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Abstract 

This paper aims to achieve the level of influence of architectural designs on the perceived legibility and navigation of 

spaces. The main objective of this paper is modern offices have become more complex, with areas for collaborative 

work, rest, and movement. This complexity can result in confusion and disorientation among users of such spaces but 

can be solved by designing according to users and space requirement 

The current research is anchored on ideas drawn from psychological theory as well as the theoretical idea proposed by 

Kevin Lynch related to legibility of urban spaces and tries to apply this idea to the design of interior spaces. The current 

study measures the extent to which different factors such as spatial organization, movement of the users, landmarks and 

intervisibility between spaces affect space navigation by office workers. This includes various office types ranging from 

open offices, offices subdivided into smaller units and flexible offices depending on the type of office environment. The 

findings of this research demonstrate the level of impact of a well-designed environment on the occupants. According to 

the findings of this study, a well-designed environment will lead to reduction in stress levels of occupants, enhanced 

work efficiency, and well-being of occupants. 

The conclusions drawn from this study suggest that when designing office spaces, an architect must focus on the 

perception and behavior of occupants in addition to understanding psychological and navigation principles. Legibility 

has been emphasized as a factor in the design of office spaces. 

 

Keywords: spatial legibility, workplace architecture, wayfinding, cognitive mapping, spatial organization, 

environmental psychology, spatial hierarchy, visual connectivity 

 

1. Introduction 

Architecture is not merely about constructing spaces but also designing spaces capable of solving building problems. 

Most importantly, it concerns itself with designing spaces in a way that provides a good experience for the people who 

occupy them. One of the most prominent features of such spaces, whose creation results in providing a better experience 

for their users, is the comprehensibility of the spaces, a feature of spaces whose clarity is appreciated and internalized by 
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their users. The ease with which users understand their movements within the spaces and map them makes them more 

comfortable with them.In workspace environments, comprehensibility is a very important factor because modern-day 

offices host a large and diverse population of workers, clients, and visitors who traverse a variety of functional spaces in 

the course of their work. In modern offices, there are open offices, closed meeting rooms, collaborative spaces, breakout 

spaces, wellness spaces, cafeteria spaces, service spaces, and many other spaces. These spaces need to be logically 

organized and made comprehensible through their design so that users do not become confused, thereby reducing 

productivity. 

The theoretical basis for spatial legibility can be  Kevin Lynch, who published his influential book, *The Image of the 

City*, in 1960. In this book, he identified five elements of cognition that people use when memorise mental maps of 

their city. These five elements are paths, edges, districts, nodes, and landmarks. According to Lynch, people who 

experience a legible city, where the elements of the city are identifiable and well-ordered, feel a sense of orientation and 

ease. In contrast, people who experience an illegible city feel a sense of anxiety. The principles of spatial legibility, 

identified by Lynch in the urban scale, are highly applicable in interior scale of spatial design, as a theoretical basis for 

improving the legibility of complex spaces, such as office spaces. 

The modern workplace, as a spatial concept, has undergone a radical transformation over the last two decades. The 

conventional cellular office, where private offices are enclosed and organized along corridors, has given way to open 

office spaces, activity space in offices, and agile offices. While this shift from conventional offices offers many 

advantages, it also brings several challenges for spatial legibility. The absence of visual boundaries, undefined circulation 

routes, and a lack of spatial hierarchies can result in a loss of spatial orientation for occupants of office. 

The specific focus of this research is to explore how architectural design strategies can improve spatial comprehensibility 

in workspace environments. This includes an exploration the potential for environmental psychology, cognitive mapping, 

spatial hierarchy, circulation, landmarking, and material differentiation tools for creating workspace environments that 

are not only effective and efficient, but also comprehensible and psychologically supportive. This research is informed 

by relevant theoretical literature, principles of effective design, and important studies in workplace environments to build 

a cohesive body for comprehensibility as a critical factor in architectural quality in the modern workplace. 

 

2. Literature Review 

The theoretical roots of the concept of spatial understanding of architecture have been environmental psychology, 

cognitive sciences, and urban design theories. The most important and foundational theory of spatial understanding in 

the field of architecture is Kevin Lynch’s theory of The Image of the City, introduced in 1960. According to this theory, 

human beings can build internal representations of their surroundings as mental maps using recognizable spatial 

elements. According to Kevin Lynch’s theory of The Image of the City, there are five primary elements of spatial 

understanding: paths, edges, districts, nodes, and landmarks. These cognitive elements of spatial understanding are not 

just theoretical constructs but also empirically true aspects of how human beings understand their surroundings.  

