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Abstract: One of the current problems for the architectural profession is the lack of attention given to 
the users of buildings and their psychological needs, especially in mass housing projects and particularly 
in apartments. Thus, the main question behind this research is how to design a residential complex to 
support different types of client needs. The aim is the creation of a dwelling in which anybody can enjoy 
living and establish and present his/her personality. This study seeks an acceptable relationship 
between architect and user based on the psychological needs of users through a historical investigation. 
It tries to establish new definitions of personalization by focusing on the psychological needs of human 
beings (especially the needs of respect and self-esteem) to introduce new ways of obtaining more user 
satisfaction with future homes. Following observations of a typical apartment block in Iran of how and 
why people personalise their apartments and the problems they encounter, guidelines are proposed for 
the stages of the design and building process to obtain a better context for personalisation by residents, 
whether owning or renting. 
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1. Introduction 

Personalization is an important topic in psychology and also holds a special position in architecture. 
Personalization is especially important in the dwelling, which is where people have most contact with 
architecture, as a population satisfied with their homes is important for society. Occupant satisfaction 
with and a feeling of belonging to the dwelling, together with people feeling they have an identity in 
their community, can result from personalization and improve both quality of life and public health. 

An important parameter for personalization is a proper relationship between designer and client, 
something easily achieved in traditional housing where client and user are the same person. An 
appropriate relationship between designer and user is more important when the end user is not known 
and, as a result, their needs are not recognized. This can lead to user dissatisfaction where opportunities 
for personalization are missed. Following from a case study of an apartment block in Iran, the main 
objective of this paper is revision of the architectural design process in the search for a way of designing 

Not P
resented

mailto:faeze.yavari@vuw.ac.nz
mailto:brenda.vale@vuw.ac.nz


144 F. Yavari, B. Vale and I. Khajehzadeh 

residential complexes so occupants with different tastes can enjoy living in them through finding room 
for personalisation. 

In traditional domestic architecture, client, architect, and builder form a triangle in the house 
acquisition process and each plays a critical role. To make houses more tailored to the needs of their 
occupants, Jusan (2005) felt users should be involved in their home construction. For a successful fit 
between users and buildings, Lang (1987) thought it was vital to understand the relationship between 
clients and professionals, as the paying client is a filter between the designers and the needs of users. 
Such clients include dwelling owners, government, local authorities, investors, and, often by proxy, the 
public. Israel (2003) emphasized that participatory design in mass housing projects is hard to achieve. 
Where the paying client and user are not the same, what should the relationship of these parties be to 
best meet the psychological needs of dwelling users? 

2. User needs in design 

Lang (1987) assumed the goal of design is to satisfy human needs. He also believed that designers 
cannot have all the information about the people they are designing for but “…need to ask right 
questions and be good listeners”. He suggests the basic needs of users of the built environment should 
be met first by being based on Maslow’s hierarchy and believes “the buildings must work at this level at 
least” (Lang, 1987, p.237). He also considered design should meet the users’ needs as well as the basic 
requirements of the paying client and where these conflict, the designer must represent the user rather 
than the sponsor. Despite the focus on the most basic and essential user needs, some needs, particularly 
higher ones, are sometimes ignored or undervalued. This often occurs for esteem needs, and satisfying 
these could potentially (as the guidelines below suggest) lead to the presence of the user in all stages of 
the design process. 

