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ABSTRACT 

 
This study provided data on how families in a small town in the southern United 

States use their home for interaction and how design attributes within the home can 

facilitate interaction among family members. The subjects included 42 families living in 

a small town in south Texas.  Each family consisted of a single parent or dual parent 

household with at least one child ranging in the ages of 5 to 18 years living in the home.  

This cross-sectional study required subjects to complete a self-administered questionnaire 

surveying (a) family interaction activities, and (b) preferences of design attributes in the 

home environment.  Frequency tabulations were used to evaluate the data.  The findings 

from this study were compared to the findings from families living in a small town in the 

northeastern region of the United States.  The preferences of selected design attributes 

between the two regions had no major differences.  Design implications suggest a large, 

open, multi-functional family space with visual access will have a positive influence of 

family interaction.  Even though, no major differences were found to be evident among 

the preferences of the design attributes in the two studies, further research should be 

conducted to properly assess the needs of each region or family. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

 
 This research study sought to identify the types of interaction (i.e. participate in 

an activity together such as a conversation, eat together, watch television with another 

member of the family, etc.) and the locations of interaction (i.e. kitchen, family room, 

dining room, etc.) among family members living in single-family residential dwellings in 

a southern rural community in the United States.  Also, this study provides an evaluation 

of family interaction activities and the influence of selected design attributes in the home 

environment.  The preferences of family interaction activities in the homes of families 

living in a rural community in the southern United States was evaluated and compared to 

those families living in a rural community in a northeastern region in the United States.  

The American family constellation has seen countless changes in composition 

since the post war era’s ideal family consisting of a male breadwinner and a stay-at-home 

wife.  Only a small percentage of households fit this former definition of a typical family.  

Approximately a quarter of households today are married couples with children under 

eighteen, but the father is the sole breadwinner in only 29.2 percent of those families 

(Hayden, 2002).  The predominant family type of today’s societal makeup is indexed as a 

dual earner family. 

With the rising demands of work schedules of parents and the increasing 

dimensions of today’s homes, a conundrum of finding family time to participate in 

activities, conversations, and general family interactions has arisen.  Past generations 

expected the female to be a stay-at-home mom that maintained the family, house and 
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children.  The past four decades have seen a steady increase in the number of dual-earner 

couples in the United States (Zimmerman et. al., 2003).  The growing number of dual-

earner couples is hypothesized to be an outcome of the desire of more egalitarian marital 

relationships.  In 1997, Ferber and Young found that both men and women believed that 

“they would do nearly equal amounts of housework, believed that a fair division of labor 

was important and had expectations that both spouses would work outside of the home” 

(Zimmerman et al., 2003, p. 109).  Data obtained in 1976, found that approximately only 

2% of men and women believed that spouses should be equally responsible for household 

duties.  “These changing attitudes are especially prevalent among urban residents, 

younger individuals, and those in higher socioeconomic groups” (Fleming, 1988).  This 

lifestyle makes managing forty plus work weeks and having family time more difficult 

for today’s parents especially when both parents are working full-time outside of the 

home.   

Larger, more expansive homes are being built.  Unfortunately, these homes are not 

being designed with the intention of stimulating positive family interactions.  Rather, 

families are lured into homes that draw attention to the expansive square footage with no 

desire to analyze how the physical environment can affect family interaction activities.  

In the last fifty years, houses have almost tripled in size, from about 800 square feet and 

one bath to nearly 2,200 square feet and two and a half baths.  Meanwhile, the family 

composition has decreased from 3.37 persons in 1950 to 2.62 persons in 1998 (Hayden, 

2002).  The lack of meaningful interaction between parents and children can result in 
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missed opportunities for important socialization experiences that can drastically affect the 

child later in life (Miller and Maxwell, 2003; Bobbitt and Paolucci, 1986).   

 
Justification of Study 

 The family dynamic is a complex model of individuals, interactions, and shared 

experiences within the home’s physical environment.  To achieve a successful paradigm 

of family, one must embrace all aspects to strengthen the bond and effectively interrelate 

the physical setting, activities, and the individuals within the family.  With the changes in 

society that have lead to more hectic familial schedules, a home designed to stimulate 

interactions through nonverbal design attributes to alleviate further stresses of family life 

is imperative (Rapoport, 1976).    

The goal of this study was to determine what physical interior design attributes 

stimulate family interaction activities in the home environment.  The study established a 

correlation between interaction activities of families living in the northeastern and 

southern regions of the United States.  Further intentions of the study included the 

creation of a prototype floor plan and elevations including furniture arrangements that are 

engaging and stimulating for positive interaction among family members living in a small 

town in the southern region of the United States. 

 
Physical Environment Affects Behavior 

“Architecture plays an important role in governing our perception and behavior, 

including social interactions, within our built environment” (Brebner, 1982, p. 152).  Not 

only are the interactions within a physical environment determined by the physical 
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setting, but the behaviors and interactions also shape and develop these environments.  

These behavior settings provide cues for behavior and therefore, the physical 

environment can be seen as a form of nonverbal communication (Rapoport, 1976).   

“The notion that the arrangement of space can influence social support is based on 

research showing links between environmental factors and social behavior” (Fleming et 

al., 1985, p. 328).  Each environment consists of a series of behavior settings.  These 

settings are controlled by aspects of the environment that support or allow particular 

behaviors and activities (Al-Homoud, 1996).  The residential environment, therefore, 

affords behaviors and interactions among all members of a family.  These influences 

establish the extent and type of interaction between parent and child, child and parent, 

and spousal interaction.  

Environment-Behavior Relations 

The explanatory theory of environment-behavior relations is a theory based on 

understanding and explaining the world with regard to patterns, linkages and forms of 

interaction between environment and behavior.  To utilize this theory to its maximum 

potential three basic questions of environment-behavior relations are utilized.  When 

proposing the utilization of the explanatory theory of environment-behavior relations, one 

must identify the characteristics of human beings that influence the built environment, the 

effects of the environment on individuals and why, and evaluate the mechanisms linking 

the two (Rapoport, 2001).   

The built environment can be considered as a system of settings within which 

human activities take place.  The behavior, lifestyle, values and activities of particular 
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groups are unique to each situation; therefore, research findings can not be generalized to 

every type of environment.  The impact the residential built environment has on 

interaction patterns and behaviors among family members is unique to any other study 

when extracting the environment’s influences on behavior. 

To conduct research on the influences that the residential built environment has 

on family interaction activities, an understanding of the role that the environment has on 

human behavioral patterns is important.  The key element that defines an environment is 

the act of surrounding.  Therefore, the nature and function of the environment must be 

referenced to something that surrounds (Lang, 1987).  Geographical environment and 

behavioral environment is differentiated between the objective and cognitive images.  

Geographical environment refers to objects that actually surround an individual.  

Behavioral environment refers to “the cognitive image of the objective environment that 

forms the basis for behavior” (Lang, 1987, p. 77).   

 The behavioral environment is “the set of adaptations people have made to their 

terrestrial and cultural environments” (Lang, 1987, p. 81).  Researchers believe that 

individuals modify the environment around them to accommodate their needs, thus 

affecting their behaviors and interaction patterns.  These modifications have been 

justified through research suggesting that “an individual’s behavior is a function of his or 

her motivations, the affordances of the environment, and the images of the world outside 

direct perception and the meanings those images have for the individual” (Lang, 1987, p. 

97).   
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 Outside influences such as one’s culture, social aspects, personality differences, 

and the built environment manipulate the perceptions one has on the built environment, 

thus creating varying behavioral outcomes.  Depending on the motivations for the use of 

an interior environment, an individual can modify an environment to fulfill their needs.  

The use and utility of the physical environment can change to meet an individual’s 

personal needs without changing the object and/or the affordances possessed by that 

environment or object (Lang, 1987).  The affordances that affect the behavioral changes 

among individuals in the built environment vary drastically affording different behaviors 

and aesthetic experiences.  “The affordances of the environment thus limit or extend the 

behavioral and aesthetic choices of an individual depending on how the environment is 

configured” (Lang, 1987, p. 81).   

Once an individual enters into a built environment, a variety of competencies are 

expressed.  Psychological, cultural and social norms provide individuals with expected 

competencies of the built environment.  The competencies, differences and affordances 

are established because one may not have the means to express or perceive an 

environment the way another can.  Cultural pressures or lack of resources (time or 

money) may also inhibit one’s affordances of the built environment.  All of these 

differences among each individual is perceived differently from each one the individuals.  

Individuals perceive space the way it can be and is used.  “The environment in which 

people are socialized shapes competencies, because what we know and what we learn to 

look at are shaped by what the environment affords us” (Lang, 1987, p. 103).   
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The lower a person’s competencies, the more constrictive an environment 

becomes for them in terms of behavioral opportunities.  On the contrary, Lawton (1977) 

suggests that “if the built environment demands less competence of an individual than 

that individual possesses, then it is too comfortable and not challenging enough” (Lang, 

1987, p. 103; Lawton, 1977).  This comfort zone may then create a degeneration of one’s 

personal interactions.  A lowered competency level, decreasing the affordances in a 

residential environment has the possibility of reducing vital familial interactions. 

Even though individuals are influenced by social and cultural norms, every 

individual has their own personality traits that affect their behavioral patterns differently.  

These slight differences provide a foundation for the current study that identified the 

influences that the environment has on individual families living in the southern region of 

the United States.   

 “Knowledge of the basic principles and controversies in descriptions and 

explanations of human behavior helps us clarify our understanding of the relationship 

between environment and behavior.  This, in turn, helps the architect consider how the 

environment affords people of different backgrounds different aesthetic experiences and 

activity patterns” (Lang, 1987, p. 99).  The nature of the current study is to identify the 

design attributes within the home environment that influence family interaction activities 

among families residing in the same area with similar backgrounds.  These findings were 

useful in identifying the differences and similarities of interaction activities among 

families living in different regions of the country. 
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Influences on Family Interaction 

Interaction among family members is important in today’s society (Miller and 

Maxwell, 2003).  The frantic schedules of families in our society seem to inhibit 

traditional family time such as planned family sit-down dinners, daily conversations and 

basic fundamental activities (i.e. homework, hobbies, chores, etc.) between parent and 

child.  Beals and Tabors (1995) found that conversations at dinnertime had the greatest 

impact on the development of vocabulary in young children (Beals and Tabors, 1995; 

Brach, Camara, & Houser, 2000).   

Over the last few decades, the rate of interaction between parents and their 

children has decreased (Bobbitt and Paolucci, 1986).  Changes such as urbanization, 

centralized schools and the power of technology keep children entertained, thus 

eliminating critical opportunity for interaction between family members.  The home and 

family is considered the most essential setting for learning since the home is where 

learning begins and continues to develop throughout a child’s life.  These important 

interactions are responsible for socialization and education of family members, especially 

the children (Bobbitt and Paolucci, 1986). 

One’s family and the environment that they mature and grow in are believed to be 

the primary educators for children.  The learned behaviors and responses that are instilled 

into children at a young age generally predict the type of demeanor that an individual will 

portray in other environments such as the community, school, work and social 

engagements.   Family interactions provide situations for modeling, reinforcing, and 
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support or rejection for a particular behavior learned by children (Bobbitt and Paolucci, 

1986).   

Regional Comparison 

Preferences are dependent upon several factors including background influences, 

cultural norms, and family traditions.  Environmental settings should be designed in order 

to complement the users and the type of behavior predicted for each physical setting.  

This investigation compared the findings established in Miller and Maxwell’s study 

(2001) on family interaction activities in the home.  The Miller and Maxwell study 

evaluated the types and locations of interaction and identified design attributes that may 

facilitate interaction among families living in a small town in the northeastern region of 

the United States.  The preferences of these design attributes (Table 1.1) are compared 

among families living in a small town in the southern region of the United States and 

families living in a small town in the northeastern region of the United States. 
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Table 1.1. Design Attribute Preferences Among Families in the Southern 
Region of the U.S. and Families in the Northeastern Region of the U.S. 

  
Design Attributes 

   
1.  Size of Room   8.  Divisions 
   
2.  Access to Room   9.  Adjacencies 
   
3.  Shape of the Space   10.  Visual Access 
   
4.  Placement   11.  Circulation 
   
5.  Furniture/Appliances   12.  Flooring 
   
6.  Seating   13.  Texture 
   
7.  Function    14.  Lighting 
   
   15.  Acoustics 
    

 

Due to the assumption that there are differences in how families interact and what 

design attributes that they prefer among these two regions, this study elected to evaluate 

and determine if there were differences among these two regions.  The location for the 

current study was a small town in the southern region of the United States that had 

comparable demographics to the small town evaluated in the Miller and Maxwell study 

(2001).  Before this study, no previous studies were found that evaluate and compare the 

preferences of the selected design attributes among different regions in the United States. 

To design an environment suitable for families living in a small town in the 

southern region of the United States, this study evaluated and compared the preferences 

of interaction activities and design attributes in the home suggested from families living 

in a small town in the northeastern region of the United States.  The current research 
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study examined the following research questions and then compared the findings with the 

results from Miller and Maxwell’s study (2001). 

1) Is there a difference of family interaction activities between families living 

in a small town in the northeastern region of the United States with families 

living in a small town in the southern region of the United States?   

2) Does the preference of design attributes for interactive and conversational 

areas within the home vary among these two regions?   

 These comparisons provide an evaluation of similar communities in separate 

regions of the United States.  The findings suggested in Miller and Maxwell’s study 

(2001) initiated concerns regarding a possible generalization of family interaction 

activities among families residing in small towns in the United States.   This study 

determined if the findings in Miller and Maxwell’s study are comparable to the findings 

of families living in a different region of the United States. 

 
Purpose of Study 

 Due to the decreasing time that family members have to engage in conversations, 

activities, and general learning opportunities between each other, homes must be 

designed to accommodate the busy lifestyles as well as interaction activities.  In order to 

facilitate and encourage interaction among family members, one must assess the natural 

setting in which the family interaction occurs. 

This study sought to discover how families in a small town in southern United 

States use their home for interaction and how design attributes within the home can 

facilitate interaction among family members.  A review of the major constructs of this 
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study, territoriality, privacy, and selected design attributes is essential in developing an 

evaluative study of family interactions in the home. 

The study began by identifying the location of interaction in the home.  Once the 

area of interaction within the home was identified, the researcher determined the family 

interaction activities that took place (conversation, homework, television viewing, games, 

etc.) in this area.  Based on the type of interaction and the current locations of interaction, 

the study evaluated and determined what design attributes encourage or inhibit 

interaction within the home.  Families were invited to participate in determining what 

design attributes are preferred as ideal and desirable attributes in facilitating interaction 

among family members.  In conclusion of this study, a prototype floor plan and 

elevations indicating furniture arrangements was created for each of the rooms being 

studied (living room or family room, kitchen, and eating areas). 

The analysis of the effects of the homes’ built environment on family behavior 

and interaction patterns is critical for today’s families.  Determining the patterns and 

locations of behaviors within the home improved the understanding of how families 

prefer to use their homes in regards to family interaction patterns.  By defining the rules 

of how spaces are used, when they are used and by whom they are used is advantageous 

in designing home environments that support and encourage positive family interaction 

activities.  The data collected was evaluated and compared to the data gathered from the 

study on families living in a small town in the northeastern region of the United States.  

The comparison between both regions in the United States provided a similar design 
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solution of features within the home that foster family interaction activities for those 

living in small towns both in the northeastern and southern regions of the United States.   

Research on this issue allows for families to improve the conditions that foster 

interaction within their home.  With the reduced amount of time spent in the home in 

today’s society, further research is needed to circumscribe design solutions on how to 

design homes to encourage successful family interaction patterns. 

 
Definition of Terms 

Family – As defined by the U.S. Census Bureau, a family is “a group of two or more 

people who reside together and who are related by birth, marriage, or adoption” (U.S. 

Census Bureau, 2005). 

 
Home – Home is the foundation of our identity as individuals and as members of a 

community, the dwelling-place of being.  Home is not just a place to live in, it is not 

something that can be anywhere, that can be exchanged, but an irreplaceable centre of 

significance (Relph, 1976).  Homes, or dwellings, can be understood as those systems of 

a setting within which systems of activities take place (Rapoport, 1999).  Geoffrey 

Hayward (1982), described home as a range of meanings and experiences that are closely 

tied to people’s values, goals, and aspirations regarding housing. 

 
Housing – Type of a built environment that organizes space, time, meaning and 

communication.  Space refers to the person utilizing the area.  Time is based on how 

much time family members have, how they use it, where they spend it and with whom, 

etc.  Meaning refers to what these elements mean to the family in terms of identity, status 
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and honor.  Communication is significant in terms of who communicates with whom, 

when, where, how and under what circumstances (Rapoport, 1999). 

 
Household – With the changing composition of families in today’s society, the term 

family, depending on the situation may be interchanged with the term household. “This is 

defined as a group of people who co-reside in a dwelling or residential compound and 

who, to some degree, share householding activities and decision-making” (Rapoport, 

1999, p. 7).  

 
Interaction – Family interaction occurs when two or more family members participate in 

an activity together, such as a conversation, eating together, watching television together, 

or playing a game (Miller & Maxwell, 2003). 

 
Privacy – Privacy is the ability to emphasize seclusion, withdrawal, and avoidance of 

interaction (Altman, 1975).   

 
Spatial Definition – Spatial definition is the extent that one perceives a spaces’ degree of 

enclosure (Theil et al., 1986).   

 
Territoriality – Territoriality conveys a message of ownership of space.  Human 

territorial boundaries are a fixed, geographically immobile region (Sommer, 1969a).  

Marking devices, such as nameplates and fences, establish these human territories 

(Altman, 1975). 
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

  
As previously stated, the built environment is believed to influence the behavior 

of humans.  More specifically, the built environment influences the social interaction 

activities of the environment’s users.  These interaction activities relate to the 

effectiveness of relationships such as employee relations in office designs, resident 

relations in elderly care facilities, and familial interactions in the residential environment.   

Crucial socialization skills are established through the experiences that children 

are exposed to in the residential environment.  The home is the setting where learning 

begins.  The development of feelings, the ability to walk and talk, and the ability to make 

sense out of everyday situations are all established in the home (Bobbitt and Paolucci, 

1986).  This learning environment affords the opportunities necessary to acquire 

fundamental skills, behaviors, values, and knowledge that will enable the child to engage 

successfully in social settings later in life (Gerard and Buehler, 1999).   

