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Abstract  

Emotional sustainability has emerged as a critical yet underexplored dimension of sustainable 

design, emphasizing long-term psychological well-being alongside environmental and 

economic sustainability. While existing literature acknowledges the therapeutic potential of 

interior environments, few studies conceptualize interiors as active systems capable of 

regulating emotional experiences across everyday contexts. This study investigates how 

emotionally sustainable interior design can reduce anxiety and social stress by synthesizing 

interdisciplinary research from environmental psychology, healthcare design, 

neuroarchitecture, and biophilic design. 

Using a qualitative conceptual methodology, the study systematically analyses peer-reviewed 

literature to identify spatial, sensory, and psychological variables influencing emotional 

regulation. Thematic synthesis reveals that emotionally sustainable interiors are characterized 

by five interrelated design domains: sensory balance, biophilic integration, spatial autonomy, 

environmental coherence, and perceived safety. These domains mediate emotional responses 

by shaping cognitive appraisal, physiological arousal, and social interaction patterns. 

The study proposes a comprehensive conceptual framework positioning interior environments 

as emotionally regulatory systems rather than passive physical settings. The framework 

elucidates how design inputs interact with mediating psychological processes to produce 

outcomes such as reduced anxiety, diminished social stress, enhanced emotional comfort, and 

long-term emotional resilience. Findings demonstrate that interiors designed with emotional 

sustainability principles consistently support emotional well-being across healthcare, 

educational, residential, and workplace environments. 

Theoretical contributions include expanding sustainability discourse to incorporate emotional 

well-being as a core outcome and integrating healing environment theory with emotional 

regulation and sensory psychology. Practically, the study provides evidence-based design 

strategies for creating emotionally supportive interiors, informing designers, educators, and 

policymakers. Future research directions include empirical validation of the framework across 
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diverse populations, cultural contexts, and building typologies, as well as the development of 

measurable indicators of emotional sustainability in design practice. 

Keywords: Emotional sustainability; interior design; emotional regulation; anxiety reduction; 

social stress; healing environments; biophilic design 

Introduction 

The concept of sustainability has traditionally been framed around environmental conservation, 

resource efficiency, and economic viability. While these dimensions remain essential, growing 

global concern over mental health challenges, emotional distress, and social disconnection 

necessitates an expanded understanding of sustainability that encompasses psychological and 

emotional well-being. Contemporary societies face unprecedented levels of anxiety, stress-

related disorders, and emotional fatigue, driven by urban density, technological 

overstimulation, social fragmentation, and environmental degradation. In this context, 

emotional sustainability has emerged as a vital yet underdeveloped dimension of sustainable 

design discourse. 

Emotional sustainability refers to the capacity of environments to support long-term emotional 

well-being, resilience, and psychological stability (Yan et al., 2024). Unlike environmental 

sustainability, which focuses on minimizing ecological harm, emotional sustainability 

emphasizes nurturing the emotional and psychological health of individuals and communities 

over time. Interior environments are particularly significant in this regard, as individuals spend 

the majority of their daily lives within enclosed spaces such as homes, workplaces, educational 

institutions, healthcare facilities, and public interiors. These spaces continuously interact with 

human sensory systems, cognitive processes, and emotional states, shaping experiences of 

comfort, safety, stress, and belonging. 

Research in environmental psychology and architectural design has increasingly demonstrated 

that spatial environments are not neutral backdrops but active agents influencing human 

behaviour, cognition, and emotion (Younis, 2021). Poorly designed interiors—characterized 

by inadequate lighting, excessive noise, overcrowding, lack of privacy, sensory overload, or 

environmental unpredictability—can exacerbate anxiety, social stress, and emotional 

dysregulation. Conversely, thoughtfully designed interiors can promote emotional calm, 

psychological comfort, social connection, and emotional resilience. 

