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Abstract 
Narration or story telling is proposed as a process which enables researchers 
in interior design/architecture to deal with the crux of environmental 
design - experience and relationships. This approach addresses the 
limitations of more superficial understandings of the built environment 
represented by discussions of form or appearance . Narration generally 
occurs as written or verbal accounts, but it may also involve graphical 
representations, stained glass, movement, dance, or music (Barth es: 1979). 
How narrative inquiry is of value in the study of interior architecture , and 
consequently for research into the built environment is discussed in this 
paper with specific attention to identifying how these concepts may be 
applicable for research focusing on environmental interpretation and the 
construction of meaning. 

Narration as a way of knowing 
We live our lives as stories and most of these are played out within interior 
environments. Interior design and architecture therefore are professions that 
directly effect how we live out our everyday encounters in the world. By 
studying people's stories we - as designers - may come to understand the 
place of our designs in the way people interpret and know the world. 

Narrative Inquiry 
Narrative inquiry has one major advantage for interior design over other 
forms of data collection. It captures in a first hand way what it is to 
experience the environmental setting as it is lived out. Although there are 
various research approaches that provide insights into the relationship 
between people and environments, data which does not directly address 
the experience of the environment fails to address one of the essential roles 
of the interior designer. That role is the creation of environments that engen-
der or support the meaningful connections between people and the physi-
cal environment. Narrative inquiry serves that end. It provides data, which 
may in turn be incorporated with other approaches such as 
phenomenological studies or semiotic studies. 
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Why do we need to study design in this manner? Integral to everyone's 
experiences is the built environment - public spaces, buildings, interiors, 
and the objects that are present within them . Of primary importance: the 
environment, which may define spatial relationsh ips and/or indicate types 
of functions , interactions , or inhabitants. It ma y also provide backdrops , 
props , memories , and/or ambience. These effects may be present 
consciously as part of a person's activities , or they may be taken for granted. 
Consequently, when interiors are designed, it is not just physical objects that 
are provided. Opportunities for relationships and interactions between 
people and e nvironments and between people and people are 
incorporated. 

Consequen tly the re lationship between the environment and people 
determine the outcome of our design practices . If the outcome of design is 
understood simply as the integration of bui lt form , enclosed space , and 
decorative elements , then an essentia l aspect of design is overlooked. The 
outcome of the design pro c ess is not simply a building or interior , but an 
environmental situation. Its use and meaning however , varies for ea c h 
ind ividual - designer and non-designer . Narratives are one way of 
capturing our experience s of and within the environment. Experiences are 
spoken about , written about , or performed as part of our everyday 
existence . These in turn capture relationships and interactions embedded 
in the encounter· rather than just the outward appearances of a place or a 
place as a setting. 

Researching the built environment provides opportunities for designers to 
gain insights and knowledge about the places that they or others have 
designed . It is however difficult to remove the training and education one 
has had over a professional life. Everyone comes to a setting with personal, 
pra c tical knowledge , and judgement s are therefore coloured by beliefs of 
what an environment or design should encompass for a particu lar setting . 
Becau se of these insights the designer is in fact an 'expert' with a c ritica l 
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eye. Simultaneously however the designer is an outsider. Brower ( 1988) 
describes how the tourist or visitor does not engage or even see an 
environment in the same manner as a local or inhabitant. In this way the 
designer is a 'novice'. By constructing a narrative of the situatio n the design 
researcher and/or designer practitioner is potentially able to capture a story 
of the environmental situation that involves the built form and that 
encompasses these frameworks of novice and of expert across time. 
Storying also frees the researcher from understanding the situation within 
one time frame as a narrative crosses the temporal boundaries. Narrative 
inquiry therefore deals with the crux of environmental design - experience 
and relationships - rather than the superficial aspects represented by the 
more common discussions of form or appearance. It is potentially a means 
to gather rich and meaningful data to inform future design practice and 
education. 

An environmental situation: unravelling the 'design outcome ' 
Although it would appear that there is potential for the use of narrative 
inquiry in the area of architectural design there ha s been limited 
application of this approach in the field . Due to the diversity of the concept 
'narrative' , and its potential as a process of inquiry for designer/researchers, 
an explanation of the term narrative and a general overview of the 
conception of 'narrative inquiry' is provided for the reader who may have 
limited exposure to the methodology. The application of narrative inquiry 
was demonstrated in a study of cafes in Paris. The accompanying insertions 
from the diary records out line the experience of 'being there' and the 
integration of the built environment within one particular venue. The cafe 
was 'discovered' as part of a walk through the research site - a local 
Parisian shopp ing cen tre . 

Narrative: more than a story 
Life experiences are recorded in storied form (Clandinin and Connelly, 1994). 
'Experience is not - indeed cannot be - reproduced in speech or writing, 
and must instead be narrated' (Brodkey, 1987). The form of the narrative will 



be dependent upon who the narrator is and the theoretical framework/ s 
s/he abides to. Experience is therefore seen as an aspect of narration, and 
the narrative is part of the experience as people live what has been termed 
storied lives. Dewey (Clandinin and Connelly, 1994) stated that the study of 
experience was the study of life . It is therefore impossible to remove one 
facet from the remaining aspects of life. For example my life as a designer, 
student, academic , researcher, wife, female, Australian and so on , will 
influence how I narrate my experiences and experience my experiences of 
the Parisian cafes. 