Disruptive residential environments, such as environments that lack parental 

support and discipline, create behavioral problems in children.  The family environment 

acts as the foundation from which child hyperactivity arises, that can eventually develop 

into more serious antisocial behaviors (Schmitz, 2003).  A link between early childhood 

behavioral problems and adult functioning such as poor mental health outcomes, 

substance abuse, and difficulty managing social relationships has been demonstrated in 

longitudinal studies (Gerard and Buehler, 1999).   
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Characteristics such as “warmth and support in parent-child relationships, the 

presence of a cognitively stimulating home environment (i.e. an environment that 

challenges and encourages interaction within the home), and effective disciplinary 

practices have been found to contribute to child well-being” (Schmitz, 2003, p. 836).  A 

parents’ ability to interact with their children in a way that is consistent in warmth, 

support and effective discipline also reduces the behavioral problems in children 

(Schmitz, 2003).  Residential environments that are emotionally and mentally 

accommodating providing structured discipline and encouragement of familial 

interactions may reduce future adult behavioral tribulations.  The ability to manage these 

risks of early childhood behavioral problems by establishing stimulating and supportive 

familial home environments can increase the socialization component within the children 

of today’s society. 

While this study is focused on social interaction, privacy and territoriality both 

affect social interaction behaviors.  Authors have found that social interactions are 

directly affected by physical barriers or distances in spatial proximity.  Well-defined 

areas and adequate levels of privacy in the home promote functional interaction activities 

among the individuals residing in the residential environment (Lawton, 1970; Moore, 

1986). 

The lack of or overabundant use of territorial markers may cause social isolation, 

stress among the users and a breakdown of social relationships.  An overachievement of 

privacy, little communication, and lack of mutual support may also affect the levels of 
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interaction one experiences (Al-Homoud, 1996; Altman, 1976; Altman et al., 1980; 

Baumgartner, 1988; Rapoport, 1999; Stokols, 1987; Taylor, 1988; Unger et al., 1985).    

 
Influence of the Physical Environment on Social Interaction 

The physical environment promotes and influences social interaction among its 

users.  The location of movement patterns and common facilities affects the degree of 

interaction (Lang, 1987).  The identification of the areas in the home that facilitate 

interaction patterns among family members is necessary to prevent negative impacts on 

the mental and social well-being of children. 

The discoveries of group formation patterns help establish the expected 

interaction levels in built environments.  In the residential built environment, these areas 

that groups configure and interact are due to the assistance of the opportunity for passive 

social contact, proximity, and central space.  These variables can encourage or inhibit 

interaction among individuals (Fleming, Baum, & Singer, 1985).   

Providing individuals an area of close proximity, also affords more interaction 

among each other.  Spatial proximity is influential in group interaction.  Architectural 

features, such as how spaces are arranged and giving individuals a place to meet, provide 

more opportunity for interaction (Fleming, Baum, & Singer, 1985).  

The general idea of space is central to social interaction.  In order to facilitate 

group functioning, the distances between people, the ease of reaching them, and the use 

of shared spaces need to be assessed.  “When people are unable to use space in ways that 

satisfy their needs for contact, privacy, and intimacy, normal social activity may be 
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truncated and group formation can be slowed or prevented” (Fleming, Baum, & Singer, 

1985, p. 330). 

These key variables affect the level of social interaction within the built 

environment.  Other aspects such as territoriality, privacy, spatial proxemics, and the use 

of space by each individual can also encourage or inhibit social interaction.  The 

relationship between social interaction and territoriality, privacy, and spatial proxemics 

establish boundaries creating either an inviting environment or protected atmosphere in 

which one shall interact. 

Privacy and territoriality are considered regulators of social interaction (Stokols et 

al., 1987).  A review of these regulators and a review of the effects of spatial proxemics 

contribute to the establishment of the relationship between them and effects on social 

interaction within a residential environment.  Once the basic survival needs, such as 

shelter and safety, are met, other needs such as territoriality and privacy, become 

important to evaluating home environments and the perceptions of its users (Michelson, 

1977).  These perceptions provide the context and extent in which one will interact in the 

built environment.   

 
Territoriality 

“Territoriality reinforces group norms, group unity, and influences social 

interaction” (Taylor, 1988).  Territoriality is critical in encouraging and establishing 

social norms.  “Territoriality is concerned with the relationship of individuals, groups, 

and communities in the social world.  In general, territorial behaviors enable social 

systems” (Altman et al., 1980). 
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Both territoriality and privacy control may be enhanced by territorial markers 

such as nameplates, furniture, and personal belongings.  These and other territorial 

markers regulate social interaction.  In the residential environment, users need such 

territorial markers to identify an area or object as their own.  The idea of claiming an area 

or object provides the users with a sense of ownership, thus creating less stress and 

confusion among the users.   

Territorial boundaries also improve group functioning experiences.  When 

members of socially isolated groups mark territorial boundaries between group members 

early in their experience together, they were better functioning groups than those who did 

not.  Territorial behavior may contribute to healthy family functioning (Hansen and 

Altman, 1976).  Enhancing the home environment with designated spaces that provide 

personal areas for family members will promote functional relationships and encourage 

more social interaction between family members. 

 
Territoriality and the Physical Space – Territoriality refers to exclusive space marked by 

an individual.  When creating territories, individuals can use the physical environment as 

a prop to help define and clarify boundaries (Taylor, 1988).  “If a space is claimed and 

that claim is respected, no matter how transient the act, a territory has been formed” 

(Ashcraft and Scheflen, 1976, p. 7).  Human territories can be left behind and remain 

claimed by that individual once left.  Even though territorial controls remain true to an 

individual who has left their territory, the claim tends to weaken slightly when the 

occupant is not present.  However, there is no question about who controls the area once 

the occupant removes themselves from the territorial boundary (Taylor, 1988).   
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Territoriality Within the Home – Individuals within families tend to lead almost 

separate lives, apart from each other.  Individuality, as well as separation, is becoming 

easier with home designs that incorporate separate private sectors, such as bedrooms and 

offices, for each of the occupants.  Much of the time spent at home is spent in these 

private quarters away from other family members.  Privatization weakens family bonds 

due to the overabundance of privacy, little communication and lack of mutual support 

and aid via social networks (Baumgartner, 1988; Rapoport, 1999).   

When resources are available, many families have a propensity to avoid the 

conflict of sharing and possession.  To satisfy everyone and preserve the peace in the 

family, separate rooms and specific objects are purchased for each individual to prevent 

sharing.  These tactics may eliminate conflict to some degree, but it is also likely that it 

eliminates chances of family interactions.  “Separate activities, separate rooms, separate 

possessions, and the capacity for separate livelihoods mean that people do not have to 

interact” (Baumgartner, 1988, p. 64).   

Many designs create several communal areas to pacify the need for more family 

interactions.  This, however, has resulted in a dispersion of family members throughout 

the assortment of shared areas, such as the kitchen, dining room, living room, den or 

recreational areas, etc (Baumgartner, 1988). 

 
Privacy 

 
 “Social interactions occur more easily when people’s social needs are balanced 

by the sense of individual autonomy that comes with privacy” (Lang, 1987, p. 160).  
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Spaces that are neither public nor private in the built environment prevent the individual 

from being able to control the interaction on his or her terms, thus lessening the degree of 

interaction among users (Lang, 1987).   

Acts of privacy are established to prevent others from intruding on one’s space 

under certain conditions, in certain ways, at certain times (Ashcraft and Scheflen, 1976).  

Privacy in the home is important for individuals to gain the opportunity to establish 

emotional and mental barriers between themselves and others, creating a balance of 

personal boundaries and a control for overload and crowdedness (Feldman, 1990; 

McKinney, 1998).  “In the same way that the home is the family’s haven from society, 

each member’s physical and mental space within the home is that person’s haven from 

the rest of the family” (Lasch, 1979).   

The amount of privacy that one establishes may, at times, cause a break in 

interaction, thus hindering interaction patterns more than encouraging interaction among 

individuals.  In cases where an individual interacts more than what was intended by the 

privacy boundaries, a sense of crowdedness or loss of control leads to stress (Altman, 

1976; et al., 1980).   

The effects of privacy on social interaction help promote important socialization 

barriers that are necessary for mental growth outside the haven of the home environment.  

Adequate levels of privacy in the home promote functional interaction activities among 

the individuals residing in the residential environment.   

 
Functions of Privacy - To understand the functions and concepts of privacy, privacy 

theorists such as Alan Westin (1967) and Irwin Altman (1975) have explored the benefits 
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in the context of modern society.  Westin believes that our basic needs for privacy are 

genetically based and therefore universal.  Altman asserts that privacy is essential to 

understanding the relationships between environments and human behavior (Pollack & 

Menconi, 2005).  The four types of privacy that were developed and defined by Westin 

include solitude, intimacy, anonymity and reserve.   

These four types of privacy are universal in design among any culture.  Solitude 

refers to the need to be alone and free from observation by others (Pastalan, 1970).  This 

type of privacy is the most complete state of visual privacy that one can achieve.  

Physical barriers and other environmental elements are used to control the flow of 

interaction.   

This state of privacy usually isolates a single individual from the remainder of the 

group.  An area of solitude provides children with a strong foundation to establish social 

interaction skills.  Solitude in a home enables a child to experience a balance of 

separateness and interaction with others.  Private facilities designated for a child in a 

home assists in the development of independence and responsibility (Hanson, 1992; 

McKinney, 1998).  To gain a true sense of privacy, children must have the feeling of 

control over the physical environment (Cook et al., 1996; McKinney, 1998). 

Places of solitude are stable and orderly, sounds are muted, and textures are 

smooth and soft.  Corners and angles are also symbols of solitude for the imagination 

providing areas for one to retreat and withdrawal from the crowd (Pollack & Menconi, 

2005).   
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The next type of privacy is intimacy, the seclusion from unwanted intruders.  

Intimacy can include physical seclusion of a primary group such as a family from 

secondary associates.  Intimacy can also include separation within the family (Pastalan, 

1970).  Areas inside or outside the home can be molded to encourage intimate 

interactions.  A backyard creating an intimate setting for a family and invited guests or a 

room with lowered ceiling heights creating an intimate space are examples of how 

intimacy can be achieved within a families’ residential setting.  Low lighting levels can 

also be utilized to distinguish an area within the home that invites intimate interactions. 

Anonymity is a type of privacy that is generally defined as the freedom to be 

public while at the same time free from identification by others (Pollack & Menconi, 

2005).  This type of privacy is less physically territorial and more symbolic in nature.  

There is a greater demand on the psychological dimensions such as perceptions and 

feelings than on the physical barriers that generally define private areas (Pastalan, 1970).  

Anonymity usually includes the psychological division between a large open area and a 

mass of people. 

The final type of privacy is reserve, the need to limit communication about 

ourselves protected by the cooperation of others (Pollack & Menconi, 2005).  Reserve 

includes a barrier using psychological elements.  These elements create a barrier that only 

invites wanted guests.  Reserve can be established within a room entertaining other 

primary activities.  Although an alcove or a niche can be connected to a main room, the 

sense of individual space can be held as an area of reserve.   
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The types of privacy infuse behaviors that are associated with the effects of 

privacy.  According to Westin, the functions that privacy performs for each individual 

include personal autonomy, emotional release, self-evaluation, and limited and protected 

communication (Westin, 1967).   

Privacy serves the purpose of creating personal autonomy, allowing the release of 

emotions, aids in the evaluation of the self, and enables and protects communication.  

Personal autonomy gives individual’s the ability to develop and maintain individuality 

without the assistance of someone else.  Without privacy there is no individuality 

(Pastlan, 1970).  A dwelling must include states of privacy that provide personal 

autonomy in order to allow the feeling of individual choice.   

Privacy elements that allow for the release of emotion give an individual a chance 

to be themselves.  Times of sorrow, loss and shock are especially important to provide a 

private retreat where one can release emotional burden (Pastalan, 1970).  An area within 

a dwelling that allows one to reflect and process information, gives that particular 

individual a chance to relax.  Areas that provide a place for reserve allow for the most 

creative non-verbal thought to take place (Pastalan, 1970).   

The last function of privacy enables and protects communication.  This function 

of privacy allows for conversations to be held under the security of the area where the 

interaction takes place.  This allows for intimate conversations between spouses, family 

members, personal friends, etc. 

  All of these functions are necessary to achieve the desired levels of privacy in the 

home.  Privacy provides individuals a sense of place and a sense of belonging.  The 
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ability to achieve a balance between the ideal, the desired, and the achieved privacy will 

allow individuals to utilize privacy in a way that promotes familial interaction activities 

in the home. 

 
Designing for Privacy – The built environment includes both physical and psychological 

aspects of privacy.  Designing for physical privacy is discerning, however designing for 

psychological aspects is sometimes ignored (Little, Briggs, Coventry, 2005).  The use of 

privacy elements is necessary for all societies.  The differences arise when comparing the 

specifics and reactions of different cultures.   

Research regarding the privacy needs of primitive societies as they compare to 

contemporary societies has found “that the need to interact with others, to control the 

degree of that interaction as well as the need for personal privacy, is common among all 

societies” (Pollack & Menconi, 2005).  “One of the outstanding ways that cultures differ 

is in their use of space” (Insel and Lindgren, 1978, p. 146).  Cultural differences are seen 

in people’s architecture, furniture arrangement, use of public space, and settings of social 

distance (Insel and Lindgren, 1978).  Like different cultures, different regions within the 

same country may also differ in the desired level of privacy. 

Not only do the type and the degree of privacy depend heavily on the cultural 

context of the individual, the changes of today’s society also influence privacy aspects.  

The 18th century saw the establishment of specialized, separate rooms in homes.  Dining 

rooms set up with the designated function of eating and entertaining were made common 

during this time period.  The chamber, or bedroom, was also established during this era 

(Pollack & Menconi, 2005).   
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Private places are defined as those places that are set apart from the public world.  

Typically, private dwellings are set up so that one must move through a communal public 

area before entering into a private zone of an environment (Ashcraft and Scheflen, 1976).  

Even within rooms each person may have his or her own place such as a special chair or 

group of objects.   

 
Summary - Privacy as a function in an office, public facilities, or a residential 

environment is something that is valued and expected to be respected by others.  When 

designing for privacy in a residential environment, not only is the functions and types of 

privacy to be considered, but more importantly societal and cultural views need to be 

addressed.  Every individual whether same cultural background or not, have different 

expectations and desires of how privacy shall be maintained and protected. 

 The desired level of privacy that is maintained in the home’s built environment 

creates an atmosphere that shall initiate social interaction among family members.  When 

designing an ideal environment suited for interaction between family members, the level 

of privacy shall be adjusted to eliminate privatization and social isolation.   

 
Spatial Definition & Spatial Proximity 

 
Space enclosures are the first real attempt of people to possess the environment 

(Theil, Harrison and Alden, 1986; Al-Homoud, 1996).  The idea of spatial enclosures and 

the ability to define space through use of design attributes influence interaction activities.  

In residential environments, the identification of families’ preferences of the design 
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attributes that provide the desired areas that enable appropriate social interaction levels is 

imperative.   

In 1974, Lang et al. established an analysis of human spatial behavior.  The 

analysis included the involvement of two separate units, ‘activity systems’ (Chapin, 

1965), and ‘behavior settings’ (Barker, 1968).  Activity systems are concerned with the 

sequence of activities in a given setting.  Behavior settings rely on the layout of a setting 

and it’s tendencies to produce a ‘standing pattern’ of behavior (Chapin, 1965; Barker, 

1968; Lang et al., 1974).   

Studies in environmental psychology have determined that subtle effects may 

affect the workability of specific interactions (Brebner, 1982).  Studies interested in the 

effects of spatial proximity are concerned with seating patterns and the use of furniture 

(Altman, 1975).   

 
Spatial Influences on Behavior –Spatial definition and enclosures has proven to have a 

range of influences on behaviors.  Behaviors examined in spatially well-defined areas has 

had more of an influence of exploratory behavior, social interaction, and cooperation, 

than those behaviors examined in moderately or poorly defined settings (Moore, 1986).   

Well-defined spatial settings, those settings with clear boundaries set away from 

circulation paths and set away from other behavioral settings, have had more positive 

effects on attention spans and a greater involvement with developmentally appropriate 

activities (Moore et al., 1979; Lang, 1987).  Characteristics of well-defined areas would 

include partially surrounding walls or partitions, moveable furniture used as dividers, 

changes in level (either the floor or the ceiling), changes in floor coverings or textures, 
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placement of overhead lighting to distinguish areas, and implied boundaries such as the 

use of columns, posts or other visual elements (Moore, 1986). 

Not only can the idea of spatial enclosures have an influence on behaviors and 

reactions, but the perception of openness in a space can also affect one’s spatial behavior 

outcomes.  Organization and vertical elements provide strong perceptions of the degree 

of the openness or closedness of a space.  “The distance of the space boundary from the 

observer and the boundary height influence how these enclosures are perceived.  The 

larger the relationship of the height to the distance (d/h) the more enclosure is perceived” 

(Al-Homoud, 1996, p. 36; Hayward and Franklin, 1974).     

Room size and degree of enclosure both affect an individual’s personal space 

behavior.  Reduced ceiling heights result in a greater need for space when approached by 

another individual (Savinar, 1975).  Larger rooms influence individuals to interact more 

closely than those interacting in smaller rooms (Evans, 1979).   

Partitions allow for visual privacy and some acoustic privacy.  A division between 

areas will allow some reductions in stress, crowding, and feelings of spatial invasion 

among its users (Desor, 1972; Baum, Riess, & O’Hara, 1974; Evans, 1979).  However, 

further research identified feelings of crowdedness and increased levels of tension in a 

crowded waiting room.  Individuals “viewed the partitions as herding devices which 

restricted their behavioral options in the setting and thus could have led to greater 

discomfort” (Stokols, Smith, and Proster, 1975).   
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The type of interaction engaged in each specific area may affect the crowding, 

stress, and anxiety levels.  Careful consideration shall be employed to determine the level 

of privacy and interactions desired in each area before implementing design solutions. 

 
Influences of Spatial Proximity – Social interactions are directly affected by physical 

barriers or distances in spatial proximity (Lawton, 1970).  Some furniture arrangements 

are more influential on social interactions than others. 

In a study of interaction among residents in a nursing home, it was suggested that 

the best spatial layout to promote interaction was that of a circular arrangement of 

bedrooms around the nursing station and a large central living space (Lawton, 1970).  

Along with the notion that a circular layout of space will promote more interaction in a 

residential environment, circular seating arrangements facilitate more interaction as well.  

Individuals sitting in a circular arrangement tend to interact more directly with the people 

that they face rather than those in adjacent seats (Steinzor, 1950). 