“Personalization refers to the marking of places, or the accretion of objects within them and thereby 
the staking of claim to them” (Lang (1987, p.147) from Becker (1978)). According to Jusan (2007), 
personalization is making a person’s territory align with their values. “The process of personalization 
that is in form of modification or movement tends to be inevitable and is a conscious process, due to the 
conscious change of user needs throughout his life span” (Jusan, 2007). Abu-Ghazzeh described 
personalization as the way a person modifies his environment to make it distinctly his (Abu-Ghazzeh 
(2000) in Omar et al. (2012)). Jusan (2007) described personalization as a significant approach in 
Malaysian housing through which people increase congruence with their home environment. End-users 
organize their environment directly in accordance with their “personal demand and characteristics” 
through home making decisions (Erinsel Önder et al, 2010). Lang (1987) believed the process is often 
unconscious and usually occurs for a purpose, such as territorial control, expression of aesthetic tastes, 
and to adapt the space for the desired activities. Thus the main purpose of personalization is meeting 
personal intentions in home making (Jusan, 2010). Furthermore, personalization creates a “dynamic and 
transformative” house responsive to the different life styles of the residents (Baldwin and Tomita, 
2007). Tiesdell and Oc (1993) showed a correlation between personalization and individual identity 
defining the process as the capability for creating an environment for her/himself or having the 
dominant influence on personal space. Proshansky et al. (1970) in Hayward (1974, p.127) defined 
personalization as an individual’s attempts to organize his physical environment to maximize his 
freedom of choice. The personalization of places “serves many purposes: psychological security and 
symbolic aesthetic as well the adaption of the environment to meet the needs of specific activity 
patterns” (Lang, 1987, p.148). According to Lang (1987) territory is recognized through personalization.  
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Self–esteem is the main consequence of personalization and territorial control. Proof of ownership, 
sense of identity, control, security, respect for privacy, respect for personal space and place attachment 
as lateral consequences of personalization are all important factors that lead to more user satisfaction 
(Fernandez, 2007; Lang, 1987). Territorial behavior is a mechanism for controlling the boundary of a 
space between an individual and others, and is defined by personalization and place marking to indicate 
it belongs to a specific person or group (Altman, 1975). Personalization usually occurs in identifying the 
boundaries of public and private territories, specifically ownership boundaries and individual territory 
(Tiesdell and Oc ,1993). Lang’s (1987) definition of personalization emphasizes the creation of a feeling 
of ownership of a place, and hence marking its boundaries through personalization. Identity is 
associated with the need for personalization in individuals (Tiesdell and Oc, 1993). Porteous (1976) in Yu 
(1999, p.11) stated “personalization promotes both security and identity”. The personalization of a 
space is one means by which “control” can be achieved. Control might be more important than the 
physical aspects of a space, making it essential to give occupants opportunities to select and control an 
environment, so that they can organize the space to be fit for them. “Place attachment is one of the 
most influential factors in human’s psychological health, and is therefore powerful in constructing an 
individual’s identity” (Tuan (2007) and Oliver (2006a) in Asad Poor Zavei (2010, p.312)). 

One of the most important and unique aspects of personalization is the attention given to the 
aesthetic aspects of the built environment. Israel (2003) suggested a pyramid of “housing needs” by 
adapting Maslow’s hierarchy of human needs in terms of design psychology. In this model, she believed 
that “home as self-actualization” could be reached once the lower order needs were satisfied. “Home as 
satisfaction of aesthetic need” is at the same level as esteem needs in Maslow’s hierarchy, meaning that 
satisfaction of the aesthetic need is a way to fulfill the respect and self-esteem needs. On the other 
hand, Lang (1987, p.110) considered personalization as a “sociophysical mechanism” for meeting 
esteem needs. As a result of the integration of these two theories, there is a relationship between 
personalization and aesthetic need (Figure 1). More user satisfaction with dwellings especially in 
residential complexes could, therefore, be achieved when they comply more with user needs and 
aspirations. In other words, user satisfaction is best achieved by providing opportunities for 
personalization. On the other hand, Asad Poor Zavei (2015) stated that while lower level needs are more 
likely to be met in early stages of housing delivery, the higher levels should be satisfied by decision 
makers through providing the chances for active and direct participation in the housing process.  

Lang (1987) believed “central” territories or private spaces are likely to be highly personalized. In 
semi-private and semi-public spaces (supporting territories) the level of personalization and the ways it 
is achieved depend on different factors, and “peripheral” territories or public areas are less likely to be 
personalized. Some private spaces in dwellings are used as public spaces, such as the living and dining 
rooms, and these will represent the public personalization of inhabitants, while individual spaces, such 
as bedrooms, represent individual personalization. Asad Poor Zavei (2015) believed that to fulfill end-
user needs and preferences, user participation in home making is essential, as it enhances the sense of 
home in housing. However, for dwellings in mass housing projects residents can only suit their variable 
needs and lifestyles through personalization (Omar et al, 2012).  
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Figure 1: Maslow’s Hierarchy of Human Needs (Maslow, 1970) (left) and Israel’s Model – “Housing 
Needs” (Israel, 2003) (right) 

3. Personalization of the dwelling 

Dwelling style, its location, the design of its façade and external volume, the building materials and the 
internal layout can all reflect user personalities, but usually all the user can personalise is the internal 
décor and later renovations. Nevertheless, Fernandez (2007) stated that involvement at this level can 
increase emotional attachment to the space. Boudon (1972) observed Le Corbusier’s Pessac houses, 
finding a correlation between the house position and occupants’ alterations. In specific positions, the 
occupants paid more attention to green spaces which led to the erection of metal fences overplanted by 
hedges, allowing people reveal their personalities and desires through their living environment.  

