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Are assessment and emotions connected 
with a building conditioned by its external appearance? 

Attitudes towards formally differentiated architectural objects
Introduction

During the process of designing physical environ-
ments, buildings or housing estates, the specialists, who 
are responsible for the shape of the surrounding space, 
often try to design objects which are potentially per-
ceived in a positive way – preferred, friendly and sat-
isfying needs. Architectural or industrial design and to 
some extent also spatial planning belong to particularly 
should skilfully combine artistry with meeting human 
needs, ideas, expectations and images.

Designing is in fact a continuous process of creation 
and meeting the needs of people (investors, future users, 
‘not engaged’ observers, etc.) or in brief – designing is 
a process of creation for people. When creating something 
we often ask ourselves questions such as ‘what emotions 
will my work arouse?’; ‘what will the users think about 
the environment designed by me?’; ‘how will the people 
for whom I design feel in this environment?’; ‘will my 
this object and not another one?’ We can constantly ‘keep 
in touch’ with our recipients and their needs (real ones 
or assumed by us) thanks to this self-control. By asking 
questions of this type we are in the essence of the design-
ing process, nevertheless, we still create certain hypoth-
eses with regard to our recipients. But it is good. Such 
we make things better, we correct them or even change 
designs so that – as it seems to us – they could be ‘better’, 
i.e. perceived in a more positive way.

However, we do not usually carry out systematic ex-
aminations or measurements which would make it pos-
sible for our work to be seen with its potential recipients’ 

eyes in a relatively objective way, even though it is pos-
sible and quite easy nowadays. As a rule, our intuition 
on various types of colloquial concepts of perception 
and human needs. Designers who are particularly skilful, 
ones who are penetrating observers of the reality, sensi-
tive to various signals, endowed with the ability to see 
matters ‘from above’ and operate on high levels of ab-
straction, frequently build objects which are quite widely 
accepted and highly assessed.

As a matter of fact, if we aspire to satisfy human 
expectations connected with the designing process ef-

-
sights and intuition. It must be noticed that the process 
of carrying out research, developing theories and putting 
forward interesting hypotheses with regard to human ex-
periences connected with various physical environments 
has been taking place for many years. Such problems are 
dealt with by environmental psychology – among other 
sciences – a domain of psychology which was crystal-
lised in the 1970s to tackle with complicated man’s rela-
tions with the surroundings (architectural as well). More 
information about the beginnings of environmental psy-
chology can be found in works by Stokols [18], while 
the present status of this domain and its contemporary 
challenges are discussed in more detail by, for example, 
Gifford [10], [11]. Moreover, numerous researchers in 
psychology have been working on conditions of percep-
tion as well as the course of this process for many years. 
facilitate and order thinking about designing as a process 
of meeting the needs of recipients. These research results 
shall be outlined in this article.

One of the interesting perception problems that we have to 
deal with on a daily basis (thinking about human experiences 
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 Contemporary cognitive psychologists tend to agree 
that perception is not merely a sum (or a simple com-
bination) of sensory impressions. Human observations 
do not exclusively result from physical external stimu-
lation, i.e. observations such as Dom Handlowy ‘Sol-

-
tions of physical properties of these objects. Perception 
involves individually built cognitive representations – 
mental equivalents of real objects. It is full of additional 
information which is not directly observed in the stimuli, 

-
to know from people and it is one of the most important 
that each object in each of our minds is something more 
than an image produced by our brain through light waves 
comparable, for instance, with a photograph.

Certainly, the perceived reality has relatively objective 
properties but from the viewpoint of a psychologist, 
a particular man perceives -
thing else. The mental representation, i.e. an individually 

-
ity, is one of the key notions in cognitive psychology [16, 
p. 27]. Everybody ‘carries’ in their minds their own and 
unique representation of the world but every man still cre-
ates new representations of various situations in which he 
consists of ‘numerous and mutually connected cognitive 

-
tations so that the perceived world makes sense and it can 
effectively function. The surrounding objects – sources of 

stimuli, for example architectural ones, emanate the energy 
of optical waves. Each man transforms this energy in an 

, the energy that carries some objective in-
formation for sensory receptors (wavelength, etc.). In this 
way, perception is created, namely: an individual, unique 
representation of reality, for example, architectural one. 
This is a relatively well documented hypothesis in psychol-
ogy concerning the cognitive functioning of man [16].