Despite growing recognition of the therapeutic potential of design, most existing studies remain 

confined to healthcare settings, focusing on healing environments for patients with physical or 

mental health conditions (Yan et al., 2024). While this research has provided valuable insights, 

it has not sufficiently addressed how emotional sustainability principles can be integrated into 

everyday interior typologies such as residential spaces, workplaces, educational institutions, 

and community environments. Furthermore, existing literature often examines isolated design 
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variables—such as lighting, colour, or greenery—without conceptualizing how these elements 

interact as part of an integrated emotional system. 

This study seeks to address these limitations by developing a comprehensive conceptual 

framework for emotionally sustainable interior design aimed at reducing anxiety and social 

stress. The research synthesizes interdisciplinary literature to identify key design domains, 

mediating psychological processes, and emotional outcomes associated with emotionally 

supportive environments. By positioning interior spaces as emotionally regulatory systems, 

this study advances a holistic understanding of how design can actively support emotional well-

being and social harmony across diverse contexts. 

The objectives of this research are fourfold:  

(1) to critically analyse how interior design elements, influence emotional regulation, anxiety, 

and social stress;  

(2) to synthesize existing research into a comprehensive conceptual framework for emotionally 

sustainable design;  

(3) to identify mediating variables linking spatial design and emotional well-being; and  

(4) to propose evidence-based design strategies for reducing anxiety and social stress across 

interior typologies. 

Literature Review 

Emotional Sustainability and the Built Environment 

Emotional sustainability is increasingly recognized as a necessary extension of sustainability 

theory, shifting focus from solely environmental and economic outcomes to include long-term 

emotional and psychological well-being (Yan et al., 2024). This concept acknowledges that 

environments capable of supporting emotional health contribute not only to individual well-

being but also to social cohesion, productivity, and resilience. Emotional sustainability 

emphasizes the creation of spaces that continuously nurture positive emotional experiences, 

emotional stability, and adaptive coping mechanisms. 

Within the built environment, emotional sustainability is closely linked to environmental 

psychology, which examines the reciprocal relationship between people and their 

surroundings. Research has consistently demonstrated that spatial environments influence 

mood, stress levels, cognitive functioning, and social behavior (Younis, 2021). Environments 

perceived as chaotic, unsafe, or emotionally incoherent are associated with increased stress, 

anxiety, and emotional fatigue, whereas environments perceived as supportive, predictable, and 

emotionally coherent foster psychological comfort and emotional resilience. 
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Unlike traditional sustainability metrics—such as energy efficiency or material durability—

emotional sustainability requires the assessment of subjective human experiences, including 

perceived comfort, emotional safety, belonging, autonomy, and emotional coherence. This 

necessitates a shift toward human-centred design approaches that prioritize emotional needs 

alongside functional and environmental considerations. 

Healing Spaces and Emotional Regulation 

Healing spaces represent a design paradigm focused on promoting physical, emotional, and 

psychological recovery through spatial environments (Yan et al., 2024). Originally developed 

within healthcare architecture, healing spaces integrate sensory modulation, environmental 

comfort, and psychological support to enhance patient outcomes. However, recent scholarship 

suggests that the principles of healing spaces are transferable beyond clinical contexts to 

everyday environments, offering broader implications for emotional sustainability. 

Central to healing space theory is the concept of emotional regulation—the ability to monitor, 

evaluate, and modify emotional responses to environmental stimuli. Emotional regulation is 

influenced by both internal psychological processes and external environmental cues. Spatial 

environments that support emotional regulation typically exhibit qualities of safety, 

predictability, sensory balance, and environmental coherence. 

Yan et al. (2024) identify eight primary spatial elements influencing emotional regulation: 

light, colour and form, sound, temperature, air quality, materials, nature, and social activity. 

These elements interact with human sensory systems to either amplify or mitigate emotional 

arousal. For example, harsh lighting, loud noise, or thermal discomfort can trigger 

physiological stress responses, while soft lighting, acoustic comfort, and thermal stability can 

promote relaxation and emotional calm. 

Healing spaces function as emotionally regulatory systems by shaping sensory input, cognitive 

appraisal, and emotional response patterns. Importantly, these systems operate not only in 

healthcare environments but also in residential, educational, and workplace settings, where 

emotional regulation is equally critical for well-being and social functioning. 