Narratology is the study of narratives and of narrative inquiry. Clandinin 
and Connelly ( 1990; 1994) define narrative study as the 'study of human 
experiences ' . Narratives may be investigated in terms of content and/or 
structure , thereby revealing concepts such as development of identity , 
power-struggles, or other social realities (Franzosi, 1998; Ezzy, 1998; Grummet 
1991; Barthes, 1977). Narratives are: 

' ... one way to study how people imagine life to be , for themselves 
and for others. And the stories people tell about themselves and one 
another twice encode culture , in that stories are at once practices 
and artifacts of culture ... ' (Brodkey 1987:46) 

Narrative inquiry incorporates two interrelated concepts (Clandinin and 
Connelly, 1994): one is the phenomenon or 'the structu red quality of 
experience', the story; the second is the method of inquiry, called narrative 
- 'the patterns of inqui ry for its (the story's) study' (Brod key 1987: 416) . 
Narrative research involves a form of inquiry (Hones, 1998). 

Diaries (or journals), photographic analysis, and participant observation , 
are some of the forms of data collection relevant for the exploration of the 
built environment that I incorporated into the Parisian study. It was difficult 
to 'compartmentalise ' recordings in regard to predetermined categories 
such as researcher , designer expert, individual, resident , and so on; the 
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experience flowed from one aspect to another as 'it' saw fit, rather than I as 
the researcher originally intended ; thereby reflecting what in fact happens 
in life-as-it-is-lived. Each of the journal records may be taken as an 
individual story, but they may also be combined to form a narrative that is 
continually evolving through this process. It may also be combined with 
'stories' from other sources (such as academic literature in this field) , to form 
an additional overarching narrative. 

Through the narrative, buildings and interiors are no longer seen simply as 
artefacts, static objects, or settings that are used for a particular function. 
Instead they are part of how people know , and live in, the world. It is these 
experiences that are of importance to designers - interior and architec-
tural. An understanding of the experiences and environmental meanings 
for people challenges the designer as he/she sets upon the task of designing 
the next addition to the built environment , to re-evaluate what it is that is 
being designed - the object and/or the experience? 

Analysis 
The Parisian location made what is normally implicit in my everyday life 
explicit due to its 'strangeness'. The encounters with the built environment 
were as a novice , an outsider, and as an expert. The expertise had been 
generated within another culture - my local domain. This allowed new 
understandings to be sought in an evolutionary way that would enable a 
shift from 'the normal' or 'expert' viewpoints that are taken-for-granted in 
my home domain. What is evident from my stories, recorded as diary and 
journal entries, is the absence of purely descriptive accounts of the physical 
environment and/or functional accounts. Instead , the examples indicated 
how people may en c ounter the environment , not as a removed 
individuals, but as people in plac e in an interdependent situation. The 
evolution of my thought from my initial encounters to a more sensitive and 
inclusive interpretation also highlighted how the researcher/designer is 
brought to an understanding of the built env ironment through the process 
which challenges the definition of interior architecture as 
'a-building-in-u se' . 
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The stories (or accounts) are read and reread to reveal the concepts 
arising. Each concept is coded and the interrelationships between the codes 
identified. One concept may present in different ways across visits and 
within a visit. For example in the French cafes and restaurants issues of 
identity, control, and choice were identified. These were in turn related to 
the concepts of boundedness , spatiality , and positioning. These latter 
concepts are directly related to the physical environment and its design. 
Elements of the physical design exist in relationships with social, ind ividual , 
and material aspects of our culture. The way we experience and interpret 
environments depend on these relationships. Consequently what we 
design is an influence in the social dynamic and personal understandi ngs of 
our world. 

Conclusions 
Narrative inquiry is a recognised research methodology that has not been 
used extensively with in the disciplines of architecture and inter ior design. 
Becau se of the nature of these fields - the design of environments which 
results (intentionally or unintentionally) in an interdependency between 
objects and human beings as they go about all their daily activities - it 
would appear that there is great potential to develop the methodology to 
this task. By doing so the designer is forced to consider the environment he/ 
she is creating or evaluating as an experience. The codes, regulations, func-
tional demands, site characteristics, and other contextual parameters are 
no longer isolated criteria or aspects of a designed environment. They are in 
fact part of the environmental experience. An experience which has spa-
tia I and temporal dimensions which are in turn part of what the 
architecture is and how it is defined through such encounters. 

Embedded within a narrative are many individual stories and associated 
discourses that inform and add to its meaning . Some of these stories be long 
to the researcher (or also potentially to the designer as inquirer). The 
methodology deals with the crux of environmental design - experience 
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and re lationships. Through knowledge of the narrative inquiry process and 
th e findings arising - a n un dersta nding of en vironmental situation s 
embedded in experience and relationships - the definitions of 
architecture and interi o r design wh ic h are limited to built forms prov iding 
particular funct ions ma y be cha llenged. I therefore propose t hat narrative 
inquiry is a relevant and imp ortant methodology for inqu iry in the fields of 
architecture and interior de sign. It ha s a role to p lay in enhancing o ur 
understanding of what it is that designers actually design when confronted 
by the task of creating an interior or a building. 
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