Despite flexibility being an architectural means of allowing for personalisation, it should be noted 
that user preferences for flexibility features in house design are different for different aspects of the 
house. Studies indicate that users are more concerned with flexibility in the design of the living room, 
dining room, kitchen, and bedrooms, including the master bedroom (Saruwono et al. (2012) and Jusan 
(2007) in Alaraji and Jusan (2015)). In research conducted by Alaraji and Jusan (2015) in Malaysia, users 
showed less concern for flexibility in the bathroom, house façade, porch and garden, doors, ceilings, 
window location and numbers, and materials. This is despite the fact the exterior façade and volumes 
are components which make a house like or unlike adjacent houses. In some standardized residential 
buildings in which the exterior components of the building are the same for all units, personalization can 
be observed through alterations where occupants have fenced balconies or the changed the colour of 
windows if permitted. Sazally et al. (2012) conducted research on personalization of terraced houses in 
Malaysia and found a “lack of mutual understanding” and “respect of rituals and cultural values” as two 
possible contributors to the immediate personalization of terraced houses. Boudon (1972) 
demonstrated alterations in the façades and volumes of the Pessac houses, something made easy by Le 
Corbusier’s framed design (Figure 2). At Pessac, the conversion of a spatial void to solid mass, such as 
balconies to rooms, adding an external stair to provide an access to the upper balconies, the conversion 
of the exterior stair boxes to ramps and adding spaces at the back of the house are examples of form 
changes. Interior redesign includes changes to finishes, adding a false ceiling, creating smaller rooms 
from a larger space, and changing the lighting type.  
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Figure 2: Pessac houses after alteration and as designed (Rabinowitz, 1979) 

Furniture is an obvious means of personalization, as are decorative features such as pictures, family 
photos, awards, and house plants. The type, amount and intensity of changes made to features in the 
built environment are indicators of the level of personalization (Yavari, 2007). Macro changes include 
the layout of existing spaces, function, form and volume whereas micro changes consist of colors, 
landscaping, the proportion and color of openings and decorations. Research by Jusan and Sulaiman 
(2005, p: 505) found that modifications to Malaysian urban mass housing to achieve personalization 
included: “decoration, rearrangement of moveable items, altering family norms and composition, and 
structural modification of the houses”. Hall (1966) believed alterations are essential, as they make the 
built environment more habitable and personalizable. Abbott et al. (2003) in Omar et al. (2012) 
categorized the reasons for people to modify their homes as financial, beautification, and making it 
“stylish”. Modification and relocation are two approaches people take to adjusting their current house 
when it does not meet their needs (Baum and Hassan (1999) in Omar et al. (2012)). Jusan (2010) studied 
a completed housing scheme in Johor Bahru-Malaysia and found the inappropriateness of the original 
design was mentioned as the main reason for modifications by 82% of users. Asad Poor Zavei and Jusan 
(2012) developed a theoretical framework of personalization by representing the levels of need in 
housing provision. The framework also highlighted the process of evaluating person-environment 
congruence which leads to personalization. According to the framework end-users strive to make the 
delivered housing attributes congruent with their needs through modifications (Asad Poor Zavei, 2015). 
Therefore, giving more attention to end-users leads to more room for personalization and can deliver a 
sense of home in mass housing. 