When comparing the observations of interaction activities among individuals’ 

sitting corner to corner and face to face across a table with those sitting in a side by side 

arrangement, more interaction occurred with those who had direct eye contact.  More 

interaction occurred from the individuals sitting across from each other or in a corner to 

corner arrangement (Sommer, 1959).  Direct eye contact seems to be how individuals 

initiate conversations and interactions with others.  Eye contact is so critical for 

socialization that when eye contact is not possible in a setting, socialization rarely occurs 

(Brebner, 1982). 
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Greater levels of friendliness, interaction, and intimacy occur among individuals 

sitting in side-to-side and corner-to-corner seating arrangements (Russo, 1967).  “Social 

arrangements of furniture should promote social interactions, while not enforcing too 

intense a level of interaction” (Rule et al., 1992, p. 480).   

 
Seating Preferences – Arrangements of furniture and the seating selections that 

individuals choose effects the levels of interaction in a social setting.  Although the 

arrangement is considered to be an important factor in determining levels of interaction, 

the location of the furniture clusters is also important.  In a study examining the preferred 

seating location in a dayroom or lounge in a residential environment, Snyder (1980) 

found that less than a fifth of the chairs were actually used.  The popular chairs were 

those with a view, such as views from a window, arrivals and departures, sounds and 

strong odors.  These types of chairs offering a ‘view’ enabled interactions through use of 

objects and events in which one could ignite a conversation (Snyder, 1980). 

When selecting a seat, status and leadership influenced seat location.  Several 

studies suggested that leaders occupied central positions such as ends of tables (Altman, 

1975).  This leadership role is also seen in American homes.  When researching family 

eating styles, fathers typically sat at the head of the dinner table signifying their status 

and role of being a leader of the family (Altman, 1975).   

These and other seating preferences affect the level of interaction in the built 

environment.  Depending on the desired level and the type of interaction being pursued, 

one must establish seating arrangements that facilitate the proper engagement of 

interaction in the home.  The seating arrangements’ influences on social interaction are 
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ones that can be easily modified to provide the most acceptable environment for 

interaction.   

 
Summary – The physical and psychological influences that spatial enclosures have on 

individuals is a critical component that needs to be examined further in residential design.    

“Space enclosure potentially influences how people interact with each other” (Al-

Homoud, 1996, p. 37).  This in fact, reiterates the importance of the evaluation of spatial 

enclosures in residential environments in order to establish ideal settings for engaging 

familial interactions. 

In the residential environment, space enclosing elements facilitate social 

interactions, regulate individual boundaries, and identify personal spaces established 

through territorial behaviors.  The arrangement of space can affect social experience.  

The conditions associated with the layout of space can also affect the social value of 

individuals (Fleming et al., 1985).  Although the physical environment’s perceived 

enclosures influence individuals’ behavior, individuals also are capable of manipulating 

space to regulate their contact with others (Stokols et al., 1987). 
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CHAPTER III 
 

METHODOLOGY 
 

 
 Considering the changing roles of families in today’s society that includes diligent 

schedules and lack of communal family time, this study identified the critical design 

components that stimulate family interaction activities in the home environment.  This 

study evaluated and compared selected findings from the Miller and Maxwell (2001) 

study with the current study’s findings.  Based on the findings from the Miller and 

Maxwell study, selected design attributes of families living in a small town in the 

southern region of the United States were compared with the same selected design 

attributes from families living in a small town in the northeastern region of the United 

States. 

 Approval of the research project was obtained from the Texas Tech University 

Protection of Human Subjects Committee (Appendix A).  This committee serves as the 

universities’ institutional review board for research using human subjects. 

 
Participants 

The sample was obtained through a nonprobability convenience sampling 

technique.  This type of sampling technique provided an opportunity to acquire the 

participants used in this study in the most economical and time saving efforts.  Due to the 

limited time and budget constraints for this study, the convenience sampling technique 

allowed the researcher to gain a sizable sample the fastest, most economical and 
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convenient way possible.  The convenience sampling technique is considered the most 

convenient way of obtaining a sample (Fraenkel and Wallen, 2006).   

The participants acquired from this sampling technique included those individuals 

attending a Parent-Teacher Organization (PTO) event.  These individuals were selected 

based on their attendance at the PTO event that was chosen by the researcher to distribute 

the questionnaires. The selected PTO events were chosen based on convenience of 

scheduling. 

The participants included 42 families living in a small town (La Vernia) in south 

Texas.  The sample consists of single parent and dual parent households with at least one 

child ranging in the ages of 5 to 18 years living at home.   

 
Location Demographics 

The small town illustrated in this study, La Vernia, Texas, is located 25 miles 

southeast of San Antonio, Texas (Figure 3.1).  La Vernia’s estimated population in 2004 

was 1,058.  The median household income of families living in La Vernia was $38,500 in 

2000 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2005). 
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Figure 3.1.  Map of Texas. 

 
Seventy-five percent of the population in La Vernia is Caucasian.  Twelve percent 

of the population is Hispanic.  Seventy-eight percent of the families live in single family 

detached homes with an average median value of $74,500.  Sixty-six percent of the 

families living in single-family detached homes own their homes (U.S. Census Bureau, 

2005). 

 
Locating the Sample 

The sample was obtained through the La Vernia Independent School District’s 

Primary School’s (kindergarten through second grade) Parent-Teacher Organization 

San Antonio

La Vernia
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(PTO) meetings and family events.  Families with children enrolled in the Primary 

School were targeted because of the desire to stimulate family interaction activities 

among families consisting of young children.     

The Miller and Maxwell study (2001) chose to acquire their sample among 

families living in a small town in central New York and its surrounding communities.  

The sample was obtained through an after school child care program operated at all area 

schools (Miller and Maxwell, 2001).   

 
Materials 

The identification of how territoriality, privacy, and selected design attributes 

influence family interaction activities in the home was used as a guide for the collection 

of data.  Frequency tabulations were utilized to allow an assessment of the frequencies of 

individuals, objects, and attributes preferred by the respondents within the study 

(Fraenkel and Wallen, 2006).   

The instrumentation designed for this study was created to allow for a 

comparative investigation.  This comparison focused on the preferences of design 

attributes and their influence on family interaction activities in the homes of families 

living in the northeastern region and families living in the southern region of the United 

States.  

Questionnaire 

A questionnaire was created and used as the instrument to obtain categorical data 

in a cross-sectional study.  A categorical data collection method was used to identify the 
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frequency of individuals that preferred selected design attributes in the home to influence 

family interaction activities.       

The questionnaire that was used for this study was created to provide a 

comparable study to Miller and Maxwell’s 2001 study.  The questionnaire was designed 

to retrieve similar information to that gained from Miller and Maxwell’s data generators 

(activity logs, card sorts, and interviews).     

Time limitations and budget constraints proved difficult to create an exact 

replication of the Miller and Maxwell study.  A questionnaire was selected as the sole 

instrument to gather data in this study because of a questionnaire’s efficiency.  

Questionnaires are used to collect data from a group of individuals in order to generalize 

specific characteristics of the population that the group belongs (Fraenkel and Wallen, 

2006).  The economy of the design, the time efficiency and the advantage of obtaining 

generalizable data for a large population from a small group proved that the questionnaire 

was the appropriate data collector for this study (Creswell, 2003).   

The respondents engaged in an inclusive questionnaire that included four sections 

(Appendix B).  These four sections, Demographic Information, Residential Environment 

Information, Family Interaction Activities, and Preference of Design Attributes, provided 

the information required to produce a comparison between families living in a small town 

in the southern region of the United States and families living in a small town in the 

northeastern region of the United States. 
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Section I - Demographic Information - The first section retrieved data detailing the 

demographic information of the participants including ethnicity, gender, age, education, 

marital status, family composition and income.   

 
Section II – Residential Environment Information - Section two focused on each of the 

participants’ residential environment.  Questions regarding type, size, and age of 

dwelling, and whether or not the family participated in the design process were included 

in this section.   

Section III – Family Interaction Activities - The third section pertained to questions 

regarding individual family interaction activities that are a part of each family’s lifestyle.  

This section determined the locations of computers, televisions and dining preferences 

within the home.  Territoriality and privacy issues were also explored in this section.  

Most common family interaction activities were indicated by each participant.   

Questions listed on the survey supplied information about where family members 

interact within the home, when the interaction occurs, and what activities occur (Miller 

and Maxwell, 2003).  This portion of the questionnaire replicated the activity log portion 

of the Miller and Maxwell study.   

 
Section IV – Preference of Design Attributes - The final section of the questionnaire was 

established to determine the personal preferences of selected design attributes within the 

home and how they influence family interaction activities.  

Participants in this study were asked their opinion on fifteen design attributes 

including room size, access to the room, room shape, location within the house, 
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furniture/appliances accommodated by the space, seating, function of the space, divisions 

within the space, adjacencies, visual access, circulation, flooring, dominant texture, 

lighting and acoustic issues (Miller and Maxwell, 2001).  This portion of the study 

replicated the card sort method used in Miller and Maxwell’s study.   

 
Procedure 

 Two events held by the La Vernia Primary Parent-Teacher Organization (PTO) 

were used to assemble the forty-two participants.  The first event was a “Movie Night” 

held at the Primary School’s gym arranged by the PTO officers.  Parents and their 

children were invited to a viewing of a recently released movie for children.  The second 

event that was used to gather data was a monthly PTO meeting held at the Primary 

School.   

 A self-administered approach to the questionnaire was used as the mode of data 

collection.  Questionnaires were administered to all members of the PTO at the same time 

in the same space.  A self-administered approach was chosen based on the advantages of 

this type of data collection.  This mode of data collection has the highest rate of response.  

Another advantage to using a self-administered data collection method is that the 

researcher has the opportunity to explain the basis of the study as well as answer any 

questions that the respondents may have (Fraenkel and Wallen, 2006).   

Questionnaires were distributed to parents attending each of the events.  A table 

was set up at the entrance into the gym on “Movie Night”.  Due to the sensitive nature of 

some of the questions, respondents were informed that their responses would remain 
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anonymous and confidential.  Respondents were not required to indicate their identity on 

the questionnaire. 

A brief explanation was given to each of the participants.  Participants of the 

study were then given a survey to fill out before the movie started.  The questionnaires 

were then collected. 

 The questionnaires that were obtained during the PTO monthly meeting were 

distributed in a similar fashion to that of the “Movie Night” event.  At this event, a brief 

justification of the study and a reassurance of the confidentiality of the questionnaire 

were explained to the parents in attendance.  Each parent that volunteered to be included 

in the sample then completed the questionnaire. 

 
Data Analysis 

Frequency tabulations were used to evaluate the data collected.  The responses to 

each design attribute included in the instrument were analyzed through use of frequency 

tables. These responses were represented by tally marks on frequency tables and then 

converted into percentages of the total responses for each item.  The frequency tables 

were illustrated using Microsoft Excel.  Frequencies were elected as the technique for 

summarizing the categorical data collected because of the ability to establish proportions 

for each design attribute focused on in this study.  These proportions allow for a 

generalized statement to be made about the total population from which the sample was 

selected (Fraenkel and Wallen, 2006). 

The questions in each section of the questionnaire were tabulated for each 

participant on a cumulative tally sheet (Appendix C).  The significance of each descriptor 
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was evaluated based on the number of responses received.  Once the frequencies were 

converted into percentages for the total responses for each question, the percentages were 

then illustrated in a frequency table using Microsoft Excel.   

The data were evaluated through use of the frequency tables and comparisons 

were then made with the results found in the activity logs and card sort methods in the 

Miller and Maxwell study.  The comparisons were limited between the two studies, due 

to the ranking system in each study that measured the preferences of the design attributes. 

A positive-negative ranking system was employed to understand how each subject 

believed the design attributes would affect interaction.  The option to include or not to 

include design attributes because of aesthetic reasons was also an option for the subjects.   

Due to limited time and budget constraints of the present study, the current 

researcher opted not to recreate the card sort method but instead to gather data on the 

same design attributes through use of a questionnaire.  In this questionnaire respondents 

were asked to select one of the options for each design attribute rather than ranking them 

positively or negatively affecting interaction. 

The display of data, ranking each design attribute positively or negatively 

affecting interaction acquired through the card sort method in the Miller and Maxwell 

study (2001), made an exact comparison of percentages not possible.  However, a few 

issues in the Miller and Maxwell (2001) study provided data acquired through the activity 

log that presented the findings in a similar manner to the current studies’ data analysis 

method.  These comparisons are illustrated in Chapter IV. 
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 Based on the data collected from the questionnaire, an assessment of the most 

commonly preferred design attributes were identified and illustrated in a prototype floor 

plan and elevations indicating furniture arrangements (Appendix E).   
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CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS 

 
This chapter presents the data gathered from the questionnaire.  The collected data 

has been organized into six sections: 1) Demographic and Background Information of 

Sample; 2) Most Common Family Activities; 3) Locations of Interaction; 4) The Home 

Office and the Computer; 5) Territoriality and Privacy in the Home; and 6) The Parent’s 

Preference of Design Attributes. 

A discussion and evaluation of the data is compared to the results found in the 

Miller and Maxwell study (2001).  The comparisons were limited between the two 

studies, due to the ranking system in each study that measured the preferences of the 

design attributes.  Participants in the Miller and Maxwell study (2001) used a card sort 

method that allowed each of the participants to rank specific design attributes on how 

each would affect family interaction.   

The card sort method was used to visually provide the subjects with an image of 

each design attribute.  A positive-negative ranking system was employed to understand 

how each subject believed the design attributes would affect interaction.  The option to 

include or not to include design attributes because of aesthetic reasons was also an option 

for the subjects.  The ranking system included the options, “Important to include”, 

“Important to include for aesthetic reasons”, “Not important to include or not include”, 

“Important NOT to include for aesthetic reasons”, and “Important NOT to include” 

(Miller and Maxwell, 2001, p. 35). 
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Due to limited time and budget constraints of the present study, the current 

researcher opted not to recreate the card sort method but instead to gather data on the 

same design attributes through use of a questionnaire.  In this questionnaire respondents 

were asked to select one of the options for each design attribute rather than ranking them 

positively or negatively affecting interaction.  

The display of data, ranking each design attribute positively or negatively 

affecting interaction acquired through the card sort method in the Miller and Maxwell 

study (2001), made an exact comparison of percentages not possible.  However, a few 

issues in the Miller and Maxwell study (2001) provided data acquired through the activity 

log that presented the findings in a similar manner to the current studies data analysis 

method.  The issues that provided an opportunity of an exact comparison of percentages 

included issues that pertained to families’ most common interaction activity (Table 4.2); 

the most common location for interaction (Table 4.8); most common computer location 

(Table 4.10); and the type of family space chosen to create (Table 4.13). 

 
Demographic and Background Information of Sample 

The collected data in this study represents the preferences of selected design 

attributes that families chose that positively influence family interaction.  The families 

represented in this study belong to one of the seven family composition types (Table 4.1).   
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Table 4.1. Percentages of Family Composition Types. 
    

Family Composition Type Percentage 
   
Two-parent family with one child 14% 
Two-parent family with two children 55% 
Two-parent family with three children 19% 
Two-parent family with four children 5% 
Two-parent family with five children 2% 
One-parent (divorced) family with one child 2% 
One-parent (separated) family with one child 2% 
    

 

These varying family composition types include: 1) two-parent family with one 

child (6 families); 2) two-parent family with two children (23 families); 3) two-parent 

family with three children (8 families); 4) two-parent family with four children (2 

families); 5) two-parent family with five children (1 family); 6) one-parent (divorced) 

family with one child (1 family); and 7) one-parent (separated) family with one child (1 

family).   

The families participating in the study consisted of both one and two parent 

households with children between the ages of 8 months to 21 years currently residing in 

the home.  In all cases except for two, the mother completed the questionnaire.  Overall, 

42 mothers, 40 fathers, 41 male children and 48 female children were represented in the 

sample. 

Eighty-six percent of families participating in the study were Caucasian, while the 

remaining 14 percent were Hispanic.  The ethnicity percentages found in this study were 

comparable to the ethnicity percentages found in La Vernia.  La Vernia’s population 
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includes 75 percent Caucasian and 14 percent Hispanic (U.S. Census Bureau, 2005).  In 

69 percent of the families surveyed, both adult parents were working parents with at least 

one adult working full-time.  The other families surveyed included those consisting of 

single-earning households, with one parent not employed in the paid labor force.  The 

estimated annual family income ranged from $21,000 to over $100,000.  The average 

annual family income ranged from $81,000 to $100,000.  Nearly 76 percent of the 

individuals completing the survey (the adult female in 95 percent of the surveys), held a 

college, graduate, or post-graduate degree.  Only 2 percent had an associate degree from 

a two-year college or vocational school.  Twenty-two percent reached their highest level 

of educational attainment at the completion of high school or equivalent.   

The subjects represented in the Miller and Maxwell study (2001) included similar 

demographic characteristics to that of the subjects in the current study (Appendix D).  All 

of the subjects in the Miller and Maxwell study were Caucasian. The average family 

income ranged between $61,000 and $70,000.  Approximately 92 percent of the parents 

graduated from college, graduate or post-graduate school.   

 
Residential Environment 

The majority of the families lived in single-family homes located in La Vernia, 

Texas.  Seven percent of the families lived in duplex residential environments while the 

other 12 percent resided in residential environments indicated as “other”.  Some of these 

“other” home environments include homes such as mobile homes.  Ninety percent of the 

families owned their homes. The remaining 10 percent rented their homes.   
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 Thirty-four percent of the home owners lived in homes that consisted of 800-1500 

square feet.  Twenty-nine percent of the families lived in homes that consisted of 1600- 

2000 square feet.  The families that lived in homes ranging from 2100 to 2500 square feet 

made up 27 percent of the families surveyed.  The remaining 10 percent of the families 

lived in homes exceeding 2600 square feet. 

 Nearly 40 percent of the homes lived in by the families surveyed ranged from 0-5 

years.  When building a new home, fourteen of the forty-two families participated in the 

design process.  About one-quarter of the families were involved in home renovations 

including, but not limited to, room additions (i.e., bedrooms, bathrooms, and storage 

space), updates to the kitchen area, and modifications to flooring treatments.  

 The families represented in the Miller and Maxwell study (2001) had similar 

residential environment situations to that of the families represented in the current study 

(Appendix D).  All of the families in the Miller and Maxwell study (2001) lived in single-

family homes.  Only two families rented their homes, while the other twenty-two families 

owned their home (Miller and Maxwell, 2001). 

 
Number of Subjects 

The desire to double the sample size of the Miller and Maxwell study (2001) was 

the goal.  A strong participant base was necessary to properly compare selected findings 

of this study to the Miller and Maxwell study (2001).  There was an 86 percent response 

rate from all of the questionnaires that were handed out.  Forty-eight surveys were 

distributed at both of the PTO events; however, only 42 met the criteria of the desired 

sample.  Two of the surveys were eliminated from the study due to lack of information.  
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The last four of the eliminated surveys included participants that did not have children 

living at home with them. 