In the context of architectural design, this theory implies that using the same cognitive elements of spatial understanding 

that Kevin Lynch applied. For example, in the context of architectural design, paths would refer to corridors, edges would 

refer to walls and thresholds, districts would refer to departments and zones, nodes would refer to reception and 

collaboration areas, and landmarks would refer to feature staircases and art installations. The research in workplace 

design has consistently demonstrated that environments designed using these cognitive elements of spatial understanding 

in wayfinding and better orientation for users. 
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Another field of research that has enriched the understanding of spatial comprehension is environmental psychology. 

This field of research has examined the impact of physical environments on human cognitive processes, emotions, and 

behaviors. For example, Rachel and Stephen Kaplan have proposed the idea of environmental preference. According to 

this theory, humans prefer environments that provide a sense of coherence and complexity. Such environments must be 

sufficiently coherent to be understandable and sufficiently complex to be interesting. Such a balance between coherence 

and complexity is critical in workspace design, as environments that are either too predictable or too unpredictable may 

impair cognitive performance. 

Another theory of spatial comprehension is cognitive mapping. This theory, first developed by psychologist Edward 

Tolman in his animal behaviour research and later applied to human spatial behaviours, refers to the internal process of 

perception, encoding, storage, retrieval, and decoding of information regarding the spatial characteristics of the 

environment. Architectural spaces that are well-designed promote the construction of accurate and comprehensive 

cognitive maps of the environment. The absence of visual cues and spatial logic in the environment leads to distorted 

cognitive maps, resulting in disorientation and cognitive overload.  

The movement toward activity-based and flexible work environments that gained momentum in the 2010s and was 

aggravated by the global pandemic challenges of the early 2020s have added further complexity to the spatial 

organization of offices. Activity-based working (ABW) does away with named desks and offers a wide gamut of work 

environments focus rooms, collaborative tables, phone booths, lounge areas, and project spaces each tailored to a 

particular task. Although ABW environments have the potential to improve cooperation, they also demand more 

advanced wayfinding solutions, because users have to navigate new format every day without the aid of cognitive anchor 

of a consistent personal workspace. 

In a study by Brunia, De Been, and Van der Voordt (2016), it was studied that employees working in activity-based 

offices often complained that they could not locate colleagues, their appropriate work environments, especially during 

the initial stages of the transition to those environments. This observation the paramount significance of spatial legibility 

in modern workplace design: the less dynamic and predictable a workplace is, the smaller the supporting value of clear 

spatial organization and wayfinding design. 

Research in the field of wayfinding design has created a comprehensive framework for people navigate in complex 

buildings, established through studies in the field of wayfinding design which is a study that brings together architecture, 

graphic design, and cognitive psychology. It has been noted by researchers  Paul Mijksenaar that good wayfinding is a 

compound of spatial design, signage systems, and intuitive layout working together. Where spatial design conveys the 

birthing of a building form, proportion, light, and material, the load on signage systems is less, and the user experience 

is increasing. This is the principle of design-led wayfinding,  signage-dependent wayfinding is the core of the notion of 

architectural comprehensibility. 

Figure 1 Vertex Pharmaceuticals global headquarters 

http://www.jetnr.org/


                                                                                    © 2026 JETNR | Volume 4, Issue 6 June 2026 | ISSN: 2984-9276 | JETNR.ORG 
 

 

JETNR2606116 Journal of Emerging Trends and Novel Research (www.jetnr.org) 
 

 

a921 
 

 

3. Research Methodology 

The study will take a qualitative methodology based on theoretical foundation to examine how architecture design and 

spatial understanding relate in a workspace environment. Since the research aims at determining principles and 

frameworks but not testing empirical hypotheses, a systematic theoretical and analytical approach would have been 

deemed best. The study is based on a literature review of the available literature on architecture, environmental 

psychology, urban design theory and workplace research to come up with an intellectual framework of analysis. 

The methodology has four major elements. The former will entail a thorough analysis of the literature on spatial 

cognition, environmental psychology, wayfinding design, and the architecture of a workplace that will utilize classic 

texts like those written by Kevin Lynch in his book The Image of the City, Roger Ulrich in his article on restorative 

environments, as well as the recent research of the workplace design, which was published in recent peer-reviewed 

journals like the Journal of Environmental Psychology and Facilities. 