4. Methodology 

The guidelines created in this study were based on interviews/discussions and systematic observation of 
residents currently living in the Negin residential complex in Yazd, Iran. One of the authors also lived in 
the same block. A systematic analysis of random samples of apartments was undertaken. This 
residential complex, one of the first apartment buildings in Yazd, comprised 24 blocks with 384 one and 
two bedroom units of two standardized types (Types C and D). It was observed that almost all 
apartments studied had experienced modifications or renovation to meet the residents’ expectations 
and needs. This echoes the study of Sazally et al (2012) who, looking at Malaysian housing, found 
residents who had renovated were satisfied with what they had done. The modification done at Negin 
was influenced by the cost of alterations, constraints of the original design, the ownership situation 
(whether the apartment was owned or rented), and the location of the unit. Two major structural 
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alterations were observed; adding a wall between living room and kitchen to avoid the undesirable 
emissions of cooking smells, something only possible in type C one or two bedroom units; and removing 
the wall between the balcony and living room leading to a larger living room at the expense of the 
private open space, which is possible only in type D one or two bedroom units (Figure 3). All these 
efforts have been undertaken by the occupants to make their dwelling, especially their living room, 
more personalized. Interviewees mentioned their inability to make major desirable modification due to 
design limitations. There is no space for a possible extension and structural modification is not possible 
due to the integrated structure that supports all 16 units in the same block. The occupants felt this 
limiting of their ability to personalize to meet their needs and requirements. Therefore, the most 
popular elements for modification included painting, flooring, kitchen cabinets, and windows/entrance 
doors and grilles. Accepting the selection of desirable furniture for different spaces is an aspect of 
personalization, this was identified in a resident focus group as being the easiest and most cost effective 
means of personalization. However, Jusan (2010) believed that “renovation promotes user participation 
in home making”, suggesting a need to see personalization as something more than choosing 
furnishings. 

 

 

Figure 3: Examples of modifications in the Negin residential complex (Left), before and after 
personalization, Types C and D (Right) (Source: Authors) 

Beautifying their houses mostly occurred in living rooms, this being the place where their collective 
self is shown to others and their guests. The top ranking reasons for renovation identified by the 
respondents included: to meet the functional requirements of the family, security purposes, especially 
for the lower units, to accommodate special interests, such as gardening, and seeking a better quality of 
material in the finishes. This information combined with the literature review provided the basis for 
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establishing a set of guidelines for how users might be better involved in the design process to achieve 
housing that would really meet their needs and aspirations. 

5. Architectural design to provide opportunities for personalization 

Guidelines could be useful for designers, users, clients and contractors in the different stages of housing 
delivery to encourage and promote personalization. One aim of such guidelines is to define the scope of 
design, with the aim of defining limits for involving end users in the design process as well as the time 
and place of these involvements.  

Some architectural concepts do not let the occupant or user personalize his/her dwelling while 
others give her/him these opportunities. “Total Design” is a concept in which the designer is responsible 
for all aspects of design (from generalities to the very small details) meaning there is no chance for users 
to personalize their surrounding environments. Other concepts that provide more opportunities for 
users to personalize their dwellings include: adaptable design, flexible design, open-ended design, 
unfinished design, universal plan, and ‘plan libre’ (the Pessac example). In these concepts, people are 
allowed to shape or can change the design until it meets their needs and expectations.  

To aid personalization the concept of ‘design with the community’ facilitates the presence of users 
and occupants at all stages of the design and building process, providing more opportunities for them to 
personalize their dwelling. Asad Poor Zavei (2015) suggested that to fulfill end-users needs and 
expectation and improve spatial personalization, a “multidimensional participatory approach” including 
indirect, direct, active, and even passive participation should be applied in the different stages of 
housing delivery and in the absence of end-users, their needs and expectations should be sought by 
surveying a sample of the target population. Involving users in post-occupancy modifications would be 
another option to make personalization possible. Jusan and Sulaiman (2005) investigated a case study 
where users were involved in the design and construction process of alterations including: consultation 
with designer/architects, material provision, supervision of building operation, selection and 
consultation with contractors, and managing the financial aspects of the project. In some cases, users 
were involved in construction of the dwelling.  Tables 1 and 2 suggest guidelines for different parts of 
the design process to provide more opportunities for people to personalize their dwellings. 

Table 1: Suggested guidelines for designer, client, user and contractor in phase 0 of the design-build 
process 

P
h

as
e 

ze
ro

 

Designer •Investigation of site topography and micro climate  
•Recognition of users and clients needs 
•Identifying design goals and objectives 

Client •Selection of appropriate designer  
•Identifying budget  
•Consultation with designer to confirm priorities, and recognize potential users needs 

User If the user is known: 
•Identifying his/her needs, priorities,  and requirements 
•Identifying the budget  

Contractor NA 
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Table 2: Suggested guidelines for designer, client, user and contractor in phases 1, 2, 3 and 4 of the 
design-build process 

P
h

as
e

 o
n

e
 

Designer •Brainstorming to achieve personalization opportunities, flexibility and adaptability 
•Presenting proposals  
•Selecting the best  proposal referring to the user’s opinion (if known) or client  
•Completion of the design  while maintaining personalization opportunities 

