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Abstract 
 
Semantics is the study of meaning in communication. The communication interprets in the 
study is between human and the artefacts in the immediate surrounding. The paper covers 
the theoretical basis of the study which includes the independent and the dependent 
variables. It serves as an overview of the literature and theory on the semantics input in the 
reception/lobby area. The study of perception in the sphere of design is of great interest to 
interior designers as it can be used to establish relations between the patient’s perception and 

design features. Designers need to understand the end users’ needs and requirements in 
designing for healthcare environment. 
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 INTRODUCTION 
 

Semantics in Greeks refers to semantikos; significant, to signify; the study of 

communication, used by the linguists in the interpretation of signs. The word 

semantics are also used by communities within particular circumstances and 

contexts. It has related meanings in several other fields. Traditionally, the formal 

semantic view restricts semantics to its literal meaning, and relegates all 

figurative associations to pragmatics, but this distinction is increasingly difficult to 

defend. The degree to which a theorist subscribes to the literal figurative 

distinction decreases as one moves from the formal semantic, semiotic, 

pragmatic, to the cognitive semantic traditions.  

 

The word semantic in its modern sense is considered to have first appeared in 

French as semantique in Michel Breal’s 1897, Essai de semantique. In 

International Scientific Vocabulary semantics is also called semasiology. 
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According to Alfred Korzybsky’s General Semantics, the discipline of semantics  

is a system for looking at non-immediate or abstract meanings.   

 

Since then the word semantics have been used by product designers to describe 

the study of the symbolic qualities of product in its social contexts. Product 

semantics was introduced by Butler and Krippendorf and is defined as the study 

of symbolic qualities of man-made shapes, in the social context and application 

in industrial design [Demirbilek, 2003]. 

 

In this paper the authors are studying the products in the social context of a 

particular interior environment.  The interior environment which is the focus of the 

study is the reception/lobby/waiting area of the general hospitals in the northern 

parts of Peninsula Malaysia. It covers the theoretical basis of the study which 

includes the independent and the dependent variables. It serves as an overview 

of the literature and theory on the semantics input in the reception/lobby area. 

The study of perception in the sphere of design is of great interest to interior 

designers as it can be used to establish relations between the patient’s 

perception and design features. 

 

2.0 THE CONCEPTS OF SEMANTICS AND ITS APPLICATION IN PRODUCT AND 

INTERIOR DESIGN 

The section is to introduce the concept of the Semantics, its definitions from the 

views of the attempted to find associations between the physical characteristics 

of products or interior settings and the observer reaction.  

 

        There are many studies on the evaluation of particular aspect of the product or 

interior settings including for example, observers preferences in the surface 

finish and touch (Barnes et. al., 2004), relationships between humans and 
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technology-enhanced spaces and physical objects (Valli, 2006), Emotional 

Extraction System by Using the Color Combination (Sato, 2005) and to improve 

the product’s ease of use and to promote or negotiate enriched experiences 

between people (communities) and people. 

 

 You[2007] study the application of affordance and semantics in product design. 

Affordance is one of the semantic dimensions describing operational meanings 

of objects. He emphasis that affordance could be appropriately denotes as all 

possible behaviour [form] that confirm what users expected from the objects. 

Vihma[2003] emphasis that the person-object relationship becomes more 

interactive by giving the artefact/object a bigger role. The affordance of an 

object is an example of such interactive role. According to her the position, 

movement of a particular product or artefact will provokes mental responses 

and produces impressions, represents and exhibit qualities. In another words 

users adjust to these affordances to accommodate their needs. 

  

3.0 THE METHODOLOGY 

Reviews are made from literature to provide backgrounds and some framework 

in developing the theory and methodology for the research. The preliminary 

stage is the study in the context of discovery. The applied methods for data 

collection at this stage are site visits and observation. 
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4.0 VARIABLES FOR INTERIOR SEMANTICS / RELEVANCE AND 

IMPLICATIONS OF SEMANTICS INPUT IN THE RECEPTION/LOBBY AREA 

The research observation took place at the waiting area in the General 

Hospital in Bukit Mertajam. The area of observation includes the public 

seating, the counter area, ventilations, floor tiles, plants and the overall 

arrangements and purpose according to the patients needs. The interior 

settings in figure 4.1 and 4.2 of the waiting area consist of plastic public 

seating arranged in the sociofugal arrangements. “Architecture plays an 

important role in governing our perception and behaviour, including social 

interactions, within our built environment” (Brebner, 1982, p. 152).  