 
Most Common Family Activities 

The activities that each family participates in the most are important to understand 

how families of today’s society use their home.  With limited time spent at home, an 

understanding of how one interacts in their home is key in developing and designing 

homes that can facilitate family interaction activities.   

 
Family Activities 

Families investigated in the present study have noted that they participate in a 

variety of activities as a family.  However, in this area, the most common activity that 

families participate in as a family was sought.  These activities were those that included 

the family as a whole, interacting at the same time.  Question III-10 (Appendix B) on the 

questionnaire asked each family what the most common family activity was that families 

participated in.   

The responses gathered in this study were compared to the responses gathered in 

the Miller and Maxwell study representing families living in the northeastern region of 

the United States.  According to the data found in the Miller and Maxwell study (2001), 

the most common family activities are very similar to the most common family activities 

found from this study.  Table 4.2 illustrates the similarities of family interaction activities 

between both regions. 
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Table 4.2. Comparison of Most Common Family Activities in Northeastern and 
Southern Regions of the United States. 

      
Type of Activity Percentage Southern U.S. Percentage Northeastern U.S.
     
Eating 20.25% 24.01% 
Watching television 17.72% 16.54% 
Having a conversation 17.72% 13.58% 
Reading 5.06% 8.06% 
Playing games 13.92% 9.49% 
Doing homework 10.13% 2.59% 
Hobbies 8.86% Not Applicable 
Other 6.33% 7.18% 
      

 

 Eating, in both studies, was found to be the most common family activity.  Other 

similar popular family activities included watching television and having conversations.  

The only slight difference between the two regions was that families in the southern 

region of the U.S. spend more time doing homework and playing games as a family.  The 

families in the northeastern U.S. spend more time participating in a variety of other 

activities not listed in this study. 

 
Eating – In both, the Miller and Maxwell study (2001) and the present study, the most 

common shared family activity was eating.  Questions III-11 – III-14 (Appendix B), in 

this study explored dinnertime activities.  These activities were focused on to determine 

where in the home families eat their meals and why (Table 4.3).  The type of dining table 

that was used at dinnertime was also investigated with hopes to determine if there is a 

correlation between the type of table and the interaction patterns that families are 

experiencing (Table 4.4). 
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Table 4.3.  Percentages of the Preferred Locations for Family Dining 
Among Families in the Southern Region of the U.S. 

  
Location Percentage 
  
Kitchen 51% 
Dining Room 33% 
Other eating areas 2% 
Living Room 5% 
Family Room/Den 7% 
Bedroom 0% 
Other 2% 
  

 

 Typically families chose to eat in the kitchen.  Most of the kitchens that people 

chose to eat in had a kitchen table.  Thirty-three percent of families chose to eat in the 

dining room.  The families that chose to eat in the dining room may or may not have had 

a dining table located in their kitchen.  The families that did not choose to eat in the 

kitchen or dining room chose to eat in the family room or living room for convenience 

reasons. 

 The families that chose to eat in the kitchen or dining room indicated a variety of 

reasons why they chose this location.  Many families chose to eat in the kitchen or dining 

room because it provided a time for the family to be together away from a television or a 

computer.  Other families chose to eat in the kitchen or dining room because it was 

tradition in their family or it provided a chance to teach young children dinnertime 

manners. 
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The type of dining table that families chose to have in their main area of dining 

varied among the sample.  Table 4.4 illustrates the percentage of families that chose each 

type of table. 

 
Table 4.4.  Percentages of the Preferred Dining Table Type of Families in 

the Southern Region of the U.S. 
    

Type of Table Percentage 
   
Round/seats 4 21% 
Square/seats 4 10% 
Round/seats 5 5% 
Rectangle/benches 2% 
Oval/seats 6 29% 
Rectangle/seats 4 5% 
Rectangle/seats 8 14% 
Other 14% 
    

 

 The type of table used by each family varied among the table types as illustrated 

in the questionnaire (Figure 4.1).  The most preferred used table types were the round 

table that seats four and the oval table that seats six.  There was no correlation between 

the table types and families that agreed that the most family interaction occurred at the 

dining table.  Both the families that agreed that the most family interaction happened at 

dinnertime and the families that did not agree that the most family interaction was during 

dinnertime typically dined at an oval table that seats six.    
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Figure 4.1.  This Figure Illustrates the Types of Tables Used at Dinnertime as Listed on 
the Questionnaire.  Round Table Seats Four, Square Table Seats Four, 
Round Table Seats Five, Rectangular Table with Benches, Rectangular 
Table Seats Eight, Rectangular Table Seats Four, and Oval Table Seats Six 
(most common dining table) (clockwise from top left).  

 
 
Watching Television/Videos – Considering that both families living in the northeastern 

and southern regions of the U.S. agree that watching television is one of the most 

common activities that they spend time doing as a family, an evaluation of television 

locations was important.  Questions III-6 – III-8 (Appendix B) sought to determine the 

number of televisions in each home (Table 4.5), the locations of televisions in the home 

and the location of the most frequently watched television were investigated (Table 4.6). 

 
Table 4.5.  Percentages of the Number of Televisions 

Owned by Each Family in the Southern Region of the U.S. 
    

Number of Televisions Percentage 
   
0 0% 
1 2% 
2 21% 
3 36% 
4 24% 
5 + 17% 
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 Thirty-six percent of families in this study had three televisions located in their 

home.  Generally, families had two to four televisions located in their home.  The most 

common location for the television was in the family room/den.  This also remains true 

for the northeastern region of the U.S.  Other common locations for televisions in the 

home included the parent’s bedroom, the children’s bedroom, and other areas such as the 

playroom.  Table 4.6 indicates the most frequently watched television in the homes of the 

families represented in this study. 

 

Table 4.6.  Most Frequently Watched Television 
    

Location Percentage 
   
Kitchen 0% 
Home Office 0% 
Parent's Bedroom 0% 
Children's Bedroom 0% 
Family Room 90% 
Other (Living room) 10% 
    

 
 
 In almost every home, the most frequently watched television was in the family 

room.  Only 10 percent of the families indicated that they watched television the most in 

other areas.  This area was identified as the living room.  In the cases that indicated that 

the most frequently watched television was in the living room (listed as “other”), these 

homes did not have a family room. 
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Locations of Interaction 
 

 Interaction between family members typically takes place throughout the home.  

However, individual families tend to interact in the same area within the home.  Table 4.7 

indicates the room or area that families chose to interact in the most (Question III-9, 

Appendix B). 

 
Table 4.7.  Percentages of the Most Common Spaces Families Preferred 

to Interact. 
    

Location Percentage 
   
Formal Living Room 8.33% 
Family Room/Den 27.08% 
Living Room/Dining Room Combo 8.33% 
Living Room/Dining Room/Kitchen Combo 25% 
Kitchen 25% 
Dining Room 6.25% 
Home Office 0.00% 
Play Room 0.00% 
Other 0.00% 
    

 

 Families interact the most in the family room/den.  Other popular spaces that 

families interact include the kitchen and a combination area including a living 

room/dining room and a kitchen.  A combination area includes those areas that share the 

same space and are open to each other. 

 A comparison of the preferred locations that families represented in this study and 

the families in the Miller and Maxwell study (2001) chose to interact is illustrated in 

Table 4.8. 
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Table 4.8.  Comparison of the Spaces Most Commonly Used for Interaction in 
Northeastern and Southern Regions of the United States. 

     
Location Percentage Southern U.S. Percentage Northeastern U.S.
     
Formal Living Room 8.33% 14.03% 
Family Room/Den 27.08% 8.85% 
Living Room/Dining 
Room Combo 8.33% 6.53% 
Living Room/Dining 
Room/Kitchen Combo 25% 16.25% 
Kitchen 25% 22.49% 
Dining Room 6.25% 10.36% 
Home Office 0.00% Not Applicable 
Play Room 0.00% 1.14% 
Other 0.00% 12.75% 
     

 

 When comparing the spaces that families most interact some differences appear.  

In the southern region of the U.S., families indicate that they interact the most in the 

family room.  However, the living room/dining room/kitchen combination and the 

kitchen are only 2 percent less preferred than the most common area to interact which is 

the family room.   

In the northeastern region of the U.S., families tend to interact more in the 

kitchen.  The living room/dining room/kitchen combination is also a popular location for 

families to interact.  Families in the northeastern region of the U.S. seldom indicated that 

the most interaction occurs in the family room (Miller and Maxwell, 2001).  
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The Home Office and the Computer 

 Technological advances allow more and more individuals to work from home.  

Therefore, an evaluation of the number of individuals that use the home for work-related 

activities was important.  In this section, data was evaluated to determine the number of 

individuals who use their home for work-related activities and where the work is done in 

the home.  An evaluation of the number of computers, locations of computers and 

purposes for computers in the home was analyzed and compared to those families 

represented in the Miller and Maxwell study (2001). 

 
The Home Office 

 Even though technological advancements and increasing job demands are 

occurring in today’s society, the families in this study rarely worked from home.  Only 12 

percent of the parents represented worked from home.  In the Miller and Maxwell study 

(2001) most of the parents surveyed spent a portion of the evening performing job-related 

duties. 

 However, when working from home, the families in this study worked in the 

home office, kitchen, or bedroom.  The families represented in the Miller and Maxwell 

study (2001) typically used a room dedicated as a home office for work-related activities. 

 
The Computer 

 More and more families are purchasing computers for their families.  In this study 

95 percent of the families had at least one computer in their home.  In the Miller and 

Maxwell study (2001), eighty-three percent of families had at least one computer in their 
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home.  Table 4.9 indicates the number of computers owned by each family represented in 

this study (see Question III-3, Appendix B). 

 
Table 4.9.  Number of Computers in Home. 

  
Number Percentage 
   
1 62% 
2 31% 
3 3% 
4 5% 
    

 

 Sixty-two percent of the families had one computer in their home.  Many other 

families had several computers in their home.  Typically all family members used the 

computer.  Parents’ usage was a bit more common.  The computer was used for all 

activities including, school, work, and recreation. 

 
Location – Like the families represented in the Miller and Maxwell study (2001), the 

families in this study located their computer in a variety of rooms in the home.  Table 

4.10 compares the locations of the computers in the homes of families living in the 

northeastern region to the families living in the southern region of the U.S. (see Question 

III-4, Appendix B). 
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Table 4.10.  Comparison of Preferred Computer Locations in the Homes of Families 
Living in Northeastern and Southern Regions of the U.S. 

      
Location Percentage in Southern U.S. Percentage in Northeastern U.S. 
     
Kitchen 8.77% 4.17% 
Home Office 21.05% 66.66% 
Parent’s Bedroom 26.32% 4.17% 
Children’s Bedroom 12.28% 12.50% 
Family Room 8.77% 4.17% 
Other 14.04% 12.50% 
      

 
 
 The families surveyed in the northeastern region of the U.S. typically used their 

home office as the room to locate their computer (Miller and Maxwell, 2001).  Families 

in this study used their home office as well as the parent’s bedroom as a place to locate 

their computer.  In both samples, similar percentages of families chose to locate their 

computer in the children’s bedroom as well as other areas of the home, such as the play 

room or formal living room (Miller and Maxwell, 2001). 

  
Territoriality and Privacy in the Home 

 As discussed in Chapter 2, territoriality and privacy are very important aspects to 

include in individual lives.  Territoriality is critical in encouraging and establishing social 

norms.  The importance of territoriality and privacy as it relates to social interaction 

especially in the home required an evaluation.  Therefore, each family was asked a few 

questions to determine if territoriality markers were set and if privacy needs were met 

(see Questions III-15 – III-18, Appendix B). 
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 This survey investigated a basic form of territoriality in the home.  Families were 

to determine whether or not each family member had a designated chair at the dinner 

table.  Table 4.11 lists the findings regarding territoriality at the dinner table. 

 
Table 4.11. Percentages of Families that Had a 

Designated Chair at Dinnertime. 
    

Designated Chair? Percentage 
   
Yes 81% 
No 19% 
    

 
 
 Eighty-one percent of families indicated that they do have a designated chair at 

the dinner table each time they sit down to eat.  Nineteen percent of the families surveyed 

did not have a designated chair at the dinner table. 

 When establishing whether or not there was adequate privacy in the home, 

families were questioned to determine if they believed privacy was easy to locate (Table 

4.12).  Each participating parent was then to indicate the location in the home that they 

believed was an area or room that they could get away from others. 

 
Table 4.12.  Percentage of Families that Believed Locating 

Privacy in the Home was Easy. 
    

Locating Privacy in Home Percentage 
   
Disagree 0% 
Neutral 21% 
Agree 79% 
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 Seventy-nine percent of the parents surveyed believed that locating privacy in the 

home was easy.  None of the parents surveyed believed that finding privacy in the home 

was not easy to locate.  The locations that most of the parents found privacy away from 

all others included a variety of spaces, such as their bedroom, office and bathroom.  Most 

often, parents found their bedroom to be most successful in finding privacy away from all 

others. 

 
The Parent’s Preference of Design Attributes 

 The fourth section of the questionnaire focused on the preferences of design 

attributes and their influence on family interaction activities within the home 

environment.  In the Miller and Maxwell study (2001), an activity log was used to 

document the activity patterns of the families.  Each participant was asked to log in the 

activities and the time of each activity that took place within the home (Miller and 

Maxwell, 2001).   

Even though the information gained from the activity log was valued and helpful 

in the design process, the study went further and asked the parents how they would 

design their own living spaces.  The Miller and Maxwell study (2001) used a card sort 

method that allowed each of the parents to rank specific design features on how they 

believed each design feature would encourage family interaction. 

 Due to limited funds and time constraints, this study focused on the fifteen design 

attributes used in the card sort method of the Miller and Maxwell study (2001) through 

use of a questionnaire.  To obtain a comparison of the two regions, the questionnaire 

recreated the drawings used in the card sort method of the Miller and Maxwell study 
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(2001) with modifications and then included in the questionnaire.  In the following fifteen 

sub-sections, each design attribute was evaluated and then compared to the findings from 

the Miller and Maxwell study (2001). 

 
Spaces Created 

 In the beginning of section four on the questionnaire, each participant was to 

select a room or space that they believed would be an ideal space for their family to 

spend time together based on their current family interaction activities.  The fifteen 

design attributes to follow were to be evaluated based on the room or space that they 

selected to represent their ideal family space.  Table 4.13 compares the types of family 

interaction spaces created by both families living in the northeastern and southern regions 

of the U.S. (see Question IV-1, Appendix B). 

 
Table 4.13.  Comparison of the Types of Family Interaction Spaces Chosen to 

Design by Families in Northeastern and Southern Regions of the United States. 
      

Type of Space Created 
Percentage in 
Southern U.S. 

Percentage in 
Northeastern U.S. 

     
Family Room 30.95% 33.33% 
Adjacent Family Room and Kitchen 14.29% 25.00% 
Combination Spaces    
     Living Room/Dining Room/Kitchen 26.19% 16.66% 
     Kitchen/Dining Room 4.76% 8.33% 
     Living Room/Dining Room 0.00% 4.16% 
     Living Room/Kitchen/Play Room 19.05% 4.16% 
Kitchen 2.38% 4.16% 
Play Room 2.38% 4.16% 
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 In both studies, families most frequently chose to design a family room as their 

ideal space that their family could interact within the home.  The next most popular 

family space chosen to design by the families living in the southern region of the U.S. 

was a combination space of a living room/dining room/kitchen.  In this space all rooms 

share the same area and are open to one another.  In the study Miller and Maxwell study 

(2001), families also selected a combination space including a living room/dining 

room/kitchen to design. 

 The second most common family space chosen to design by families living in the 

northeastern region of the U.S. was an adjacent family room and kitchen.  The families in 

the present study selected a combination space containing a living room/kitchen/play 

room more often than an adjacent family room and kitchen. 

 The only slight difference among the two regions was that the families in the 

southern region of the U.S. chose a combination living room/kitchen/play room more 

often than those families living in the northeastern region of the U.S.  The families living 

in the northeastern region of the U.S. rarely chose this type of family space. 

 
The Design Attributes 

 
Due to the extent of detail in the card sort methodology in the Miller and Maxwell 

study (2001), limited comparisons of percentages could be used to compare the 

preferences of both families living in the northeastern and southern regions of the U.S.  

The Miller and Maxwell study (2001) used a technique that allowed each participant to 

rank each design attribute as a positive influence or a negative influence on family 

interaction activities within the family space that was being designed. 
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In the present study, each participant was to select one of the options for each of 

the design attributes that they believed would best encourage interaction in the family 

space being designed (see Question IV-2 – IV-22, Appendix B).  The highest ranked 

positive influential design attributes found in the Miller and Maxwell study (2001) are 

compared to the most commonly selected design attribute in this study. 

 
Design Attribute # 1:  Size of Space - This design attribute pertained to the size of room 

or combination of rooms that each family created.  Table 4.14 indicates the preferred size 

of space that the participants selected for the family space that they chose to design.   

 

Table 4.14.  Percentages of the Preferred Size of Space Designed 
by Families the Southern Region of the U.S. 

    
Size of Space Percentage in Southern U.S. 
   
Small room (10' x 10') 0% 
Large room (15' x 15') 22% 
Largest room in house 78% 
    

 

 According to the Miller and Maxwell study (2001) families ranked a large room 

over a small room as more favorable.  Seventy-nine percent of parents believed a family 

space in a large room would have the most positive influence on family interaction.  

Sixty-five percent of the families also believed that a room or space that was the largest 

room in the house would also be a good idea to encourage family interaction (Miller and 

Maxwell, 2001). 
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 Both families living in the southern and northeastern regions of the U.S. agreed 

that a family space in a small room would have a negative effect on family interaction.  In 

the present study families more often chose to have the family space the largest room in 

the home.  Families chose the largest room in the home three times more than a large 

room in the home. 

 
Design Attribute # 2:  Access to the Room – This design attribute refers to the number of 

entrances into the space, whether or not doors are present, and the size of doorways.  

Each issue was addressed and separated by preference of each family (Table 4.15). 

 
Table 4.15. Percentages of Families that Chose Specific 
Design Features Relating to Access to the Room in the 

Southern Region of the U.S. 
    

Entrance Types Percentage of Parents  
   
One entrance 5% 
Two entrances 49% 
Three or more entrances 46% 
   
Entrances have doors 47% 
Entrances do not have doors 53% 
   
Standard size 35% 
Oversized doorways 65% 
    

 

 In this study, parents were basically divided equally when deciding whether or not 

to put two or three or more entrances into the space.  In the Miller and Maxwell study 

(2001), nearly 74 percent of parents chose to have two entrances and 42 percent chose to 
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have three or more entrances into their space.  Both studies concluded that only one 

entrance was considered a negative design attribute. 