The second element entails the systematic consideration of the architectural design elements that affect spatial 

understandability. This is the study of circulation systems, spatial zoning, visual connectivity, placement of landmarks, 

material and lighting strategies, and integration of signage in terms of workspace environment. Individual elements are 

considered through cognitive impact they have on the users and their role in the general spatial legibility. 

The third element is the comparative typological study of the common workplace layouts which include traditional 

cellular offices, open-plan layouts, hybrid workplaces, and activity-based workplaces. The typologies are discussed with 

regard to their natural spatial features, the difficulties in understanding them, and design approaches that may work 

against the difficulties. 

The fourth element is that of critical assessment of design strategies in reference to published case studies and design 

precedents. This element recognizes successful design strategies and isolates concepts that can be transposed on a wider 

scale in enhancing spatial intelligibility in the work-place design. The research has a reflexive consciousness of the 

constraints of an entirely theoretical approach and recognizes the utility of empirical user research as a complementary 

requirement to the results discussing this paper. 

 

4. Spatial Factors Influencing Comprehensibility in Workspaces 

All the spaces which are formed in order for the formation of architectural comprehension in workplace environments 

are the resultant of various spatial elements, which lead to comprehensibility of the spaces in the environment. These 

include the various elements present at different scales and perceptual channels, which altogether determine the ease of 

navigation and use of the building space by the users. 

Figure 2Cluster Coworker,Pune 
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Spatial Hierarchy. The most evident requirement in achieving architectural comprehensibility is the development of good 

spatial hierarchy within the building space. In workplace settings, spatial hierarchy is achieved through the establishment 

of the spaces from the most public spaces to the most private spaces, from the most prominent spaces to the most 

subordinate spaces, and also from the most significant spaces to the least important spaces. While the most prominent 

and significant spaces such as the reception area, main circulation areas, and collaboration zones have to be enhanced 

through large scales and proportion, natural light, high ceilings, and so forth, the second aspect of spatial hierarchy has 

to be the definition of the private working spaces and auxiliary service rooms. 

This approach to hierarchy applies to the architecture practice too. The classical architecture scheme, where buildings 

were structured by the axes and rooms, major and minor, as well as monumental and practical, can be traced within the 

sense of intuition, which dictates hierarchization of legibility. This principle can be realized through implementation of 

strategic dimension of positioning and volume organization. Moreover, placing of the communal facilities at the central 

point in the circulation system and differentiation between the main and secondary circuits can serve as an example. 

Circulation Networks. The organization of circulation systems  the pathways that people take in a building  is crucial for 

understanding spaces. According to the findings from numerous wayfinding researches, a clearly organized primary axis 

of circulation, logically branching second-levels of circulation, as well as defined terminations of these paths make 

buildings much easier to navigate compared to disorganized, meandering, crossing each other circulation pathways. In 

the workplace environment, the main pathway should be obvious as soon as someone enters the building, while it should 

give the sense of direction and provide a view on how it connects to important points, such as meeting rooms, amenities, 

workspaces and so forth. 

There could be used several architectural strategies to help achieve clarity of circulation: the main axis must be straight 

and show terminus points; the main and secondary circulations are separated from each other through their width or 

height; natural illumination of several nodes and crossroads is important for highlighting decision-making spots; and last 

but not least, the circulation tree must be built in such a manner that the user would not find more than two to three 

options for navigation at one point in time. Unnecessary complication of the circulation tree, when the user must navigate 

around the building making many consecutive decisions, can result in considerable cognitive burden and increase the 

likelihood of disorientation. 

Visual Connectivity. Understanding the spatial structure of a building and having a clear vision of how it looks like is 

crucial for the process of creating mental maps inside the building. This understanding of the building as an object is 

known as visual connectivity – that is, how much the user can see inside the building while navigating through it.Visual 

connectivity in workspaces may be created by open layout, use of glass partitions, internal windows, internal space, 

which is of a double height with mezzanines, and central atria that allows visual access to various levels and spaces at 

once. 

The transparency can be used in designing a partition so that users get a feel of how a workplace is organized in space. 

Whenever the meeting rooms are enclosed in glass walls or when the departments are divided by low-height partitions 

or open glazed screens and when the major circulation routes are observable through the entrance, the users can quickly 

develop an appropriate mental map of the space setting. Such transparency also promotes social connectivity and enables 

the users to view the colleagues and determine the location of other teams and at the same time the social and spatial 

organization of the workspace. 