Biophilic Design and Psychological Well-Being 

Biophilic design integrates natural elements into built environments to restore psychological 

balance and enhance emotional well-being. Rooted in the biophilia hypothesis, which posits an 

innate human affinity for nature, biophilic design seeks to reconnect individuals with natural 

systems through visual, auditory, tactile, olfactory, and spatial experiences (Buildings, 2025). 

Empirical research consistently demonstrates that exposure to natural light, greenery, water 

features, organic forms, and natural materials reduces stress, lowers blood pressure, improves 

mood, and enhances cognitive performance (NEFM, 2025). These benefits are attributed to the 
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restorative effects of nature, which counteract the cognitive fatigue and emotional stress 

associated with urban and indoor environments. 

Biophilic design contributes to emotional sustainability by fostering restorative experiences, 

enhancing environmental meaning, and strengthening human–nature connections. Natural 

elements introduce sensory richness, visual coherence, and emotional comfort, which 

collectively support emotional regulation and psychological resilience. Importantly, biophilic 

design is not limited to the presence of plants but encompasses a broader range of strategies, 

including natural light optimization, material selection, spatial configuration, and symbolic 

representations of nature. 

Sensory Experience and Emotional Response 

Human emotional experience is inherently multisensory, shaped by continuous interaction with 

environmental stimuli across visual, auditory, tactile, olfactory, and thermal modalities. 

Interior environments simultaneously engage these sensory systems, creating complex 

emotional experiences that influence mood, stress levels, and emotional regulation (Yan et al., 

2024). 

Overstimulation—such as excessive noise, glare, visual clutter, or strong odours—can 

overwhelm sensory processing systems, leading to heightened stress, cognitive fatigue, and 

emotional dysregulation. Conversely, sensory deprivation—such as monotonous environments 

lacking sensory variation—can result in emotional disengagement, boredom, and reduced 

psychological vitality. Emotional sustainability therefore requires a balanced sensory 

environment that offers moderate stimulation, sensory coherence, and opportunities for sensory 

modulation. 

Younis (2021) emphasizes the importance of multisensory harmony, wherein sensory inputs 

are aligned in tone, intensity, and rhythm to support emotional comfort. For example, soft 

lighting combined with acoustic comfort, tactile warmth, and subtle natural scents can create a 

calming sensory environment conducive to emotional regulation. In contrast, sensory 

discordance—such as harsh lighting combined with loud noise and thermal discomfort—can 

exacerbate anxiety and emotional distress. 

Spatial Configuration and Social Stress 

Spatial configuration plays a critical role in shaping social interaction, privacy, territoriality, 

and psychological safety. Overcrowded environments, poorly defined spaces, and lack of 

visual or acoustic privacy can intensify social stress, reduce perceived control, and undermine 

emotional comfort (NEFM, 2025). Social stress arises when individuals feel exposed, 

constrained, or unable to regulate social interaction, leading to heightened anxiety and 

emotional fatigue. 
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Conversely, spatial configurations that offer choice, refuge, and gradation between public and 

private zones enhance emotional security and social comfort. Flexible layouts, clear circulation 

paths, visual connectivity balanced with privacy, and spatial legibility contribute to emotional 

coherence and social ease. These features enable individuals to regulate their social exposure, 

supporting emotional autonomy and psychological safety. 

In educational and workplace environments, spatial configuration influences collaboration, 

concentration, and social dynamics. Environments that offer diverse spatial settings—such as 

quiet zones, collaborative areas, and retreat spaces—support emotional regulation by 

accommodating varying social and emotional needs. This adaptability is central to emotionally 

sustainable design. 

Materiality, Sustainability, and Emotional Experience 

Material selection significantly influences emotional experience through visual texture, tactile 

warmth, thermal properties, acoustic performance, and symbolic meaning. Natural materials 

such as wood, stone, and textiles are associated with warmth, comfort, and emotional calm, 

whereas synthetic or harsh materials may evoke coldness, rigidity, or emotional distance 

(NEFM, 2025). 