 Once again, when deciding on whether or not to have entrances with doors or 

without doors, families in both studies agreed that either of the options favored to be a 

positive influence on family interaction (Miller and Maxwell, 2001).  The choice to have 

a space with no doors made the parents feel that the space was more inviting and open 

(Miller and Maxwell, 2001). 

 In both studies, parents believed that a room or space with oversized doorways 

would be favorable in influencing family interaction.  In this study, 65 percent of parents 

chose to have oversized doorways in their space.   

 
Design Attribute # 3:  Shape of the Space – The shape of the space included issues such 

as the configuration of walls as well as the height of the ceiling.  Table 4.16 lists the 

percentages of families represented in this study that chose the shape of space that they 

believed would encourage the most family interaction.   

 

Table 4.16.  Percentages of Families that Chose 
Each Type of Shape of Space in the Southern 

Region of the U.S. 
    

Shape of Space Percentage of Parents  
   
Square 24% 
Rectangular 51% 
L-Shaped 22% 
Other 2% 
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 In this study, 51 percent of the families represented chose to design a room that 

was rectangular in shape.  In the Miller and Maxwell study (2001), more families chose 

rectangular and L-shaped rooms over square rooms.  Thirty percent of families believed 

that a square room would negatively affect interaction. 

Table 4.17 lists the percentages of families represented in this study that chose the 

preferred ceiling height that they believed would facilitate family interaction.  Families 

were to either select a high ceiling height (between 10’ and 11’), standard ceiling height 

(9’ ceiling height) or a low ceiling height (8’ ceiling height). 

 
Table 4.17.  Percentages of Families that Chose Each Ceiling 

Height in the Southern Region of the U.S. 
    

Ceiling Height Percentage of Parents  
   
High ceiling (10-11' ceilings) 71% 
Standard ceiling (9' ceilings) 29% 
Low ceiling (below 8' ceilings) 0% 
    

 
 
In both studies, participants agreed that a low ceiling height would negatively 

affect family interaction activities.  More than 70 percent of the families surveyed in this 

study, as well as the Miller and Maxwell study (2001), agreed that a high ceiling was 

preferred in order to increase family interaction.   

 
Design Attribute # 4:  Placement within House – This design attribute pertains to the 

placement of the family space within the home.  The determination of whether the family 
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space should be placed near the front or the back of the house was included in this 

portion of the study (Table 4.18).   

 
Table 4.18.  Percentages of the Preferred Location of the 

Family Room Within the Home in the Southern Region of 
the U.S. 

    
Location of Room Percentage of Parents  
   
Front of the house 44% 
Back of the house 56% 
    

    

When comparing the preferences of the families in the Miller and Maxwell study 

(2001) to the families in the present study, there was a slight difference between 

favorable locations of the family space within the home.  Fifty-six percent of the families 

in this study preferred the family space to be located in the back of the home.  Fifty-four 

percent of the families in the Miller and Maxwell study (2001) preferred the family space 

to be in the back of the house.  However, only 13 percent of these families believed a 

positive influence on family interaction would occur if the family space was located in 

the front of the house (Miller and Maxwell, 2001).  Forty-four percent of families in this 

study believed that locating the family space in the front of the house would also be 

favorable. 

An evaluation of the preferred direct access from the family space was assessed.  

Participants had the option to select whether or not direct access to a yard, porch or a 

deck was important (Table 4.19). 
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Table 4.19.  Percentages of the Preferred Direct Access from the 
Family Space Given by Families in the Southern Region of the U.S. 

    

Direct Access  Percentage of Parents  
   
Yard 27% 
Porch 40% 
Deck 23% 
Not Important 10% 
    

 

In both studies, most families agreed that direct access to a yard, porch or a deck 

was important.  Only 10 percent of the families in the present study believed that direct 

access to the outdoors was not important.  This was mainly due to the placement of the 

room within the home, such as locating the family space in the front of the house or the 

back of the house. 

The families represented in the Miller and Maxwell study (2001) ranked direct 

access to a deck slightly higher than direct access to a yard.  Families represented in the 

present study ranked direct access to a porch higher than any other option.   

 
Design Attribute # 5:  Furniture/Appliances Accommodated by the Space – This design 

attribute focuses on the furniture and appliances that families chose to incorporate into 

their ideal family space.  Design features such as built-in bookcases, fireplaces, storage 

space, and display space were incorporated into this group because their inclusion 

impacted further furniture decisions within the space (Miller and Maxwell, 2001).  Table 

4.20 lists the percentages given to the preferred furniture and appliances that families 
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chose to include in their ideal family space.  Each of the preferred furniture and appliance 

components were selected to be incorporated into the family space to influence family 

interaction.  

 
Table 4.20.  Percentages Given to Preferred Furniture/Appliances 

by Families in the Southern Region of the U.S. 
    

Furniture/Appliances Percentage of Parents  
   
Large table for eating 50% 
Small table for eating 17% 
Counter space for eating 45% 
Sofa 88% 
Arm chair 62% 
Desk 36% 
Computer 43% 
Built-in Bookcases 60% 
Fireplace 57% 
TV/VCR/DVD 88% 
Storage space 55% 
Sound system 69% 
Piano 14% 
Exercise equipment 7% 
Display space 40% 
Other 12% 
    

 
 
 In both studies, the majority of parents chose to include a large table for eating in 

their family space.  Thirty-nine percent of families in the Miller and Maxwell study 

(2001) favored a counter space for eating as a positive influence for family interaction.  

 Other popular furniture components included a sofa and an armchair.  Ninety 

percent of families in the Miller and Maxwell study (2001) believed that including a sofa 
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was important.  Families in the present study also believed very strongly about including 

a sofa in the family space.  Armchairs in both studies were looked at as a necessity in the 

family space.  

 Design features such as a fireplace, built-in bookcases, and storage space were all 

important to include by families in both studies.  Both studies proved that over 75 percent 

of families would like to include a television set up in the family space. 

 Both studies proved that parents did not prefer to include exercise equipment in 

the family space.  Fifty-seven percent of families in the Miller and Maxwell study (2001) 

believed that exercise equipment did not belong in the family space.  Only 7 percent of 

the families in the current study would include exercise equipment in their ideal family 

space. 

 
Design Attribute # 6:  Seating – This design attribute evaluated the number of seating 

groupings as well as the type of seating configurations.  Parents were to select whether 

one seating arrangement or more than one seating arrangement would better facilitate 

family interaction within their ideal family space (Table 4.21).  The type of seating 

configuration was also evaluated.  Parents were to decide which type of seating 

arrangement, sociopetal (providing face-to-face contact) or sociofugal (providing easy 

opportunity to avoid interactions), would better facilitate family interaction (Table 4.21).  

Figure 4.2 illustrates sociopetal and sociofugal seating arrangements. 
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Table 4.21. Percentages Given to Preferred Seating 
Arrangement by Families in the Southern Region of the U.S. 

    
Seating Arrangement Percentage of Parents  
   
One group of seating 31% 
More than one grouping of seating 69% 
   
Sociopetal seating 100% 
Sociofugal seating 0% 
    

 

 Sixty-nine percent of the families surveyed in this study agreed that maintaining 

more than one seating arrangement would facilitate interaction between family members.  

None of the parents ranked one seating arrangement as a positive influence on family 

interaction in the Miller and Maxwell study (2001). 

 

                

Figure 4.2.   This Figure Illustrates an Example of a Sociopetal Seating Arrangement 
and a Sociofugal Seating Arrangement (left to right). 

 
 

When evaluating the option of having a sociopetal or sociofugal seating 

arrangement, every parent opted for a seating arrangement that provided face-to-face 

contact (sociopetal) in the present study.  Nearly two-thirds of parents in the Miller and 

Maxwell study (2001) agreed that a sociopetal seating arrangement would provide a 

positive influence on family interaction.  Twenty-nine percent of the families in the 



71 

Miller and Maxwell study (2001) believed that a sociofugal seating arrangement was 

desirable so that family members could face a television or a fireplace. 

 
Design Attribute # 7:  Function of the Space – The function of the space pertains to how 

each family plans on using their ideal family space.  A review of different types of 

activities helped decipher the overall intended function of the space by each of the 

families.  Table 4.22 indicates the preferred types of activities to take place in each ideal 

family space. 

 
Table 4.22.  Percentages Given to Preferred Function of Space by Families in 

the Southern Region of the U.S. 
    

Function of Space Percentage of Parents  
   
Space for one person to sit and work alone 0% 
Multi-functional space 20% 
Space for watching TV 20% 
Space for doing homework 18% 
Space for food preparation 14% 
Space for more than one person to cook 16% 
Project table 12% 
    

 
 
 In this study, none of the parents chose to have an area for one person to sit and 

work alone.  Thirty-seven percent of families in the Miller and Maxwell study (2001) 

believed that a place to sit and work alone was inappropriate for the family space.  

Family members in the Miller and Maxwell study (2001) believed that this area could be 

beneficial because it would allow for one person to sit in the same room as the other 

family members but still be able to work (Miller and Maxwell, 2001). 
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 Most families in the present study preferred to have an area that would be used as 

a multi-functional space including an area to watch television (Figure 4.3).  Families 

represented in the Miller and Maxwell study also found a multi-functional room where 

one could participate in a variety of activities in one room to be beneficial (Miller and 

Maxwell, 2001).   

 

Figure 4.3.   This Figure Illustrates an Example of a Multi-Functional Space. 
 

 Forty-two percent of families in the Miller and Maxwell study (2001) considered 

an area for doing homework to be very important to include.  Similarly, families 

represented in the present study indicated that an area for doing homework should be 

included in the family space.   

 
Design Attribute # 8:  Divisions within Space – This section is in regard to the extent that 

rooms are divided from other parts of a room or area.  Table 4.23 indicates the 

percentages of the parents that preferred a greater degree of division between rooms.  

Figure 4.4 illustrates the extent of division within the space created. 

 

 
 
 
 

Table 4.23. Percentages Given to Preferred Division of Space by 
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Families in the Southern Region of the U.S. 

    
Division of Space Percentage of Parents  
   
Separations between different parts of room 10% 
Open room 90% 
    

 
 

                

Figure 4.4.   This Figure Illustrates the Degree of Division within a Space.  Separations 
Between Different Parts of Room and Open Room (left to right). 

 

In this study, 90 percent of the parents participating in the study chose to have an 

open room.  These families believed that an open room would better facilitate family 

interaction.  Only 10 percent chose to have some sort of division of space between 

different parts of the room.  Typically, the parents that chose to have division between 

rooms were those parents that selected to create a family space that was an adjacent 

family room and kitchen. 

 In the Miller and Maxwell study (2001), families creating a kitchen or a family 

room were more likely to create a space that provided separation.  However, families 

choosing to create a combination family space were more likely to create an open space 

(Miller and Maxwell, 2001). 
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Design Attribute # 9:  Adjacencies – This design issue deals with the types of rooms that 

would be next to the ideal family space.  Table 4.24 lists the preferred adjacencies that 

parents chose to have next to the family space. 

 
Table 4.24. Percentages Given to Preferred Adjacencies by 

Families in the Southern Region of the U.S. 
    

Adjacencies Percentage of Parents  
   
Adjacent to living room 11% 
Adjacent to family room 6% 
Adjacent to room with TV 0% 
Adjacent to kitchen 34% 
Adjacent to dining 23% 
Adjacent to bedrooms 26% 
    

 

 Typically families represented in this study preferred to have direct access to a 

kitchen.  Most families that preferred this adjacency chose to create a family room as 

their ideal family space.  These findings are very similar to those found in the Miller and 

Maxwell study (2001).   

 Families in both studies did not choose to locate their family space adjacent to a 

room with a television.  Typically, the families were creating a family space that would 

have a television located in the room, therefore being adjacent to another room with a 

television was not necessary. 

 The only slight difference between the two regions was a preferred adjacency to 

the bedrooms.  Twelve percent of families represented in the present study preferred to 

have the family space adjacent to the bedrooms.  None of the parents in the Miller and 
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Maxwell study (2001) considered locating their ideal family space adjacent to the 

bedrooms. 

 
Design Attribute # 10:  Visual Access – This issue evaluated the extent that one could 

visually see another person within a room or combination of rooms.  Table 4.25 

illustrates the preferred visual access for the family spaces created.  As indicated in 

Figure 4.5, limited visual access may be gained from one part of a room to another 

through use of openings in the wall.  Visual access from a work area, such as a 

countertop open to other rooms, allows for better visual gain. 

 

                

Figure 4.5.   This Figure Illustrates the Degree of Visual Access within a Space.  View 
from One Part of Room to Another and View from Work Area (left to 
right). 

 

Table 4.25. Percentages Given to Preferred Degree of Visual Access 
within Space by Families in the Southern Region of the U.S. 

    
Visual Access Percentage of Parents  
   
View from one part of room to another 16% 
View from work area 84% 
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 More than 80 percent of families in the present study preferred to have more 

visual access especially from a work area.  Families in the Miller and Maxwell study 

(2001) ranked visual access, either from one part of a room to another or from a work 

area, as having a positive influence on family interaction.  Many believed that visual 

access between different parts of the living space would be beneficial with families with 

young children (Miller and Maxwell, 2001). 

 
Design Attribute # 11:  Circulation – The circulation in a room pertains to the movement 

that one will make within and through a room or space.  Table 4.26 indicates the 

percentage of families that preferred a direct path over an indirect path (Figure 4.6). 

 
Table 4.26. Percentages Given to Preferred Circulation 
Paths by Families in the Southern Region of the U.S. 

    
Circulation Paths Percentage of Parents  
   
Direct path of traffic 21% 
Indirect path of traffic 79% 
    

 

                

Figure 4.6.   This Figure Illustrates the Preferred Circulation Path within a Room.  
Direct Path of Traffic and Indirect Path of Traffic (left to right). 
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In both studies, more families preferred to have an indirect path over a direct path.  

Seventy-nine percent of families in the present study believed that an indirect path would 

facilitate interaction.  In the Miller and Maxwell study (2001), many families were 

undecided about the circulation paths of the room.  However, 48 percent of the families 

preferred an indirect path over a direct path (Miller and Maxwell, 2001). 

 The families in the Miller and Maxwell study (2001) that chose to create a 

combination space were least likely to create a space with an indirect circulation path 

(Miller and Maxwell, 2001).  However, half of the families represented in the present 

study that chose to create combination spaces chose indirect paths and the other half 

chose direct paths.  The type of space created did not affect the preferred circulation path 

for the families represented in this study. 

 
Design Attribute # 12:  Flooring – This design attribute refers to the type of flooring that 

parents preferred to have in the family space.  Table 4.27 represents the percentages of 

those who chose each flooring type. 

 
Table 4.27.  Percentages Given to Preferred Flooring 

by Families in the Southern Region of the U.S. 
    

Flooring Percentage of Parents  
   
Carpet 22% 
Tile 29% 
Hardwood Floors 49% 
    

 



78 

The most preferred type of flooring that was selected by the families represented 

in the present study was hardwood flooring.  Eighty-three percent of families in the 

Miller and Maxwell study (2001) also preferred hardwood flooring.   

Even though hardwood floors were more popular among families in both studies, 

the present study did not have a particular flooring preference for each type of room 

being created.  The families in the Miller and Maxwell study (2001) preferred carpet 

when designing a family room.  The families in the present study did not have an overall 

favorite flooring choice for each room being designed.   

 
Design Attribute # 13:  Dominant Texture – This issue pertains to the preferred dominant 

texture that parents chose to include in the family space.  Table 4.28 indicates the 

preferred dominant textures in the family space. 

 
Table 4.28.  Percentages Given to Preferred Dominant 

Textures by Families in the Southern Region of the U.S. 
    

Textures Percentage of Parents  
   
Stone 24% 
Brick 5% 
Wood 31% 
Chrome 2% 
Glass 12% 
Paint 24% 
Wallpaper 1% 
Other 2% 
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 In both studies, families preferred wood elements, such as cabinetry and ceiling 

beams, over other textures.  Stone was chosen for the fireplace in both studies (Miller and 

Maxwell, 2001).   

 In the Miller and Maxwell study (2001), none of the families represented chose to 

incorporate chrome into their family space.  Very few families represented in the current 

study chose to incorporate chrome into the space.  When chosen, chrome was typically 

used for drawer and door hardware. 

 
Design Attribute # 14:  Lighting – This issue pertains to the type and amount of 

illumination of light into the family space.  Amount of sunlight, type of lighting, and size 

of windows were evaluated and compared to the findings from the Miller and Maxwell 

study.  Table 4.29 indicates the preferred type and amount of illumination in the family 

spaces designed. 

 
Table 4.29. Percentages Given to Preferred Lighting Options 

by Families in the Southern Region of the U.S. 
    

Lighting Percentage of Parents  
   
Substantial sunlight 70% 
Some sunlight 30% 
   
Overhead lights 80% 
Lamps 20% 
   
Large windows 58% 
Small windows, but several 43% 
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In both studies, the majority of parents surveyed preferred to have substantial 

sunlight into the family room.  Three-fourths of parents in the Miller and Maxwell study 

(2001) preferred to have substantial sunlight into the room.  Seventy percent of the 

families represented in the present study also preferred to have substantial sunlight into 

the family space. 

In the Miller and Maxwell study (2001), 25 percent of parents preferred overhead 

lighting to lamps, while another 25 percent of parents preferred lamps to overhead 

lighting (Miller and Maxwell, 2001).  In the case of the families represented in the 

present study, 80 percent of parents preferred overhead lighting to lamps. 

In the Miller and Maxwell study (2001), over three-fourths of the parents 

preferred large windows over small windows.  More families in the present study 

preferred large windows over small windows; however, 43 percent of the families also 

preferred several small windows over large windows (Figure 4.7). 

 

                

Figure 4.7.   This Figure Illustrates a Room with Large Windows and a Room with 
Several Smaller Windows (left to right). 

 

Design Attribute # 15:  Acoustic Issues – This design issue pertains to the degree that 

noise can be heard from other rooms in the family space.  Table 4.30 indicates the 

percentages of families that chose stronger acoustical control for their family space. 
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Table 4.30.  Percentages Given to Preferred Acoustical Control by 
Families in the Southern Region of the U.S. 

    
Acoustic Issues Percentage of Parents  
   
Can hear sounds from other rooms 50% 
Can not hear sounds from other rooms 50% 
    

 

 Similar findings were found in both studies regarding acoustical control.  In the 

Miller and Maxwell study (2001), there was “no consensus on whether the ability to hear 

noises from other rooms would enhance or inhibit interaction” (Miller and Maxwell, 

2001, p. 149).  In the present study, half of the families preferred to hear noise from 

another room, while the other half of the families preferred to have acoustical control 

between the family space and other rooms. 