Points of reference and Orientation. Architectural special elements are unique features that help users find their place in 

a building, and in building effective cognitive maps of the building space organization. Landmarks in a workspace 
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environment may be numerous in form: a nice piece of staircase in the middle of the building; an iconic partnering hub 

with a distinct material nature; a dramatic artwork at a hub of circulation; a two-story atrium with unusual expression of 

the structure; or a rooftop terrace offering panoramic placement. The best landmarks are those that are located at strategic 

points within the circulation network, at entrances, at the major intersections, at the endings of the primary axes where 

they are visible at various points and can be used to navigate. 

The cognitive worth of landmarks is their particularity: they should be visibly differentiated against their surroundings 

in shape, size, substance, colour or spatial personality, to serve as a useful wayfinding tool. Studies conducted by O'Neill 

(1991) established that structures that had more distinguishing landmarks features were easily navigated by first time 

users compared to those lacking the characteristics. The practical design usefulness of this observation is that investing 

in unusual architectural elements in important areas within workplace buildings is not done out of aesthetic motives only, 

but a practical provision to spatial intelligibility. 

 

Spatial Identity and Zone Differentiation. The variousiation of zones in terms of material, colour, lighting and spatial 

character is a significant approach to the improvement of the comprehensibility in complex workplace setting that 

accommodate multiple teams, functions and types of space. With a clear visual identity that is generated in the individual 

departmental zones or functional areas, the users can easily recognize their position, the functional nature of their 

environment, and find their way to the desired location. Differentiation of zones may be provided by working on the 

floor material and colour, change in the ceiling height and shape, change in the light colour temperature and intensity, 

by using a special furniture family, or by using accent colours and branded graphics.  

Zone differentiation must also be appropriately managed such that the degree of differentiation is sufficient enough to 

communicate spatial individuality without creating chaos or contradicting the totality of coherence in the work 

environment. Everything in the work environment has to be designed in a rational way even when there is variation 

within zones as deliberate inflections and not as total deviations. This unity and diversity combination is in line with 

what Kaplan advocates for in terms of environmental preference. 

 

5. Discussion 

As the discussion in this paper shows, the spatial comprehensibility of workspace architecture is not a characteristic that 

has been delivered through one design choice, but rather a product of an inter-relationship that has been developed 

through a combination of several spatial strategies. Clearly defined circulation, recognizable landmarks, visual 

connection, spatial hierarchy, and zone differentiation are not independent variables but what would be considered as 

mutually reinforcing components of an overall design strategy. In harmony with each other when these elements are 

Figure 3Personiv Office (Gurugram) 
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planned they comprise a space environment that conveys itself with its own structure to the users in an intuitive and 

efficient way. 

One of the most important strains that modern workplace design has to negotiate is the access of spatial openness and 

spatial definition. The prevalence of open-plan designs and activity-based offices has presented a high level of spatial 

flexibility that may be used to accommodate the variety of work patterns and promote cross-functional team work. But 

the very openness that will support collaboration can also compromise spatial intelligibility as it erases the visual cues, 

enclosed spaces and well defined spatial sequences which have historically supported cognitive maps of office spaces. 

This contradiction demands advanced design thinking: it is not necessary to re-use the strict spatial determinism of the 

cellular office structures, but rather to identify design solutions that offer adequate spatial articulation and orientation 

clues in the loose and open structures. 

Another strategy that has been taking hold in the progressive workplace area is the notion of the neighbourhood or the 

home base a zone within a larger open-plan area that is connected with a particular team or function, and that is 

distinguished by its spatial and material design. This design strategy maintains the connectivity and flexibility of open 

workplaces and gives the users a spatially distinct and recognizable space that can be used as a cognitive anchor in a 

broader space. The spatial comprehensibility of the activity-based workplace is directly tackled through the 

neighbourhood approach which offers a legible spatial structure to users, which can take into consideration day-to-day 

variation in where and how people work. 

One more aspect of comprehensibility that should be considered is natural light and its effective application to workplace 

design. There is a spatial gradient produced by the distribution of light itself in places where there is plenty of natural 

light at the perimeter and less at the core and this helps the user to orient themselves with regards to the building envelope. 