Sustainable materials further contribute to emotional sustainability by enhancing indoor air 

quality, reducing exposure to harmful chemicals, and aligning with users’ environmental 

values. Research suggests that individuals experience psychological satisfaction, reduced eco-

anxiety, and enhanced emotional well-being in environments that reflect environmental 

responsibility and ecological harmony (Buildings, 2025). 

Materiality thus operates at both sensory and symbolic levels, influencing emotional responses 

through direct sensory engagement and through cognitive appraisal of environmental meaning. 

Emotionally sustainable interiors integrate material choices that support sensory comfort, 

environmental health, and emotional coherence. 

Research Gap 

Despite substantial advancements in healing environment research and biophilic design, 

significant gaps remain in the literature concerning emotional sustainability in interior design: 

1. Conceptual Gap: Emotional sustainability remains under-theorized within 

sustainability and interior design discourse. While emotional well-being is 

acknowledged as important, it is rarely conceptualized as a core dimension of 

sustainability alongside environmental and economic factors. 

2. Integrative Gap: Existing studies often examine isolated design variables (e.g., light, 

sound, or greenery) without considering how these elements interact within an 
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integrated emotional system. There is a lack of holistic frameworks that synthesize 

sensory, spatial, and psychological factors into a cohesive model. 

3. Contextual Gap: Most empirical research focuses on healthcare environments, with 

limited application to everyday interior typologies such as residential spaces, 

workplaces, educational institutions, and community interiors. This limits the 

generalizability and practical relevance of existing findings. 

4. Methodological Gap: There is a paucity of conceptual models that link design inputs 

to mediating psychological processes and emotional outcomes, hindering the 

development of measurable indicators of emotional sustainability. 

This study addresses these gaps by developing an integrated conceptual framework that 

positions interior environments as emotionally regulatory systems applicable across diverse 

contexts and design typologies. 

Research Objectives 

The study is guided by the following research objectives: 

1. To critically analyse the relationship between interior design elements and emotional 

regulation, anxiety reduction, and social stress mitigation. 

2. To synthesize interdisciplinary literature into a comprehensive conceptual framework 

for emotionally sustainable interior design. 

3. To identify mediating psychological variables linking spatial design and emotional 

well-being. 

4. To propose evidence-based design strategies that support emotional sustainability 

across residential, educational, workplace, healthcare, and public interior 

environments. 

 Methodology 

This study adopts a conceptual qualitative research design based on systematic literature 

synthesis. Peer-reviewed journal articles, theoretical frameworks, and empirical studies related 

to healing environments, emotional regulation, biophilic design, sensory psychology, and 

environmental sustainability were analysed thematically. 

The methodology involved four stages: 

1. Literature Identification: Relevant studies were identified from multidisciplinary 

sources, including architecture, interior design, environmental psychology, healthcare 

design, and sustainability research. 

2. Thematic Coding: Key concepts, variables, and relationships were coded using 

thematic analysis to identify recurring patterns and theoretical constructs. 
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3. Conceptual Integration: Themes were synthesized to develop an integrated 

conceptual framework linking design inputs, mediating psychological processes, and 

emotional outcomes. 

4. Framework Validation: The framework was evaluated for theoretical coherence, 

internal consistency, and alignment with existing empirical findings. 

No primary data collection was conducted, as the study focuses on theory-building and 

conceptual integration to guide future empirical research. 

Results and Discussion 

Interior Environments as Emotional Regulatory Systems 

The synthesis reveals that interior environments function as dynamic emotional regulatory 

systems rather than passive physical settings. Design elements continuously interact with 

human sensory systems, cognitive processes, and emotional states, shaping emotional 

experiences and social behaviour (Yan et al., 2024). 

Emotionally sustainable interiors are characterized by environmental predictability, sensory 

coherence, spatial legibility, and psychological safety. These qualities reduce cognitive load 

and emotional arousal, facilitating emotional regulation and psychological comfort. By 

contrast, environments that are chaotic, unpredictable, or sensory discordant exacerbate anxiety 

and emotional dysregulation. 