Thus, perception is most probably a creative process 
which requires a certain kind of activity from man. It is 
conditioned by a kind of a stimuli and its objective prop-
erties, physical context in which the observer found the 
stimuli, subjective properties of the observer, culture and 
many other factors which shall be discussed later along 
describe this process itself – what it looks like and what 
its physical course is – it takes place in the mind though. 
However, we can observe the effects of the perception 
process, which can be the observer’s declarations con-
cerning an object, the observer’s attitude to an object or 
actually observed behaviours connected with an object 

-
chitectural design acceptance, etc.).

Measurement of attitudes which are observable and 
enable us to make a direct comparison of perception 
effects is often used in such diagnoses which examine 
man’s relations with the environment. In environmental 
psychology, research on attitudes, for instance, towards 
various sceneries or objects is often aimed at examining 
‘satisfaction with a particular place’ which is always dif-
ferent or simply: evaluation of a particular environment 
[3], [4], [21].

An attitude, i.e. the information we try to get from the 
subjects is always ‘somebody’s’ [20, pp. 180–181] and 

[…]
-

tive or negative reactions to something [...] [1, p. 313].
A certain kind of emanation of individual (differenti-

ated) attitudes towards objects can be, for example, vari-
ous persons’ comments on a certain building. Krystian 
Dom Handlowy ‘Solpol’ (shopping mall) and actively 
opts for its demolition, says: [Solpol] 
the époque but he forgot that architecture is supposed to 
serve generations for centuries

 [6]. 
defender refers to the building as follows: 
the strong historical context a building has been erected 

 [12] and This is one of the brav-

 [19]. 

post-modernism [19].

-
-
-

 [13, 
p. 39].

Attitudes may refer not only to buildings, but also to 
objects of street furniture or widely understood organi-
sation of space (e.g. public space). For instance, a dis-
cussion about the city dwarfs which in fact are already 
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(3) whether subjective and demographic features differen-
tiate attitudes towards formally determined objects.

As it was outlined in the introduction, this article par-
-

search, namely trying to answer the following questions: 

attitude towards a building?

In the years 2007–2009 a reliable Questionnaire on At-
titudes Towards Architectural Objects was designed and 
several models of such objects were prepared. Some pi-
lot and initial examinations were carried out (434 persons 
were examined during pilot examinations).

As a result of the aforementioned preparations, twelve 
specially designed three-dimensional models of architec-

-
pilot research. Consequently, each object has a particular 
dominant colour scheme (non-contrastive, contrastive or 

aposematic4
shapes (sharp or smooth) and it is diverse or non-diverse. 
The subjects looked at these objects as photographs thanks 
to which the same perspective was maintained (camera lo-
cation control), time of day (lighting control), the same 
background, identical surroundings and, of course, the 
possible to considerably reduce the impact of variables 
that disturb the results (confounders). The objects differed 
only as regards their colour scheme, dominant shapes and 
structure diversity.
structure diversity in determining an attitude towards an ob-
ject, we cannot show the subjects a Renaissance town hall 

4 Aposematic colouration – in nature it mostly refers to a danger; 
a type of protective colouration, bright or contrastive, which facilitates 
by limiting the frequency of accidental attacks. It is employed by organ-
of animals) or herbivores (in plants), e.g. toxins, thorns or inedibility. 
colours of bees, wasps and hornets.
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Are assessment and emotions connected with a building conditioned by its external appearance?

F1
How would you describe your feelings when looking at the presented object?  

Looking at the presented object I feel…:

1 Depressed

2 Sad

3

F2
How do you evaluate the presented object?

I think the presented object is…:

1

2

3

Do you agree with the 

statement below?