 
Summary of Preferred Design Attributes by Percentages 

 Each design attribute assessed in this study influences behavior in one way or 

another.  Table 4.31 summarizes the most favorable design elements within each design 

attribute.  Each design attribute illustrated in Table 4.31 had the highest percentage in 

each category or was greater than 50 percent as preferred by the families represented in 

the present study. 
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Table 4.31. Summary of Specific Design Attributes Most Favored by Families in 
the Southern Region of the U.S. 

    
Design Attribute Design Preference  
   
1.  Size of Room Largest Room in House 
   
2.  Access to Room 
 

Two entrances; Entrances do not have doors; 
Oversized doorways 

   
3.  Shape Rectangular; High ceilings 
   
4.  Placement Back of the house; Direct access to a porch 
   
5.  Furniture/Appliances 

 

Sofa; Armchair; Large Table for Eating; Built-in 
bookcases; Fireplace; TV/VCR/DVD; Storage space; 
Sound system 

   
6.  Seating More than one grouping of seating; Sociopetal seating 
   
7.  Function  Multi-functional space; Space for watching TV 
   
8.  Divisions Open room 
   
9.  Adjacencies Adjacent to kitchen 
   
10.  Visual Access View from work area 
   
11.  Circulation Indirect path of traffic 
   
12.  Flooring Hardwood floors 
   
13.  Texture Wood; Stone; Paint 
   
14.  Lighting Substantial sunlight; Overhead lights; Large windows 
   
15.  Acoustics No preference 
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 Table 4.32 compares the most favorable design elements within each of the 

design attributes.  Each of the design elements are those that were preferred the most or 

represented at least 50 percent of the families’ preference.   

 
Table 4.32. Comparison of Specific Design Attributes Most Favored by Families in 

Northeastern and Southern Regions of the U.S. 
      

Design Attribute 
Preference - Southern 
Region of the U.S. 

Preference - Northeastern 
Region of the U.S. 

      
1.  Size of Room Largest Room in House *Large room 
      
2.  Access to Room 

 

Two entrances; Entrances 
do not have doors; 
Oversized doorways 

Two entrances; *Entrances 
have doors; Oversized 
doorways 

      
3.  Shape Rectangular; High ceilings *L-Shaped; High ceilings 
      
4.  Placement 
 

Back of the house; Direct 
access to a porch 

Back of the house; *Direct 
access to a deck 

      
5.  Furniture/Appliances 

 

Sofa; Armchair; Large 
Table for Eating; Built-in 
bookcases; Fireplace; 
TV/VCR/DVD; Storage 
space; Sound system 
 

Sofa; Armchair; *Small 
Table for Eating; Built-in 
bookcases; Fireplace; 
TV/VCR/DVD; *Piano; 
Sound system; *Display 
Space 

      
6.  Seating 

 

More than one grouping of 
seating; Sociopetal seating 
 

More than one grouping of 
seating; Sociopetal seating 
 

7.  Function 
 

Multi-functional space; 
Space for watching TV 

Multi-functional space; 
Space for watching TV 

      
8.  Divisions Open room *No Preference 
   
9.  Adjacencies Adjacent to kitchen *No Preference 
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Table 4.32.  Continued. 
   
Design Attribute 
(cont’d) 

Preference - Southern 
Region of the U.S. 

Preference - Northeastern 
Region of the U.S. 

   
10.  Visual Access View from work area *No Preference 
      
11.  Circulation Indirect path of traffic *No Preference 
      
12.  Flooring Hardwood floors Hardwood floors 
      
13.  Texture Wood; Stone; Paint Wood 
      
14.  Lighting 

 

Substantial sunlight; 
Overhead lights; Large 
windows 

Substantial sunlight; Large 
windows 
 

      
15.  Acoustics No preference No preference 
      

 

* Items indicated in bold print are the differences between the two regions. 
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION 

This study began by identifying two research questions with respect to bettering 

the residential environment by stimulating family interaction activities in the home. With 

acknowledgement of the findings from the study Exploring the Role of Home Design in 

Fostering Family Interaction: The Use of Programming Methods in Research by Allison 

S. Miller and Lorraine E. Maxwell of Cornell University in 2001, this study chose to 

concentrate on specific design attributes in order to compare selected findings of this 

study to selected findings from the Miller and Maxwell study (2001). 

The research questions identified in Chapter 1 were established to improve home 

designs and facilitate family interaction activities for families living in a small town in 

the southern region of the United States. 

 
Assessment of Research Questions

 

1) Is there a difference of family interaction activities between families living 

in a small town in the northeastern region of the United States with families 

living in a small town in the southern region of the United States?   

2) Does the preference of design attributes for interactive and conversational 

areas within the home vary among these two regions?   

 
The first research question presented in this study explored whether or not there is 

a difference in the family interaction activities among families living in a small town in 
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the northeastern region of the United States and families living in a small town in the 

southern region of the United States.   

Through use of a questionnaire, family interaction activities in the home of 42 

families living in south Texas were evaluated.  Families represented in this study 

indicated the types of family interaction activities in the home that they participate in the 

most.  The most common location for these activities was also indicated by each 

participant. 

The second research question allowed for a more extensive comparison between 

the two regions.  The preferences of design attributes for interactive and conversational 

areas within the home were assessed and evaluated to determine if there was a difference 

between the families living in small towns in the northeastern and southern regions of the 

United States. 

The data collected represented each of the families’ preferences of selected design 

attributes and how they influence family interaction activities.  Each question listed on 

the questionnaire was included with respect to the major constructs of this study, 

territoriality, privacy, and selected design attributes and how each influences family 

interaction activities. 

 
Research Question # 1 

1) Is there a difference of family interaction activities between families living 

in a small town in the northeastern region of the United States with families 

living in a small town in the southern region of the United States?   
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In order to assess whether or not there are family interaction differences among 

families living in small towns in the southern region of the United States and among 

families living in small towns in the northeastern region of the United States, this study 

began by identifying the interaction activities of these families. 

The most common family activity, indicated by parents in both studies, was 

eating.  Meal time brought families together allowing for the most family interaction.  

Other common family activities between the two regions included watching television 

and having conversations. 

The only slight difference between the two regions when comparing how each of 

them spend time interacting as a family was that families represented in this study chose 

to spend more family time playing games or doing homework together than the families 

that were representing the northeastern region of the United States. 

 
Accommodating Meal Time – Due to the fact that the families in both regions typically 

interact the most at meal time, an assessment of the location of meal time was addressed.  

Families represented in this study preferred to eat their meals in the kitchen at an eat-in 

area installed with a dining table.  Families that chose to eat their meals in the dining 

room typically did not have an area in their kitchen to sit down and eat.  When asked why 

each of the families chose to eat in a dining room or a kitchen, most families indicated 

that this was an ideal area because the area was away from the television and/or 

computer, providing each family time together without distractions.   
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Watching Television – Families in both studies indicated that watching television was 

also another common activity that they spent time doing as a family.  In both studies the 

most common location to watch television was the family room.  Families also located 

other televisions in other rooms throughout the house; however, these televisions were 

not as frequently viewed as the television located in the family room. 

 
Having a Conversation - Conversations between family members was another common 

activity shared by family members in both regions.  Most families represented in this 

study indicated that they spent most of their time interacting as a family in the family 

room.  The next popular locations for interaction included a living room/dining 

room/kitchen combination or a kitchen.  Families that did not indicate the family room as 

the most common location for interaction typically had a combination living area that 

included a family room, dining room and a kitchen. 

Most families in the Miller and Maxwell study stated that they spent the most 

time interacting in the kitchen.  Other popular locations for interactions were the living 

room/dining room/kitchen combination.  Families in the Miller and Maxwell study 

(2001) rarely indicated that the most interaction occurred in the family room alone.  Most 

likely this occurred because the families had a combination living space that included not 

only a living room (or family room), but also a kitchen and a dining area. 

 
Comparison of Regions – Families representing both regions spent the most family 

interaction time eating, watching television, or having conversations.  Other activities 

indicated by families varied slightly between the regions. 
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The locations that families chose to interact most often were similar.  Differences 

appear when evaluating the exact room names.  The most common family activities, such 

as eating, having a conversation, and watching television, are all found to be in 

agreement when comparing the findings from this study, the findings from the Miller and 

Maxwell study (2001) and from findings from a study preformed in the 1980’s.  Miller 

(1986) identified that having a conversation, sharing meals, playing games, and watching 

television were the most common family activities.   

Most families in both studies chose to spend family time (most commonly eating, 

watching television or having a conversation) in a kitchen, dining room, family room or a 

combination of all three.  Schiavo (1987) found that the most common locations for 

family activities took place in the kitchen, living room, and family room.  Throughout the 

years in the 1980’s, design modifications adapted these rooms into one space combining 

the living room, kitchen and dining room into one space (Miller and Maxwell, 2001).    

Overall, when assessing the research question to whether there are differences in 

the family interaction activities between families living in a small town in the southern 

region of the United States and families living in a small town in the northeastern region 

of the United States, there are not major differences.  Families in both regions 

participated in the same family activities.  The time spent on these activities in both 

regions is similar.  The location of these most common family activities varies slightly.  

For the most part, the family room, kitchen and dining room, or a combination of these 

rooms, were the most common locations for family interaction activities. 
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Research Question # 2 

1) Does the preference of design attributes for interactive and conversational 

areas within the home vary among these two regions?   

 
The preferences of the families represented in these two studies were identified to 

determine the design attributes that they believed were important to include in their 

design to facilitate family interaction activities.  The design attributes included in the 

questionnaire were used to assess the interactive and conversational activity areas.  These 

design attributes were assessed and evaluated to determine if there was a difference 

between the preferences among the two regions. 

 
The Preferences of Family Space – This study sought to identify what design attributes 

within the home can encourage family interaction activities.  According to Brebner 

(1982, p. 152), “architecture plays an important role in governing our perception and 

behavior, including social interactions, within our built environment.”  The influence of 

the built environment was important to assess to determine what design attributes act as a 

positive influence on family interaction activities. 

 After evaluating and comparing the preferences of the families represented in this 

study and the families represented in the Miller and Maxwell study (2001), a noticeable 

similarity exists between the two studies.  The similarities of the preferred design 

attributes provide a foundation for home designs in small towns in both of these regions. 

 
Design Attributes – The type of space and the design components that make up the space 

influence the behavior patterns of the individuals using the space.  In both studies, 
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families most frequently chose to design a family room as an ideal space for family 

interaction.  Another common area chosen to design by the families in both studies 

included a combination space of a living room/dining room/kitchen.  Similarly, these 

chosen family areas are also those that have been proven to be used for most family 

interaction activities. 

 Size of Room.  Size of space and degree of enclosure affect an individual’s 

personal space behavior (Savinar, 1975).  Families in this study chose to design their 

ideal family space to be the largest room in the home.  Families in the Miller and 

Maxwell study (2001) more frequently chose to design their ideal family space to be a 

large room and not necessary the largest room in the home.  In other studies, larger rooms 

tend to allow for closer interaction among the users.  Smaller rooms tend to crowd 

individuals, thus pushing one away from each other (Evans, 1979). 

 Access to Room.  When deciphering what type of access and the number of 

entrances into a room that would encourage the most interaction in the family space, 

families represented in both studies generally agreed.  Two entrances into the space as 

well as oversized doorways were preferred by the majority of families in both regions.  

More families in the southern region of the United States preferred to have entrances 

without doors.  The majority of families in the northeastern region of the United States 

preferred to have entrances with doors.  The location of movement patterns affects the 

degree of interaction within a space (Lang, 1987).  Easy access into a room and open, 

oversized doorways allows for more movement throughout a room, thus increasing the 

interaction levels.   
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 Shape of the Space.  When deciding what ceiling height would increase 

interaction activities among the families, both regions most often preferred high ceilings 

(10’-11’ ceiling heights).  Reduced ceiling heights often create a need for more space for 

each individual when approached by another (Savinar, 1975).  A higher ceiling height 

will allow for the users to feel comfortable and allow for easy interaction between family 

members. 

 The preferred shape of the family space varied among the two regions.  The 

majority of families in the southern region of the United States believed that a rectangular 

room would enhance and increase the levels of interaction.  The families represented in 

the northeastern region of the United States most often preferred an L-shaped family 

space. 

 Placement of Room.  The majority of families in both studies agreed that to 

increase family interaction the family space should be placed in the back of the house.  

However, more families represented in this study preferred to have direct access to a 

porch, while families represented in the Miller and Maxwell study (2001) preferred to 

have direct access to a deck. 

 Furniture/Appliances.  In both studies, families preferred to have a family space 

that included a sofa, armchair, table for eating and connections for TV/VCR/DVD 

combination with a sound system.  Families represented in the Miller and Maxwell study 

(2001) preferred a smaller table in the family room rather than a large table.  More 

families represented in the present study preferred a large table for eating in the family 

space.   
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When deciphering what type of architectural elements should be included in the 

family space, both studies found similar preferences.  Both studies found that families 

preferred to include built-in bookcases and a fire place in the family space.  Families in 

the northeastern region of the United States preferred an area that provided display space. 

Seating.  By providing a family space that had more than one grouping of seating, 

the majority of families believed that interaction would increase.  More than one seating 

group would allow for family members to accommodate the functions of privacy, such as 

reserve, among family members.  This type of privacy includes a barrier using 

psychological elements that invites wanted guests by still creating a sense of privacy   

(Pollack & Menconi, 2005).  An alcove or even a seating group away from the main area 

of interaction can be held as an area of reserve.  By providing some privacy among 

family members one is increasing that individual’s expression of individuality (Relph, 

1976). 

Seating arrangements that provide eye contact increase social interaction 

(Brebner, 1982).  Both studies found that families preferred to have a sociopetal seating 

arrangement (one that provides face-to-face contact) in their family space.  Circular 

seating arrangements have been found to improve levels of interaction (Steinzor, 1950). 

Function of Space.  To accommodate the busy lifestyles of today’s families, a 

multi-function space was preferred by families represented in both studies.  An area that 

accommodates a variety of activities is beneficial to the entire family.  These multi-

functional family spaces tend to provide areas that appease each family member allowing 

all of the family members to be within the same area of the house. 
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Division of Space.  An open space was more commonly preferred by the families 

represented in the present study.  An open space includes an area that has little or no 

divisions between rooms.  Families represented in the Miller and Maxwell study (2001) 

did not prefer an open space more than one with separations between rooms.  Either one 

of these spaces were acceptable most likely because of the type of room being created. 

Adjacencies of Space.  Most families chose to locate their ideal family space next 

to the kitchen.  Families in the Miller and Maxwell study (2001) preferred similar 

adjacencies but did not prefer one adjacency strongly over another.  Kitchen and dining 

room adjacencies were important to include in the homes of each of the regions.   

Visual Access.   Visual privacy is typically acquired through use of partitions.  

This division between areas allows for some reduction in stress, crowding, and feelings 

of spatial invasion (Desor, 1972; Baum, Riess, & O’Hara, 1974; Evans, 1979).  When 

determining if visual access from one part of a room to another or view from a work area 

would enhance more family interaction, families in the present study preferred visual 

access with a view from a work area.  Families in the Miller and Maxwell study (2001) 

ranked both types of visual access to be important.  Both types of visual access would 

have a positive influence on family interaction, especially in a family with young children 

(Miller and Maxwell, 2001).   

Homes are typically divided into numerous private areas.  Areas that avoid shared 

spaces tend to weaken family bonds due to high privacy (Baumgartner, 1988; Rapoport, 

1999).  A family room that provides shared spaces will increase family bonds and allow 

for more interaction among the users. 
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Circulation.  Direct paths of traffic and indirect paths of traffic were evaluated to 

determine which type is more preferred by each of the families.  In the present study, 

families preferred indirect paths of travel.  Most families in the Miller and Maxwell study 

(2001) were undecided which path of travel would be more desirable in their family 

space; therefore neither of the options were selected more than the other. 

Flooring.  In both studies the most preferred choice of flooring was hardwood 

floors.  The majority of parents selected hardwood flooring no matter what type of room 

was being designed. 

Dominant Texture.  Wood, stone and paint were most commonly selected as the 

dominant textures in the family space among those families represented in the present 

study.  Participants indicated that they would use stone on a fireplace and wood on 

cabinets, ceiling beams, etc.  Families in the northeastern region of the United States also 

preferred wood as the dominant texture in their family space. 

Lighting.  Families in both studies preferred spaces that had substantial natural 

light.  Large windows were the most preferred among both regions.  When deciphering 

which type of artificial light was preferred, families in the present study preferred 

overhead lighting over lamps.   

Both types of lighting were seen as positive influences on family interaction 

among the families represented in the Miller and Maxwell study (2001).  Overhead lights 

were seen more commonly as a negative influence than lamps among these families 

(Miller and Maxwell, 2001). 
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Acoustics.  Families representing both regions did not have a preference of 

acoustical control.  Families did not indicate one more than the other as far as how much 

acoustical control was preferred in their family space.   

 
Summary of Preferences – The difference of sample size in both studies may have had an 

effect on the comparison of percentages illustrated in this study.  Overall, the preferences 

of design attributes that contribute positively to the influence of family interaction 

activities were similar with slight differences among the two regions.     

 
Design Implications 

This study has evaluated and compared the design preferences of 42 families 

living in a small town (La Vernia) in south Texas.  The preferences of these families have 

led to design implications that should be included in home designs to better facilitate 

family interaction activities.   

The following summaries of design implications are based on the data collected 

from the questionnaire and are illustrated in prototype floor plan and elevations indicating 

furniture arrangements (Appendix E). 

 
Type of Space 

As illustrated in Appendix E, a combination living space should be created.  This 

combination living space should include a family room and a kitchen.  Even though most 

families in this study chose to design a family room as their ideal family space, the 

variety of functions and preferred design attributes led the researcher to design a space 

that could better accommodate all preferred design attributes in one space.   
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Each of these rooms should provide visual access from a work area, creating an 

open area.  Being that this room will accommodate a variety of activities and will be set 

up as a multi-functioning area, the family area should be the largest room or area in the 

house.  An average ceiling height of 10’-11’ should be throughout the combination living 

space. 

Two entrances into this space should be oversized standard doorways (wider than 

3’-0”) with no doors.  One entrance should be left to enter into the private sector of the 

home while the other entrance should be left to enter into another area within the home.  

This area could include but not limited to a laundry area, home office, or second family 

space, such as a formal dining room. 

The family space should be a rectangular room located in the back of the house 

with direct access to a porch.  Visual access to the outdoors can allow parents the ability 

to keep an eye on their young children while cooking or preparing food inside.  