This conceptualization advances existing healing environment theory by extending its 

applicability beyond healthcare settings to everyday interiors, positioning emotional regulation 

as a central outcome of interior design. 

Sensory Balance as a Core Determinant of Emotional Well-Being 

Balanced sensory stimulation emerged as a core determinant of emotional well-being. 

Environments characterized by excessive noise, glare, visual clutter, thermal discomfort, or 

poor air quality were consistently associated with increased stress, emotional fatigue, and 

reduced emotional regulation (Younis, 2021). 

Conversely, environments offering moderate sensory stimulation, environmental control, and 

sensory coherence supported emotional stability and psychological comfort. Sensory balance 

involves not only reducing negative stimuli but also introducing positive sensory experiences 

such as natural light, pleasant textures, and calming acoustic environments. 

Importantly, sensory balance is context-dependent, requiring adaptation to user needs, cultural 

expectations, and functional requirements. Emotionally sustainable design therefore 
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necessitates flexible sensory strategies that accommodate diverse emotional and sensory 

profiles. 

Biophilic Integration as a Mechanism for Emotional Restoration 

Biophilic integration emerged as one of the most robust predictors of reduced anxiety and 

enhanced emotional well-being. Studies consistently demonstrated that access to natural light, 

greenery, water features, and natural materials significantly improves mood, reduces 

physiological stress markers, and enhances emotional resilience (Buildings, 2025; NEFM, 

2025). 

Biophilic design contributes to emotional sustainability through multiple mechanisms: it 

supports sensory restoration, enhances environmental meaning, fosters emotional connection, 

and promotes physiological relaxation. These effects operate both consciously and 

subconsciously, influencing emotional states through sensory engagement and cognitive 

appraisal. 

Importantly, biophilic integration is not limited to aesthetic enhancement but represents a 

fundamental strategy for emotional regulation and psychological restoration. Emotionally 

sustainable interiors integrate biophilic elements as core design components rather than 

decorative additions. 

Spatial Autonomy and Emotional Agency 

Spatial autonomy—defined as the ability to choose where and how to engage within a space—

emerged as a critical mediator between spatial design and emotional well-being. Environments 

that offered options for privacy, retreat, social interaction, and environmental control were 

associated with reduced social stress and enhanced emotional comfort (NEFM, 2025). 

Spatial autonomy supports emotional agency by enabling individuals to regulate their social 

exposure, sensory input, and emotional engagement. This is particularly important in high-

density or high-stimulation environments such as workplaces, educational institutions, and 

healthcare facilities, where emotional demands are significant. 

Design strategies supporting spatial autonomy include zoning, flexible layouts, movable 

partitions, visual buffering, and adjustable environmental controls. These features empower 

users to shape their spatial experiences in alignment with their emotional needs, thereby 

enhancing emotional sustainability. 

Environmental Coherence and Emotional Predictability 

Environmental coherence—the degree to which a space is legible, predictable, and emotionally 

consistent—emerged as a significant factor influencing emotional regulation. Environments 
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characterized by clear spatial organization, consistent design language, and logical circulation 

patterns support cognitive ease and emotional stability (Yan et al., 2024). 

Environmental incoherence, by contrast, can induce cognitive strain, emotional confusion, and 

heightened stress, particularly in vulnerable populations such as children, older adults, and 

individuals with anxiety disorders. Emotionally sustainable interiors therefore prioritize spatial 

legibility, visual clarity, and emotional consistency to support psychological comfort. 

Environmental coherence also encompasses emotional symbolism, wherein design elements 

convey consistent emotional narratives aligned with the intended function and emotional goals 

of the space. For example, healthcare environments may emphasize calmness and reassurance, 

while educational spaces may emphasize openness and stimulation. 