4

-

Do you agree with the statements below?

1

2

3

4

Participants
-

Me
-
-

-
-

-

-
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Results
Appearance of an object and its evaluation

-

-

-
does the 

in its evaluation?
the colour scheme of an object does 

object -
8 -

9

-
-

-
evaluations of exter-

nal features of architecture tend to be differentiated 

-
-

Q Me -

-
-

10

8 F ns
9 F ns
10

-

-

shape – does not sig-
an object11, but it has a certain meaning for a cognitive 
evaluation

cognitive evaluation

-

-
did look

-

-
-
-

-

-
appearance

Appearance of an object and its function versus 
preferences

-
-

11 F ns
F p
F ns
F ns

F ns -
F ns
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the
preference of an object as a dwelling place, workplace, 
place of doing the shopping or a building ‘somewhere 
in the subject’s town’ may depend on its appearance.
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As it turned out, the appearance of an object is sig-
dwelling place16. The most often chosen in this regard 
was object A1 (Fig. 3), whereas objects B4 and C3 (Fig. 4 
and 5) were the least popular. These are the only actually 

17.
Similarly, it turned out that the appearance of an ob-

potential place of doing the shopping, shopping mall18.
-

mously!) were objects A4 and C4 (Fig. 6 and 7). The least 
preferred was object A2 (Fig. 8), although the response 
median here was ‘I don’t know’. These are the only actu-

16 F p < 0.05; 
0.052

17
18 F p

On the other hand, the appearance of an object was not 
 if we were to choose it as our workplace19 or 

a building ‘somewhere in my town’20.
It is worth adding that, as it turned out, virtually each pre-

sented object was preferred or not depending on the hypothet-
. Not all of the objects could be ‘to 

greatest discrepancies were observed in preferences towards 
object C3 (Fig. 5). Comparison of the four alternative prefer-

21

but very high as a shop or workplace. Similar results were 
obtained for preferences towards object C4 (Fig. 7). Object 
A4 (Fig. 6), which was preferred as a shopping mall, was not 
accepted as a place of dwelling.

19 F ns;
20 F ns;
21 N p < 0.001

Discussion of results

is unlikely that a mere differentiation of formal character-
istics of architectural objects such as colour, shape or di-

-
cantly differentiate attitudes towards these objects. Formal 

-
titude towards objects or a cognitive evaluation of objects; 
therefore, in other words, statistically it does not matter 

attitudes towards all of these objects did not statistically 
differ! The emotional attitude or cognitive evaluation in the 
case of all of these objects, which were obviously different, 
was almost identical – on average 12 points on the emo-
tion scale (F1) and 13 points on the cognitive evaluation 
scale (F2). This means that all the buildings, regardless their 
colour (and other features) were cognitively ‘medium-posi-
emotions. These results are even more interesting if we take 
into account the fact that each object was evaluated sepa-
rately, while each subject looked at one object only (thus, 
there were no possibilities of comparative judgments on 
the assumption that ‘basically, all of these buildings are the 
same’ because each participant did not see any other objects 
apart from the one that was shown to him). Therefore, to put 
it simply, we can say that all the objects were evaluated as 
similarly good. This of course does not exclude some con-
troversies which can result from the existence of persons 
who distinctly ‘get out of line’ when compared with others 
(the aforementioned untypical cases of evaluation).

-
pearance is shape, which differentiates, although very 
slightly, a cognitive evaluation of an object. Sharp 
shapes were cognitively evaluated by the majority of the 
subjects slightly lower than smooth shapes (M
sharp, M

mind that such results mean that both objects with sharp 
shapes as well as with smooth ones are evaluated above 
both types of objects were evaluated differently, but all 
of them received mostly positive evaluations.