 

Not only are the interactions within a physical environment determined by the 

physical setting, but the behaviours and interactions also shape and develop 

these environments. These behaviour settings provide cues for behaviour 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 

behaviour” (Fleming et al., 1985, p. 328). Each environment consists of a 

series of behaviour settings. These settings are controlled by aspects of the 

FF 

Figure 4.1 Figure 4.2 
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environment that support or allow particular behaviours and activities (Al-

Homoud, 1996)    

 

THE SEATINGS 

   

 

The figures above showed the typical seating lobby chair and arrangement. The 

injection moulded plastic chairs are the usual choice in most hospitals waiting and 

lobby areas. They are chosen due to being the cheaper alternative in the market.  

 

The primary function of a seat is to support body mass against the force of gravity 

[Bridger, 1995]. In terms of the design outlook the semantic of the waiting chair is 

quite simple and boring and yet to some extent practical in use. The dark blue colour 

is a bit toned down and gives a dull look to the waiting area although it is a cool 

colour which could tune down the worried patients and families. Cool colours brings 

relaxation, calmness, and assist in reducing blood pressure [Linong, 2006] 

 

Comfort was the last thought in the choice. It was observed that the least waiting time 

for a patient was 15 minutes   and the waiting time could go for 1 hour to 2 hours. 

Patients would change posture several times to ease the discomfort. The discomfort 

is resulted from lack of postural variation permitted by a particular design [Bridger, 

1995]. The chair certainly does not have any postural variation to reduce discomfort. 

Figure 4.3 Figure 4.4 
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Some patients would fold arms or cross their legs in trying to ease the discomfort.  

Usually after 15 minutes patients start to feel uncomfortable and their reaction is to 

stand up and walk for a few steps. 

 

When their name are called, the patients seating in the middle row would have some 

difficulty standing up and walking because  they have to walk sideways in front of the 

other seated patients. Not enough space allowance in between the rows is the 

problem. The intended affordance is not met. Poor design according to Blumberg and 

Devlin [2006], can lead to psychological stress which contributed to the feelings of 

hopelessness, anxiety and frustrations in patients and supportive design of physical 

features could reduce the stress. The arrangement of the chairs from observation of 

the users in the waiting area strongly supported their findings. 

 

Another major point in the observation is patient tends to find a seat where there is 

nobody taken the nearest seat.  They would choose an alternate seat. When and only 

that is the available seat, the seat would then be taken reluctantly. Lawson [1999] 

attributed the behaviour as a stranger seated next to someone is actually within each 

other intimate’s distance. The seating arrangement is forcing strangers to ‘interfere’ 

with another stranger’s intimate distant. 

 

THE COUNTER 

 

 Figure 4.5 
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The transparent window at the counter made of glass is for protecting the 

hospital clerks from the users or patients. The window is part of the counter 

compartment as to dealing with the users before given the instruction to be 

warded. In addition, the transparent quality and the adequate size of the window 

further offer the users the affordance to “see-through”, which is crucial to the 

monitoring function. To help the hospital clerks to deal with the customer or 

patients there are two vertical peep lines functioning for interactions and dealing 

purposes. The affordance of the peeping line is 160 in centimetres which is too 

low for some people. Higher people intend to lean and rest their arms on the 

counter which brings discomfort and stress if the waiting takes a longer time. The 

design at the top counter is a vertical shaped is a bit off balance from the whole 

counter outlook. However, this design at the top counter is more decorative than 

functional.  

