 
This study may better comprehend the concept of spatial identity within a building and interior environment. It may assist designers in 
architecture and interior problem solving, especially concerning the intangible aspects of the environmental psychology of building space. 
The findings may also be adapted in future empirical research on spatial identity. 
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