Although the appearance of a building itself does not 
‘decide’ about attitudes towards it, we must admit that in 

the case when an object was supposed to be a potential place 
of dwelling (however, this principle is not strong or unam-
biguous). It is similar with an object which is supposed to 
be a potential shopping mall. The obtained results make us 
suppose that whether an object is preferred or not is decided 
by the ‘adequacy’ of its appearance to its possible function 
and not by its appearance per se. In addition to that, we can 
see that acceptability of a building which has a particular 
appearance may differ to a large extent, depending on what 
this building was supposed to be in reality (place of dwell-
ing, place of doing the shopping, etc.).

Differences in preferences seem to be connected with 
the level of representativeness of a given object as an 
example of a particular category (e.g. ‘dwelling place’, 
‘shopping mall’) in the subjects’ minds. This interpreta-
tion could account for the preference of a building which 
is the most similar to other buildings known to the subjects 
from their everyday life as a possible dwelling place, and 
objects which remind modern shopping malls as places of 
doing the shopping. These are simply the objects which 
are the most ‘adapted’ to what we already know.

This interpretation can be additionally supported by 
case of alternative preferences as regards a possible 
workplace or just any ‘building in my town’. Perhaps, 

-
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broad. What should, in fact, ‘a building in my town’ 
look like? The majority of people will certainly answer: 
‘it depends what kind of building’. Hence, each object 
can be ‘equally good’ or ‘equally bad’, as an example of 
a category which for various reasons is not easily acces-
sible cognitively. In other words, the subjects do not have 
easily accessible and concretized mental categories of 
a typical building – workplace, so it is hard for them to 

-
egory better and which worse. Therefore, all of them are 
statistically evaluated by them in the same way.

When the subjects are asked to evaluate the buildings 
which were not ascribed any meaning (even the simplest 
function), then, like in the case of the questions about 
emotions and cognitive evaluations, each building is as-
sessed rather positively, regardless of what it looks like. 

Summary
The aforementioned research results indicate that aes-

thetic features such as colour, shape or diversity are 
probably not independent and basic criteria which 
we use when evaluating architectural objects. Each 
colour scheme and shape of a building is basically equal-
ly ‘good’ until these features are combined with other 
non-formal attributes of an object.

According to our own research, the attribute that 
can decisively change the reception of a given build-
ing is its function
two ways. Firstly, for example, particular, smoothly 
shaped buildings in orange-black or pistachio-violet co-
lour scheme are less preferred as dwelling places than 
a simply shaped salmon-sand building. Secondly, for 
example, a smoothly shaped diverse building in orange-
black colour scheme can be accepted and preferred as 
a potential shopping mall and at the same time rejected 

-
sible that a particularly looking building is more pre-
ferred in a given function than other buildings; secondly, 
a particularly looking building in some functions can be 
visibly accepted by people and at the same time in other 
functions it can be decisively unaccepted.

In the research conducted by the CBOS [7], Poles indi-
cated that the appearance is important, but there are fac-
tors even more important such as safety and the price of 
a potential dwelling place. This seems quite probable. Ac-
cording to our own research, the appearance is important, 

but only when we combine it with other features and even 
then it does not constitute a decisive criterion of the object 

-
signers that ought to be taken into account.

Of course, we must bear in mind that the results of the 
aforementioned research cannot be representative for the 
whole Polish population although they show some prob-
able tendencies in relations man-architecture.

Our research results indicate that probably it would be 
are universal as far as meaning is concerned and are (psy-
chologically) understood inter-subjectively. We must ad-
mit that there are many limitlessly formulated colloquial 
hypotheses that are aimed just at this direction, for ex-
ample, ‘yellow colour raises your spirits’, ‘blue calms 
you down’, ‘green is smoothing’, ‘black means nega-
tive things’ (however, luxury goods are very often black, 
which adds to their elegance though!). These hypotheses 
enjoy constant popularity and are gladly promoted in 
various mass-media. Thus, we must remember that an 
attitude towards a colour or shape as features is probably 
inextricably linked with an object itself as well as with 
the semantic, physical and psychological context. It is 
similar in the case of attitudes towards objects that are 
diverse and non-diverse formally. To put it simply, we 
can conclude that the appearance itself is not important 
for us; what is really important is the appearance in 
a particular context.
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