Original Contribution 

This study advances existing scholarship by reframing interior environments as emotionally 

regulatory systems grounded in emotional sustainability. Unlike prior research focusing on 

isolated design variables or specific settings, this study offers an integrated, transferable 

framework applicable across interior typologies and cultural contexts. 

The conceptual framework synthesizes sensory, spatial, and psychological dimensions into a 

cohesive model linking design inputs, mediating processes, and emotional outcomes. This 

integrative approach provides a theoretical foundation for future empirical research and 

practical application, positioning emotional sustainability as a core design objective. 

 Implications 

Theoretical Implications 

The study contributes to sustainability theory by positioning emotional well-being as a core 

dimension of sustainable design alongside environmental and economic considerations. It 

extends healing environment theory by integrating emotional regulation, sensory psychology, 

and spatial cognition into a unified conceptual framework. 

The proposed framework provides a theoretical basis for developing measurable indicators of 

emotional sustainability, facilitating future empirical research and interdisciplinary 

collaboration across architecture, interior design, psychology, public health, and sustainability 

studies. 

Furthermore, the study advances human-centred design discourse by emphasizing emotional 

outcomes as primary design objectives rather than secondary considerations. 
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Practical Implications 

For interior designers, architects, and planners, the findings provide evidence-based guidelines 

for creating emotionally supportive environments. Key design strategies include: 

• Sensory Balance: Designing for moderate sensory stimulation, acoustic comfort, 

visual coherence, thermal stability, and air quality. 

• Biophilic Integration: Incorporating natural light, greenery, water elements, natural 

materials, and organic forms. 

• Spatial Autonomy: Providing flexible layouts, privacy options, retreat spaces, and 

environmental control. 

• Environmental Coherence: Ensuring spatial legibility, consistent design language, 

and emotional alignment with functional goals. 

• Material Selection: Choosing materials that support sensory comfort, environmental 

health, and emotional symbolism. 

These strategies can be applied across residential, educational, workplace, healthcare, and 

public interiors to support emotional sustainability and reduce anxiety and social stress. 

Policymakers and educational institutions can use these insights to develop design standards, 

guidelines, and curricula prioritizing emotional well-being and mental health in the built 

environment. 

Conclusion 

This study demonstrates that interior environments play a pivotal role in shaping emotional 

well-being, social experience, and psychological resilience. By synthesizing interdisciplinary 

research, the paper establishes emotional sustainability as a critical dimension of interior 

design, emphasizing the capacity of space to regulate emotions, reduce anxiety, and alleviate 

social stress. 

The proposed conceptual framework positions interior environments as emotionally active 

systems that mediate between environmental stimuli and emotional outcomes through sensory, 

spatial, and psychological processes. This framework advances both theoretical understanding 

and practical application, offering a structured approach to designing emotionally supportive 

interiors across diverse contexts. 

Future research should empirically test the framework across different populations, cultural 

contexts, and building typologies, as well as develop quantitative measures of emotional 

sustainability. Additionally, longitudinal studies are needed to examine the long-term 

emotional impacts of interior design interventions and their contribution to emotional resilience 

and social well-being. 
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Conceptual Framework Explanation 

The proposed conceptual framework consists of three interconnected layers: 

1. Design Inputs 

• Sensory elements: light, sound, temperature, air quality, material texture. 

• Spatial configuration: layout, zoning, circulation, visual connectivity. 

• Biophilic integration: natural light, greenery, water, natural materials, organic forms. 

• Environmental control: user-adjustable lighting, temperature, acoustics, privacy. 

2. Mediating Psychological Variables 

• Perceived safety and security. 

• Environmental coherence and legibility. 

• Sensory balance and comfort. 

• Spatial autonomy and emotional agency. 

• Emotional comfort and environmental meaning. 

3. Emotional Outcomes 

• Emotional regulation. 

• Reduced anxiety. 

• Reduced social stress. 

• Enhanced emotional comfort. 

• Long-term emotional resilience and well-being. 

This framework conceptualizes interior environments as emotionally regulatory systems, 

emphasizing design’s role in shaping emotional experiences and psychological health. 
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