The family space should be able to accommodate a variety of activities at the 

same time.  Alcoves for doing homework, areas to cook and eat food, seating locations to 

watch television and places where one can retreat to work on a computer should all be 

included in this space.  The family room should include an area for watching television as 

well as other group seating areas that can maintain conversations and accommodate game 

playing and homework away from the seating arrangement dedicated to watching 

television.  In order to maintain or even increase the conversation level that families are 

experiencing, a sociopetal seating arrangement should be included. 
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An overall indirect path of traffic is ideal to create movement throughout 

combination space.  These paths would inadvertently separate the functions of space.   

 
The Kitchen 

Visual access shall be maintained from the work area, such as from a countertop 

within the kitchen to the family room. Because the kitchen is one of the most common 

locations for interaction, an area to converse should be included leaving adequate room to 

prepare and cook food. 

Being that most families did not eat their meals in a formal dining room, the 

kitchen should be large enough to incorporate an oval dining table to seat a minimum of 6 

people.  If necessary, a formal dining room can be included in the design of the house; 

however, an informal dining area should be included in the kitchen area. 

 
Home Office 

Due to the fact that not many parents work from home in this region, a home 

office is not necessary.  However, an alcove that houses a computer where adults can 

work and children can be monitored by parents should be incorporated into the family 

space. 

Aesthetics 

Hardwood flooring should be used throughout for aesthetic purposes and 

maintenance issues.  Stone and wood accents in the family living space should be used to 

accent the fireplace and cabinetry.  Walls should be prepped for paint.  Overhead lighting 

should be installed throughout the space.  Lamps should be used for only accent lighting.  
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Large windows throughout the space, allowing a substantial amount of natural light, 

should be included.  Built-in bookcases should also be included within the family area.  

Acoustic control, though indicated as no preference by the respondents, should be 

addressed because of the preference of hard surfaces (hardwood floors and stone).  

Installation of window treatments and area rugs should be included in the design of the 

family space to lessen the noise levels increased by the hard surfaces. 

 
Limitations of Study 

 
 Even though this study has provided data with merit and worth with regards to 

family interaction activity patterns and design preferences from which the design 

implications are derived, generalizations to all parents and families can not be assumed.  

The following limitations should be addressed before any recommendations established 

in this study to encourage family interaction activities can be implemented. 

 
Demographic Homogeneity of Sample 

 The demographic nature of the sample was very similar.  In all of the families 

except for two, each household included a husband and a wife.  The ethnicity of the 

sample was limited to Caucasian and Hispanic families.  All families included in the 

sample were in the middle or upper-middle class income brackets. 

 The limited differences among the demographic elements in the sample limit the 

ability to generalize the findings from this study to other ethnic and socioeconomic 

classes.  The family composition also limits the ability to generalize family interaction 

activities of families that may only have one parent in each household.  By conducting a 
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study in several locations with a more diverse ethnic and socioeconomic composition, 

this limitation may be overcome.   

 
Limited Geographic Range 

 The intent of this study was to find a similar town to the one focused on in the 

Miller and Maxwell study (2001).  Even though, La Vernia, Texas is similar in ethnicity, 

income level and town size, this study limits the generalizations to other small towns.  

Generalizing the findings from this study would be difficult to do in small towns 

throughout the southern region of the United States.  In order to create a generalization of 

design preferences among families living in small towns in the southern region of the 

United States, further studies should include other small towns in Texas and other 

southern states.   

 The geographic location of La Vernia, may also have limited the data collected.  

Being that La Vernia, Texas is considered a bedroom community of San Antonio, Texas, 

many families typically work in San Antonio.  This commute may influence the time and 

interaction activities that each family is able to engage in. 

 A study that compared several small towns within Texas to the present study may 

provide a more legitimate generalization of family interaction activities and preferences 

of design attributes within the home.  Further studies could then compare small towns in 

Texas to other states to create a generalized statement of design preferences among small 

towns in each state. 

 Larger cities, such as metropolitan and industrial cities should also be evaluated 

and compared to search for possible generalizable areas.  Once these studies are 
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conducted, a comparison of design preferences among families living in both small towns 

and large towns should be employed.   

 
Summary 

Individuals initiate interaction with others to sustain human relationships.  The 

sense of belonging to a group facilitates individual growth suggesting new possibilities 

for behavior.  These interactions serve as a socializing purpose for individuals (Lang, 

1987).  If an individual has a need to interact, they will find the means to do so in the 

built environment.   

However, some environments facilitate interaction more easily than others.  In 

today’s bustling society of deadlines, constant connectedness and busy schedules, the 

discovery of a solution within the homes’ physical environment to increase family time 

and encourage family communication is indispensable.  

This study has evaluated the family interaction activities and selected design 

attribute preferences in the home environment among families living in a small town (La 

Vernia) in south Texas.  This evaluation allows for a generalization of the preferred 

design attributes within the public areas of the home that may influence family 

interaction. 

A review of territoriality, privacy and preferences of selected design attributes in 

the home environment provides designers and researchers an idea of the attributes that 

should be considered when designing family spaces.  Although personal space and 

territoriality among occupants has been proven to promote functional relationship 
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patterns, residential designers should be cautious in creating floor plans that provide too 

much separation between family members to prevent privatization. 

The effects of territoriality in the home influence the interaction activities of the 

users.  These influences affect the well-being of the social and mental make-up of the 

family.  By providing personal territories in the home, families may persist and 

experience higher levels of interaction and more positive family functioning.  These 

outcomes may contribute to stronger family bonds, thus establishing more stable and 

supportive familial relationships.  

The fifteen design attributes that this study focused on, room size, access to the 

room, room shape, location within the house, furniture/appliances accommodated by the 

space, seating, function of the space, divisions within the space, adjacencies, visual 

access, circulation, flooring, dominant texture, lighting and acoustic issues, provide a 

strong foundation for the design of a family space (Miller and Maxwell, 2001).   

A well designed family space that is large enough to accommodate several 

activities at one time but small enough to allow for conversations and interactions to 

persist is the design solution that will have a positive influence on family interaction 

activities.  This multi-functional space should provide an area for families to partake in 

separate or communal activities within the same space.   

Design attributes, such as high ceilings, open spaces, and visual access, provides 

families with an opportunity to interact from across a room.  These attributes afford an 

open design that provoke and stimulate interaction between the users of the space. 
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Substantial natural lighting through large windows and the utilization of overhead 

light fixtures will aid in the brightness and welcoming atmosphere that a family space 

should embody.  Not only does the physical environment and design attributes influence 

social interactions, but the arrangement of furniture and the type of furniture also aid in 

the outcomes of social interactions.   

The average family income of the families represented in this study was higher 

than the average family income in La Vernia, Texas.  Speculation of this difference may 

be a result of the location of where the families of this study were selected.  Families in a 

higher income bracket and those with a higher educational attainment tend to be more 

involved with organizations such as the Parent-Teacher Organization (PTO).  All of the 

families used in this study were those that attended monthly PTO events such as the ones 

used to obtain the sample in this study. 

The comparison of the preferences of the design attributes and family interaction 

activities among families living in two separate regions of the United States provides an 

opportunity for designers to evaluate differences among different regions.  The minor 

difference between the two regions was the location of the home computer.  Most 

families in the Miller and Maxwell study (2001) chose to locate their computer in the 

home office.  Many families in the present study chose to locate their computer in the 

parent’s bedroom.  This difference may have occurred because families in this study 

typically did not have a home office.  The percentage of families, in this study, that 

worked from home was less than the percentage of families that worked from home in the 

Miller and Maxwell study (2001). 
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Although in this study there were no major differences in the preferences of 

design attributes in the home environment, one must never assume this to be true for 

other regions.  Even though, no major differences were found to be evident among the 

families represented in the two studies, designers should investigate family interaction 

activities and preferences of design attributes in the home environment before assuming 

each region or family are comparable. 

Family interaction activities are also influenced by extrinsic factors other than the 

home environment, such as personality traits, personal and economic hardships, and the 

presence of life stressors (Miller and Maxwell, 2001).  Even though these extrinsic 

factors may have a strong influence on how families interact both in and out of the home, 

the designer and/or homebuilder has a responsibility to the welfare of these families to 

provide a home with the best opportunity for family interaction.  Using the findings from 

this study, one can design a home that addresses the nonverbal design attributes that 

influence family interaction activities within the home environment. 
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APPENDIX B 

Questionnaire 

 I.  Demographic Information      
         
1 Please indicate your cultural background.     
         
 Caucasian        
 Hispanic         
 Asian         
 African American        
 Other         
         
2 Gender        
         
 Female   Male       
         
3 Please indicate which age bracket you belong.     
         
 Under 20         
 20-29         
 30-39         
 40-49         
 50 or over         
         
4 Please indicate the highest level of your educational attainment.   
         
 Some high school        
 Completed high school or equivalent      
 Post high school training       
 Completed college/university       
 Some post-college        
 Completed graduate school       
 Post graduate study        
 None of the above        
         
5 Please indicate your marital status.     
        
 Married        
 Separated        
 Divorced        
 Widowed        
 Single        
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Questionnaire (cont’d) 

6 Do you have children?  If you answered no to this question, skip to question number 9. 
         
 Yes   No       
         
7 If yes, how many children are living at home?     
         
 Females   Males       
         
8 Please indicate the age(s) of your children living at home.    
         
 Females   Males       
           
           
           
         
9 
 

Are there any other individuals living in your home (i.e. mother, father, other relative)?  How 
many? 

         
 Females   Relation        
 Males   Relation        
         

10 
 

Please indicate the number of hours in the paid labor force for each of the adults living in the 
home. 

         
 Part-Time (30 hours or less/week)       
 Full-Time (40+ hours/week)       
 Not in the labor force       
       

11 Please indicate the average annual family income.    
         
 $20,000 or less        
 $21,000 to $40,000        
 $41,000 to $60,000         
 $61,000 to $80,000        
 $81,000 to $100,000        
 $101,000 and above        
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Questionnaire (cont’d) 

 II.  Residential Environment Information     
         
1 What type of residential environment do you currently live in?   
         
 Single-family detached home       
 Duplex         
 Apartment        
 Other         
         
2 Do you own or rent your current home?  If you are renting your home, skip to question number 4. 
         
 Own    Rent       
         
3 
 

If you own your home, did you participate in the design process (i.e. placement of rooms, 
architectural details, kitchen layouts, etc.)? 

         
 Yes   No       
         
4 How old is your home?      
         
 0-5 years   11-15 years       
 6-10 years   16-20 years       
   21 + years       
          
5 
 

Since you have lived there, has your home been remodeled (i.e. demolition of walls, 
additions, etc.)? 

         
 Yes   No       
         
 If so, what?  Briefly explain.      
         
                
         
6 
 

How many square feet make up the living space in your home (not including garages, carports, 
etc.)? 

         
 800-1500   2100-2500       
 1600-2000   2600 +       

 

 

 



115 

APPENDIX B 

Questionnaire (cont’d) 

7 Please indicate which rooms are included in the design of your home.   
        
 Formal Living Room       
 Family Room/Den       
 Living Room/Dining Room Combination      
  (Living Room is open to the Dining Room)     
 Living Room/Dining Room/Kitchen Combination      
  (All rooms share the same space)     
 Eat-In Kitchen       
  (There is a dining area within your Kitchen - table, bar, etc.)   
 Dining Room    
 Home Office    
 Play Room    
     
     
 III.  Family Interaction Activities     
         
1 Do any of the adults living in your home work from home?    
        
 Yes        
 No        

 
If yes, how many hours 
per week?      

         
2 If so, when and where is this work done?     
         
            
         
3 
 

Do you own a computer?  How many?  If you answered no to this question, skip to question 
number 6. 

  
 Yes   No       
         
4 Where is the computer(s) located?     
        
 Kitchen   Children's Bedroom     
 Home Office   Family Room     
 Parents Bedroom   Other     
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Questionnaire (cont’d) 

5 Who typically uses the computer and for what purpose(s)?  Check all that apply.  
         
 Father   Work       
 Mother   School       
 Sons   Recreation       
 Daughters          
          
6 How many televisions do you own?      
         
7 Where are they located?  Check all that apply. 
         
 Family Room/Den   Parent's Bedroom     
 Formal Living Room   Children's Bedroom     
 Kitchen   Other     
       
8 In which room is the most frequently watched television located?   
        
 Kitchen   Children's Bedroom     
 Home Office   Family Room     
 Parents Bedroom   Other     
       
9 

 

Please indicate in which room you interact the most as a family.  (Interactions include 
conversations, assisting with homework, eating, watching television, arts and crafts, playing 
games, etc.) 

         
 Formal Living Room        
 Family Room/Den        
 Living Room/Dining Room Combination      
  (Living Room is open to the Dining Room)     

 
Living Room/Dining Room/Kitchen 
Combination      

  (All rooms share the same space)     
 Kitchen         
 Dining Room        
 Home Office        
 Play Room        
 Other      
         

 

 



117 

APPENDIX B 

Questionnaire (cont’d) 

10 In which type of activity does you and your family, as a whole, participate the most? 
        
 Eating        
 Watching television       
 Having a conversation       
 Reading        
 Playing games       
 Doing homework       
 Hobbies        
 Other, explain.        
        

11 During meals, my family experiences the most interaction.   
        
 Disagree   Neutral   Agree   
        

12 Where do you eat most of your meals?    
        
 Kitchen        
 Dining Room       
 Other eating area       
 Living Room       
 Family Room/Den       
 Bedroom        
 Other        
        

13 Why?         
        

14 The table that my family dines at most often resembles…   
     
    
    
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
           
      
   
   
   
 

 

   
 

 

   

 

      
Other, please sketch your dining 
table shape.  
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Questionnaire (cont’d) 

15 
 

Does each of your family members have a designated chair or area that they occupy 
while eating their meals?  

          
 Yes   No        
          

16 
 

Do you believe that your home provides each of the individuals living in the home an area 
that can be called their own (i.e. bedroom, workspace, playroom, workshop, etc.)?  

          
 Disagree   Neutral   Agree      
          

17 
 

Do you believe that family members find that privacy in the home, away from all others, is 
easy to locate?  

          
 Disagree   Neutral   Agree      
          

18 
 

Please indicate the area of the home, if any, that you are able to find privacy away from 
all others.  

        
               
          
          
 IV.  Preference of Design Attributes      
          

 

In this section, you will be asked to identify design characteristics that you believe would 
create the optimal design for a family living space.  These questions are referring to your 
ideal family space.  This section is not surveying the current design characteristics of 
your home, but rather, this section is an attempt to discover what you perceive as an 
ideal family space for a possible future home design.  

   
1 
 

If you were to create an ideal space for your family to spend time together, which type of 
room/space would you create?  

         
 Family Room        
 Adjacent Family Room and Kitchen       
 Combination Spaces       
 Living Room/Dining Room/Kitchen       
 Kitchen/Dining Room        
 Living Room/Dining Room       
 Living Room/Kitchen/Play Room       
 Kitchen         
 Play Room        
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Questionnaire (cont’d) 

 Design Attribute #1:  Size of Space     
         
2 Select the room size that you would prefer for this ideal family interaction space.  
         
 Small room (10' x 10')       
 Large room (15' x 15')       
 Largest room in house       
         
 Design Attribute #2:  Access to the Room     
         
3 Please indicate the number of doorways in which to enter and exit this space.  
         
 One entrance       
 Two entrances       
 Three or more entrances       
         
4 
 

Please indicate whether or not you would prefer doors into this space.  If so, indicate the size 
of doors you prefer. 

  
         
 Entrances have doors       
 Entrances do not have doors       
         
 Standard size       
 Oversized doorways       
         
 Design Attribute #3:  Shape of Space     
         
5 Please indicate the shape of space preferred for this space.   
         
 Square        
 Rectangular        
 L-Shaped        
 Other, please explain.          
         
6 Please indicate the preferred ceiling height.     
         
 High ceiling (10-11' ceilings)       
 Standard ceiling (9' ceilings)       
 Low ceiling (Below 8' ceiling)       
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Questionnaire (cont’d) 

 Design Attribute #4: Placement within House     
         
7 The room that I am designing would be located in the…    
         
 Front of the house        
 Back of the house        
         
8 This room would have direct access to a…     
         
 Yard         
 Porch         
 Deck         
 Not Important        
         
 Design Attribute #5:  Furniture/Appliances Accommodated by the Space  
         
9 
 

Please indicate which furniture and appliances you would include in this space.  Check 
all that apply. 

         
 Large table for eating        
 Small table for eating        
 Counter space for eating       
 Sofa         
 Arm chair         
 Desk         
 Computer         
 Built-in Bookcases        
 Fireplace         
 TV/VCR/DVD        
 Storage space        
 Sound system        
 Piano         
 Exercise equipment        
 Display space        
 Other, please explain.           
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Questionnaire (cont’d) 

 Design Attribute #6:  Seating    
       

10 Please indicate the number of seating arrangements that you would prefer to have in this space. 
  
  
  
  
  
  
 

 

 

 

 
   One group of seating   More than one grouping of seating  
      

11 Please indicate the type of furniture arrangement that you would prefer in this space.  
   
   
   
   
   
 

  

  
   Sociopetal seating   Sociofugal seating  
        
 Provides face-to-face contact.  
    

Provides easy opportunity to avoid 
interactions.   

        
 Design Attribute #7:  Function of Space    
        

12 Please indicate the functions that this space would occupy.  Check all that apply. 

 
 
     

     
     
     
     
     
 

 

    
      
  

Space for one person to 
sit and work alone  Multi-Functional Space  

        
 Space for watching TV      
 Space for doing homework      
 Space for food preparation      
 Space for more than one person to cook     
 Project table      
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Questionnaire (cont’d)  

 Design Attribute #8:  Divisions within Space     
         

13 Please indicate which type of space is preferred for this room. 

 
 

  
 
       

          
          
          
          
          
     Open room    

  

Separations 
between different 
parts of room       

          
 Design Attribute #9:  Adjacencies       
          

14 
 
 
 

Please indicate the preferred adjacencies to this family living space.  If your family living space 
is one of the rooms listed below, then indicate that the question is "Not Applicable" (N/A).  For 
instance, if you have indicated at the beginning of this section that you are designing a family 
room, then an adjacency to a family room would not be applicable. 