 

 

 

 

The determination of ways the patient handle stress in the waiting area is an 

important issue. The comfort of the waiting area is not only determined by the 

conditions of the waiting area, however it is also affected by the impression of 

Figure 4.6 

Figure 4.7 
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the interior materials. One of the interiors that applied wood into its design is the 

counter top at the “Unit Hasil and Bilik Daftar Masuk”. In design, it is thought that 

wood is natural to residents which gives a natural feelings. It is also necessary to 

give consideration to the active used of wood. It was found that the “natural” 

image increased when the proportion of wood was higher, and that “closed,” 

“less tense,” and “dark” image increased when the proportion of wood was 

increased. Therefore, it was concluded that it was necessary to apply wood in 

moderation, and to design wood appropriately. According to Broman [2001], 

preferences for knotty wood, and pointed out that higher lightness and the grain 

of wood are important, and the vitality of wood surfaces have an effect. Another 

researcher Ridout et. al. evaluated impressions by the semantic differential (SD) 

method using projected images of offices in which wood was used for furniture 

and floors in different proportions. As a result, it was concluded that offices in 

which more wood was used gave immediate impressions such as “comfort” and 

“calmness.”  Sakuragawa [2006] claimed that wood finishes stimulates geater 

desire for calmness. His research reveals furher that when there is greater 

proportation of wood finishes, it would induced low desire for activities. On the 

other hand when there is absent of wood finishes, the ambiance would 

stimulated greater desires for activities. 

 

THE FLOOR 

   

 Figure 4.8 Figure 4.9 

348

2nd INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE ON BUILT ENVIRONMENT IN DEVELOPING COUNTRIES (ICBEDC 2008)



 

The floor finishes used for the waiting area is the ceramic tiles. The size is 12” by 12”.  

The main colour for the tiles is lighter shade of brown and some patterns are 

designed using yellow, brown and light brown. The effect is a pleasing and 

comfortable feeling without too much of the distraction to the eyes for the 

people waiting to be seen by the doctors. The texture is smooth but not slippery. 

People are observed to walk comfortably on the surface. This is in accordance 

to  Akalin-Baskaya and Yildrin [2006] who show that wrong materials choice will 

harm all the advantages aspects of an interior since interior finishing materials 

affect the users by their visual, aural and thermal qualities. 

 

5.0 PATIENT’S PERCEPTION AND DESIGN FEATURES VARIABLES 

 

The language of form of the physical features and the space within the waiting 

area   the authors would coin as the interior semantics. 

 

 Space is not just a frame or a container but is a tool of thought which individual 

may give impression to themselves [Halford and Leonard, 2006]. Spaces 

according to them are physical representation of discursive construction. The 

current research reveals that furniture and arrangements in the waiting area do 

give physical representations.  

  

 The physical features such as the seating, the seating arrangement, the counter 

and other features and their relation to human factors plays major part in 

determining the users’ interpretation. The seating clearly afford users’ action, they 

direct and probably limit users’ movement. The furniture in the waiting area 

seems to control the action and leave almost no other alternatives which gives 

negative interpretation to the users. 

 

 How could this negative interpretation be changed to more conducive ones? How 

could the interaction between users and the interior semantics be change and in 

what way? A study by Akalin-Baskaya and Yildirim [2006] showed that users had 

more positive perceptions of the waiting area where the seating were away from 

the circulation than the waiting area where circulation passed through a space. 
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The boundary of the waiting area needs to be clearly defined. Vihma [2003] 

suggests a waiting area should include flexible furniture that can be arranged 

according to the changing needs. 

 

• Colour [blue chair] 

• The arrangement of the chair/benches 

• The location 

• The counter; the height, the  

• The fan, location 

• The floor tiles: colour; texture for safety; sizes 

 

6.0 CONCLUSION 

 

The waiting area is a first point entry to users [patients and their companions] in their 

hospital experience. The physical environment could provide them with 

welcoming experience or otherwise.  Affordances which are the meanings of 

things for actions in the waiting area do not provide the users with much to be 

desired. In other words through observation, the interior semantics need some 

modifications for users’ comfort and satisfactions.  Designers for the hospital or 

healthcare environments should plan for the end users’ need and requirements.  

 

The next stage of the research would carry more finding and insights to the extent of 

semantic variables and real suggestions could be made for users’ advantage. 
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