Client •Consultation with the designer to select optimum proposal for user satisfaction and 
budget  
•Explaining the designer’s proposed alternatives to the user (if known) for feedback 

User •Consultation with user if known in the process of making proposals  
•Consultation with the designer to complete unfinished parts from phase one and assist in 
design completion 

Contractor •Consultation with the designer in terms of building limitations 

P
h

as
e

 t
w

o
 

 

Designer •Preparing working drawings of structure, external construction, internal construction and 
climate response 
•Consultation for selection of building materials and  equipment related to user 
•Provision of design details following user feedback  
•Consultation with contractor to ensure the feasibility of the design  
•Provision of entire working drawings to the contractor 

Client •Giving feedback about proposed design related to budget 
•Selecting an appropriate contractor for the project 

User •Providing ideas and feedback about the interior layout of the building  
•Selecting interior finishing materials and fittings, lighting and electrics  in consultation with 
the designer 
•Providing ideas and about design and other materials in consultation with the designer 
Note: If the user is not known, the associated instructions are transferred to the building 
operation stage 

Contractor •Giving practical advice to the architectural designer 
•Understanding  the specific operational method for cooperation between the designer 
and user 

P
h

as
e

 t
h

re
e 

Designer •Designing interior layouts in accordance with user’s ideas and requirements (including 
finishes, fixtures windows, fittings, and landscaping features) 

Client •Supervision of building operation and financial aspects of the project in cooperation with 
the contractor 

User •Consultation with the designer about interior layout, materials, finishes, fixtures fittings, 
and landscape elements   

Contractor •Construction of structures, walls and openings, and plant   
•Installation of interior elements to meet user and designer requirements 

P
h

as
e

 f
o

u
r 

Designer •Giving advice on how to operate the building to the user 
•Designing any required modifications 

Client •Agree to finance any modifications 

User •Consultation with the designer to understand building operation and ask for required 
modifications 

Contractor •Provide operating details for designer to communicate to user   
•Undertake any modifications 
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The responsibilities of designer, client, contractor and user are indicated in each phase (Phase zero: 
site and brief investigation, Phase one: provisional design, Phase two: working drawings, Phase three: 
construction, Phase four: post-occupancy alteration). As highlighted earlier, the suggestions are based 
on observations from the authors’ investigation of the Negin residential complex, a typical mass housing 
delivery process in Iran, and interview/discussion with residents.  

6. Conclusion 

Many studies have been conducted on the strong relationship between meeting user needs and health, 
suggesting user involvement in the design of living environments leads not only to a better quality of life 
but also to an improvement in general public health. One responsibility of the architectural profession is 
involvement in the provision of housing from the first stage of decision making, planning and 
programming, to the final one of building operation and post occupancy evaluation. All of these stages 
can, as suggested above, involve the user if more thought is given to the design process.  

User satisfaction is best achieved by promoting and encouraging personalization in the design 
process. In other words, people personalize their home environment to satisfy their own needs. 
Friedman (2002) in Omar et al. (2012) defined personalization as a process involving “designing, 
planning, construction and usage”. As a first step designers need to give more attention to how people 
personalize their dwelling environments.  

Occupant satisfaction can be established according to the concepts of personalization by carefully 
selecting the location of a dwelling, its shape, interior design, furniture, decoration, symbols, 
landscaping, and the design of nearby open spaces. With this approach, an appropriate context can be 
provided for improving quality of life by creating environments which could be personalized. 

As a first step in this process, this paper proposes guidelines for designers, clients, users and 
contractors related to the different phases of the design process, which could provide more 
opportunities for people to personalize their dwellings. The general idea is to define the scope of design, 
with the aim of defining limits for involving end users in the design process as well as the time and place 
of these involvements. Depending on whether or when the end user is known, the responsibilities of 
each party and the consequences of the personalization process are different. To achieve a high level of 
personalization, people should be allowed to shape or change the design until it meets their needs and 
aspirations.  

One of the advantages of clarifying the parties’ responsibilities in the guidelines is that this highlights 
the role of the user in each phase and emphasizes achieving an effective and close cooperation among 
the parties involved. 

These guidelines for personalization can also be applied to mass building delivery, especially in the 
residential sector, which covers a great proportion of global housing projects. At present, users of these 
houses usually do not meet the designers and as a result their needs are ignored. This research suggests 
that the architectural profession could take responsibility for involving users in appropriate housing 
design to accommodate future modification. 
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