          
 Adjacent to living room        
 Adjacent to family room        
 Adjacent to room with TV        
 Adjacent to kitchen         
 Adjacent to dining         
 Adjacent to bedrooms        
          
 Design Attribute #10:  Visual Access      
          

15 Please indicate which setting would be preferred for this family living space.   

 
 
    

 
       

          
          
          
          
          
          
          

     
View from work 
area     

  

View from one 
part of room to 
another        
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Questionnaire (cont’d) 

 Design Attribute #11:  Circulation      
         

16 Please indicate the desired path of movement through this space.   

 
 
    

 
      

         
         
         
         
         

   
Direct path of 
traffic   

Indirect path of 
traffic   

         
 Design Attribute #12:  Flooring      
         

17 Please indicate the type of flooring that you prefer in this space.   
         
 Carpet         
 Tile         
 Hardwood Floors        
         
 Design Attribute #13:  Dominant Texture     
         

18 
 
 

Please indicate the type of material that you would prefer for such things as cabinets, walls, 
fireplaces, ceiling beams, and windows.  Check all that apply.  Please indicate the location of 
such textures (i.e.  "Stone" - Fireplace). 

         
 Stone         
 Brick         
 Wood         
 Chrome         
 Glass         
 Paint         
 Wallpaper         
 Other, please explain.           
         
 Design Attribute #14:  Lighting      
         

19 Please indicate which is more important to include in this family living space.  
         
 A lot of sunlight        
 Some sunlight        
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Questionnaire (cont’d) 

20 Which type of lighting is preferred?   

 
 
       

       
       
       
       
       
      
   Overhead lights   Lamps  
      

21 Which type of windows are preferred?   

 
 
    

    
    
    
    
    
     
   Large windows   Small windows, but several  
       
 Design Attribute #15:  Acoustic Issues   
       

22 Please indicate which is preferred.   
       
 Can hear sounds from other rooms    
 Can not hear sounds from other rooms    
       
       
       
 
 

Thank you for your time!!!  If you have further questions regarding this study please 
contact Jennifer Kneupper. 
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Frequency Tabulations 

Table C1.  Frequency Tabulations and Percentages of Responses from Questionnaire 
Section I 

    

No. Question Frequency 
Percentage of 

Total (%) 
      
1 Cultural Background    
 Caucasian 38 86% 
 Hispanic 6 14% 
 Asian 0 0% 
 African American 0 0% 
 Other 0 0% 
      
2 Gender    
 Female 40 95% 
 Male 2 5% 
      
3 Age Bracket    
 Under 20 0 0% 
 20-29 6 14% 
 30-39 25 60% 
 40-49 10 24% 
 50 or over 1 2% 
      
4 Education    
 Some high school 0 0% 
 Completed high school or equivalent 9 21% 
 Post high school training 1 2% 
 Completed college/university 17 40% 
 Some post-college 7 17% 
 Completed graduate school 7 17% 
 Post graduate study 1 2% 
 None of the above 0 0% 
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Frequency Tabulations 

Table C1.  Continued.   

No. Question Frequency 
Percentage of 

Total (%) 
5 Marital Status    
 Married 40 95% 
 Separated  1 2% 
 Divorced 1 2% 
 Widowed 0 0% 
 Single 0 0% 
      
6 Children    
 Yes 42 93% 
 No 3 7% 
      
7 If yes, how many children are living at home?    
 Females living at home    
 1 18 55% 
 2 15 45% 
 3 0 0% 
 Males living at home    
 1 22 71% 
 2 8 26% 
 3 1 3% 
      
8 Ages of Children    
 0-4 20 22% 
 5-9 47 53% 
 10-14 14 16% 
 15 + 8 9% 
      
9 
 

Are there any other individuals living in your 
home?    

 Females 2 5% 
 Males 2 5% 
 None 38 90% 
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Frequency Tabulations 

Table C1.  Continued.   

No. Question Frequency 
Percentage of 

Total (%) 
10 Single or Dual Earner Household    
 Single Earner Household 13 31% 
 Dual Earner Household 29 69% 
      

11 Average Annual Family Income    
 $20,000 or less 0 0% 
 $21,000 to $40,000 6 15% 
 $41,000 to $60,000 7 17% 
 $61,000 to $80,000 4 10% 
 $81,000 to $100,000 16 39% 
 $101,000 and above 8 20% 
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Frequency Tabulations 

Table C2.  Frequency Tabulations and Percentages of Responses from Questionnaire 
Section II 

    

No. Question Frequency 
Percentage of 

Total (%) 
      
1 Type of Residential Environment    
 Single-family detached home 34 81% 
 Duplex 3 7% 
 Apartment 0 0% 
 Other 5 12% 
      
2 Own or Rent your home    
 Own 37 90% 
 Rent 4 10% 
      
3 Did you process in the design process?    
 Yes 14 36% 
 No 25 64% 
      
4 How old is your home?    
 0-5 years 16 39% 
 6-10 years 9 22% 
 11-15 years 6 15% 
 16-20 years 3 7% 
 21 + years 7 17% 
      
      
5 
 

Since you have lived there, has your home 
been remodeled?    

 Yes 11 26% 
 No 31 74% 
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Frequency Tabulations 

Table C3.  Frequency Tabulations and Percentages of Responses from Questionnaire 
Section III 

    

No. Question Frequency 
Percentage of 

Total (%) 
        
1 
 

Do any of the adults living in your home 
work from home?     

  Yes 5 12% 
  No 37 88% 
        

*1A If so, how many hours per week?     
  1-10 3 60% 
  11-20 1 20% 
  21 + 1 20% 
        
2 If so, where is this work done?     
  Home Office 1 20% 
  Living room 2 40% 
  Bedroom 1 20% 
  Kitchen 1 20% 
        
3 Do you own a computer?     
  Yes 40 95% 
  No 2 5% 
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Frequency Tabulations 

Table C3.  Continued.   

No. Question Frequency 
Percentage of 

Total (%) 
*3A If so, how many?     

  1 24 62% 
  2 12 31% 
  3 1 3% 
  4 2 5% 
        
4 Where is the computer located?     
  Kitchen 5 11% 
  Home Office 12 27% 
  Parents Bedroom 15 34% 
  Children’s Bedroom 7 16% 
  Family Room 5 11% 
        
5 Who typically uses the computer?     
  Father 29 30% 
  Mother 33 34% 
  Daughter 18 18% 
  Sons 18 18% 
        

*5A For what purposes?     
  Work 27 34% 
  School 20 25% 
  Recreation 32 41% 
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Frequency Tabulations 

Table C3.  Continued.   

No. Question Frequency 
Percentage of 

Total (%) 
        
6 How many televisions do you own?     
  0 0 0% 
  1 1 2% 
  2 9 21% 
  3 15 36% 
  4 10 24% 
  5+ 7 17% 
        
7 Where are they located?     
  Family Room/Den 38 30% 
  Formal Living Room 7 6% 
  Kitchen 3 2% 
  Parent's Bedroom 32 26% 
  Children’s Bedroom 30 24% 
  Other 15 12% 
        
8 
 

In which room is the most frequently 
watched television located?     

  Kitchen 0 0% 
  Home Office 0 0% 
  Parent’s Bedroom 0 0% 
  Children’s Bedroom 0 0% 
  Family Room 38 90% 
  Other 4 10% 
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Frequency Tabulations 

Table C3.  Continued.   

No. Question Frequency 
Percentage of 

Total (%) 
9 
 

Please indicate in which room you 
interact the most as a family.     

  Formal Living Room 4 8% 
  Family Room/Den 13 27% 
  Living Room/Dining Room Combo 4 8% 

  
Living Room/Dining Room/Kitchen 
Combo 12 25% 

  Kitchen 12 25% 
  Dining Room 3 6% 
  Home Office 0 0% 
  Play Room 0 0% 
  Other 0 0% 
        

10 

 

In which type of activity does you and 
your family, as a whole, participate the 
most?     

  Eating 16 20% 
  Watching television 14 18% 
  Having a conversation 14 18% 
  Reading 4 5% 
  Playing Games 11 14% 
  Doing homework 8 10% 
  Hobbies 7 9% 
  Other 5 6% 
        

11 
 

During meals, my family experiences the 
most interaction.     

  Disagree 6 15% 
  Neutral 15 38% 
  Agree 19 48% 
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Frequency Tabulations 

Table C3.  Continued.   

No. Question Frequency 
Percentage of 

Total (%) 
12 Where do you eat most of your meals?     
  Kitchen 22 51% 
  Dining Room 14 33% 
  Other eating areas 1 2% 
  Living Room 2 5% 
  Family Room/Den 3 7% 
  Bedroom 0 0% 
  Other 1 2% 
        

13 Why?     

  
Family time without distractions from 
TV 10 42% 

  Table is located there 3 13% 
  Convenience 3 13% 
  Tradition 6 25% 
  Practice manners 2 8% 
        

14 
 

The table that my family dines at most 
often resembles…     

  Round/seats 4 9 21% 
  Square/seats 4 4 10% 
  Round/seats 5 2 5% 
  Rectangle/benches 1 2% 
  Oval/seats 6 12 29% 
  Rectangle/seats 4 2 5% 
  Rectangle/seats 8 6 14% 
  Other 6 14% 
        

15 

 

Does each of your family members have 
a designated chair or area that they 
occupy while eating their meals?     

  Yes 34 81% 
  No 8 19% 
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Frequency Tabulations 

Table C3.  Continued.   

No. Question Frequency 
Percentage of 

Total (%) 
16 
 
 
 

Do you believe that your home provides 
each of the individuals living in the 
home an area that can be called their 
own?     

  Disagree 3 7% 
  Neutral 2 5% 
  Agree 36 88% 
        

17 
 
 

Do you believe that family members find 
that privacy in the home, away from all 
others, is easy to locate?     

  Disagree 0 0% 
  Neutral 9 21% 
  Agree 33 79% 
        

18 
 
 

Please indicate the area of the home, if 
any, that you are able to find privacy 
away from all others.     

  Bedroom 29 67% 
  Bathroom 9 21% 
  Home office 3 7% 
  Other 2 5% 
        

 

*1A – Number of hours worked at home is a component of Question 1 in survey. 
*3A – Number of computers owned is a component of Question 3 in survey. 
*5A – Purposes of computer usage is a component of Question 5 in survey. 
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Frequency Tabulations 

Table C4.  Frequency Tabulations and Percentages of Responses from 
Questionnaire Section IV 

    

No. Question Frequency 
Percentage of 

Total (%) 
        
1 Room Created     
  Family Room 13 31% 
  Adjacent Family Room and Kitchen 6 14% 
  Living Room/Dining Room/Kitchen 11 26% 
  Kitchen/Dining Room 2 5% 
  Living Room/Dining Room 0 0% 
  Living Room/Kitchen/Play Room 8 19% 
  Kitchen 1 2% 
  Play Room 1 2% 
        
2 Size of Space     
  Small room 0 0% 
  Large room 9 22% 
  Largest room in the house 32 78% 
        
3 Number of Doorways     
  One entrance 2 5% 
  Two entrances 20 49% 
  Three or more entrances 19 46% 
        
4 Type of Doorways     
  Entrances have doors 16 47% 
  Entrances do not have doors 18 53% 
        

*4A Size of Doorways     
  Standard Size 9 35% 
  Oversized doorways 17 65% 
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Frequency Tabulations 

Table C4.  Continued.   

No. Question Frequency 
Percentage of 

Total (%) 
5 Shape of the Space     
  Square 10 24% 
  Rectangular 21 51% 
  L-Shaped 9 22% 
  Other 1 2% 
        
6 Ceiling Height     
  High 29 71% 
  Standard 12 29% 
  Low 0 0% 
        
7 Placement of Room     
  Front of house 17 44% 
  Back of house 22 56% 
        
8 Direct Access     
  Yard  14 27% 
  Porch 21 40% 
  Deck 12 23% 
  Not important 5 10% 
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Frequency Tabulations 

Table C4.  Continued.   

No. Question Frequency 
Percentage of 

Total (%) 
9 Furniture/Appliances     
  Large table for eating 21 7% 
  Small table for eating 7 2% 
  Counter space for eating 19 6% 
  Sofa 37 12% 
  Arm chair 26 8% 
  Desk 15 5% 
  Computer 18 6% 
  Built-in bookcase 25 8% 
  Fireplace 24 8% 
  TV/VCR/DVD 37 12% 
  Storage System 23 7% 
  Sound System 29 9% 
  Piano 6 2% 
  Exercise Equipment 3 1% 
  Display space 17 5% 
  Other 5 2% 
        

10 Number of Seating Arrangements     
  One group of seating 11 31% 
  More than one grouping of seating 24 69% 
        

11 Type of Seating Arrangement     
  Sociopetal 35 100% 
  Sociofugal 0 0% 
        

12 Functions of Space     
  Space for one person to sit and work alone 0 0% 
  Multi-functional space 34 20% 
  Space for watching TV 35 20% 
  Space for doing homework 32 18% 
  Space for food preparation 24 14% 
  Space for more than one person to cook 27 16% 
  Project table 21 12% 
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Frequency Tabulations 

Table C4.  Continued.   

No. Question Frequency 
Percentage of 

Total (%) 
13 Divisions of Space     
  Separations between different parts of room 4 10% 
  Open room 35 90% 
        

14 Adjacencies     
  Adjacent to living room 4 11% 
  Adjacent to family room 2 6% 
  Adjacent to room with TV 0 0% 
  Adjacent to kitchen 12 34% 
  Adjacent to dining room 8 23% 
  Adjacent to bedrooms 9 26% 
        

15 Visual Access     
  View from one part of room to another 6 16% 
  View from work area 31 84% 
        

16 Circulation     
  Direct path of traffic 8 21% 
  Indirect path of traffic 31 79% 
        

17 Flooring     
  Carpet 9 22% 
  Tile 12 29% 
  Hardwood 20 49% 
        

18 Dominant Texture     
  Stone 26 24% 
  Brick 5 5% 
  Wood  34 31% 
  Chrome 2 2% 
  Glass 13 12% 
  Paint  26 24% 
  Wallpaper 1 1% 
  Other 2 2% 
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Frequency Tabulations 

Table C4.  Continued.   

No. Question Frequency 
Percentage of 

Total (%) 
19 Lighting     
  Substantial sunlight 28 70% 
  Some sunlight 12 30% 
        

20 Lighting - Interior     
 Overhead lighting 35 80% 
  Lamps 9 20% 
        

21 Lighting - Windows     
  Large windows 23 58% 
  Small windows, but several 17 43% 
        

22 Acoustical Control     
  Can hear sounds from other rooms 20 50% 
  Can not hear sounds from other rooms 20 50% 
        

 

*4A – Size of Doorways is a component of Question 4 in survey. 
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APPENDIX D 

Comparison of Demographics & Residential Environments  

Table D1.  Comparison of Demographics of Families in the Southern Region 
of the U.S. and Families in the Northeastern Region of the U.S. 

   

Demographic Issue 

Southern Region 
of the U.S. 
(N=42) 

Northeastern 
Region of the U.S. 
(N=24) 

      
Cultural Background     
Caucasian 86% 100% 
Hispanic 14% 0% 
      
Educational Level     
High School 22% 0% 
Post High School Training 2% 8% 
College, Graduate or Post-Graduate 76% 92% 
      
Household Type     
Single-parent 95% 21% 
Dual-parent 4% 79% 
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APPENDIX D 

Comparison of Demographics & Residential Environments 

Table D2.  Comparison of Residential Environments of Families in the Southern 
Region of the U.S. and Families in the Northeastern Region of the U.S. 

   

Residential Environment Issue 

Southern Region 
of the U.S.  
(N=42) 

Northeastern 
Region of the U.S. 
(N=24) 

      
Type of Residential Environment     
Single-family detached home 81% 100% 
Duplex 7% 0% 
Apartment 0% 0% 
Other 12% 0% 
      
Ownership of Residential Environment     
Own 90% 92% 
Rent 10% 8% 
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APPENDIX E 

Prototype Floor Plan & Elevations 

 

Figure E1.  Prototype Floor Plan. 
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APPENDIX E 

Prototype Floor Plan & Elevations 

 
Prototype Floor Plan Legend 

    
  Design Attribute Implications 
   
1 Size of Room - The family space is the largest room in the home. 
2 Access to Room - Two oversized entrances without doors. 
3 Shape of the Space - Rectangular shape of space. 
4 
 

Placement of Room - Room is located in the back of the house with direct 
access to a porch. 

5 Furniture/Appliances - Sofa. 
6 Furniture/Appliances - Armchair. 
7 Furniture/Appliances - Oval table for eating. 
8 Furniture/Appliances - TV/VCR/DVD with sound system. 
9 Furniture/Appliances - Built-in bookcase. 
10 Furniture/Appliances - Fireplace. 
11 Furniture/Appliances – Pantry and cabinet space for storage needs. 
12 Seating - More than one seating group. 
13 Seating - Sociopetal seating arrangement. 
14 Function of space - Multi-functional space with computer area for monitoring. 
15 Function of space - Multi-functional space with space for homework. 
16 Function of space - Multi-functional space with food prep area. 
17 
 

Function of space - Multi-functional space with area (island) to gather around 
and converse. 

18 
 

Function of space - Multi-functional space with area to play games and 
participate in hobbies. 

19 Division of space - Open room with visual access to each other from work area. 
20 
 

Circulation - Indirect path of travel throughout space separating each function of 
space. 

21 Acoustic Control - Area rug to lessen noise reverberation. 
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APPENDIX E 

Prototype Floor Plan & Elevations 

 

Figure E2.  Prototype Elevation A. 

 
Prototype Elevation A Legend 

    
  Design Attribute Implications 
   
1 Shape of the Space - Ceiling height is 11'-0". 
2 
 

Placement of Room - Room is located in the back of the house with direct 
access to a porch. 

3 Furniture/Appliances - Fireplace. 

4 
Function of space - Multi-functional space with area to play games and 
participate in hobbies. 

5 Texture - Fireplace is built with stone. 
6 Lighting - Substantial sunlight through large windows. 
7 Lighting - Overhead lighting. 
8 
 

Acoustic Control - Fabric window treatments installed to lessen noise 
reverberation. 
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Prototype Floor Plan & Elevations 

 

Figure E3.  Prototype Elevation B. 

 
Prototype Elevation B Legend 

    
  Design Attribute Implications 
   
1 Shape of the Space - Ceiling height is 11'-0". 
2 Furniture/Appliances - Built-in bookcase. 
3 Division of space - Open room with visual access to each other from work area. 
4 Lighting - Overhead lighting. 
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Prototype Floor Plan & Elevations 

 

Figure E4.  Prototype Elevation C. 

 
Prototype Elevation B Legend 

    
  Design Attribute Implications 
   
1 Shape of the Space - Ceiling height is 11'-0". 
2 Access to Room - Oversized entrance without a door.   
3 Furniture/Appliances - TV/VCR/DVD center. 
4 Furniture/Appliances - Sound system. 
5 Furniture/Appliances - Storage Space. 
6 
 

Function of space - Multi-functional space with area to play games and 
participate in hobbies. 

7 Texture - Entertainment system built with wood. 
8 Texture - Walls prepped for paint. 
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