Inherent areas illuminated through artificial light are inherently interpreted as interior areas whereas areas adorned with 

daylight are considered areas close to the exterior. This gradient may be supported by the strategic location of atria, 

lightwells and skylights drilling natural light into the core to provide focal points of light, which serve as orientation 

points and as sources of wellbeing to occupants at the same time. 

The link between comprehensibility of space and the well-being of occupants is a field of research within workspace 

design that becomes more and more important. From research conducted in environmental psychology, it became clear 

that increased disorientation and confusion lead to higher levels of stress reaction, lower cognitive performance, and 

dissatisfaction from built environment. At the same time, stress, mood, and productivity are associated with simpler 

environments. Such a finding provides a solid functional argument for investing in the concept of spatial comprehension 

as a design principle, regardless of its intrinsic architectural value. Mobile apps, interactive building maps, digital signage 

and augmented reality navigation are examples of new-age technology that help orient people in space and may be used 

to enhance the existing architectural approach. However, these tools work best when they build on top of an already 

legible environment. If individuals have to rely solely on digital means to navigate a space due to the fact that the 

architecture itself is unable to communicate the structure of the space, then the entire experience will be minimized. The 

primary objective of design must be architectural comprehensibility, while digital tools must provide only secondary 

means of navigation. 
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6. Findings 

From this study, many useful findings have been obtained regarding the relationship between the architectural design 

and the perception of the spatial organization within the working environment. The findings from the theoretical 

discussion and review of literature have been summarized in an organizational manner into the set of design 

requirements. 

First of all, the hierarchical nature of the architectural space organization is essential. This means that clear spatial 

division into the primary and secondary zones, into public and private spaces, depending on the principal purpose of the 

space, allows users to intuitively perceive the hierarchy within the organizations, which greatly reduces their cognitive 

loads during navigation. 

Secondly, the legibility of the circulation paths is the key factor determining the ease of navigation. Workplaces, having 

the single primary path of movement, secondary paths branching out, and clearly visible final destinations allow users 

to move quickly and effectively, while complex circulation patterns result in confusion even among those familiar with 

the building.  

Third, cognitive mapping significantly depends on the visual connectivity as an enabler. The ability of users to see over 

and with important parts of a work place at key vantage points especially at entrance points as well as main circulation 

points allows users to quickly develop a masterful mental image of the spatial space. Design tools, including open plan 

layout, glass walls and atria provide a significant contribution to this quality. 

 

Fourth, landmarks or unique spatial characteristics add to the wayfinding performance and user orientation in a 

measurable way. Each of the feature staircases, unique collaborative points, works of art, and other main points of visual 

emphasis at the major circulation points are consistent cognitive anchors that users rely upon when they form and 

navigate mental maps of the working area. 

Fifth, spatial understanding of huge complicated working settings can be enhanced by zone differentiation using material, 

colour, lighting and use of space character. Users are able to identify their location and comprehend the spatial 

arrangement and head towards their desired destination rapidly when visual identities are allocated to functional parcels 

in an integrated language of coherence of design. 

Sixth, a tool of spatial orientation (natural light) is a strategy that is not well employed when it comes to workplace 

design. The atria, lightwells, and skylights are positioned in a strategic way, which generates gradients of luminosity and 

focus that can supplement orientation, wellbeing, and spatial experience at the same time. 

Conclusively, the results prove that the concept of spatial comprehensibility is a multi-dimensional attribute, which could 

be most effectively attained when all the above-mentioned strategies are combined in a unified design strategy. There is 

no single element that works alone; it is through this coordinated action of spatial hierarchy, clarity of circulation, visual 

interconnectedness, placement of landmarks and the distinction of zones that the resultant environment expresses itself 

legibly and intuitively. 

 

7. Conclusion 

Clarity is among the core and underestimated levels of architectural quality, especially in the design of intricate 

workplace settings. With modern day offices growing to be more and more spatially complex, programmed and case-

specifically flexible, the task of ensuring a user-friendly and easy to navigate and inhabit environment turns all the more 

important. This study has shown that spatial comprehensibility is not a chance occurrence in well designed buildings but 
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a calculated outcome brought about by consistent utilization of historical rules of design based on environmental 

psychology knowledge, urban design theory knowledge and the architectural practice. 

The introduction of spatial hierarchy, definite circulation patterns, visual connectivity, strategic locus placing landmarks 

into the workplace and coherent differentiation of the zone into the workplace gives the architects and the workplace 

designers a solid structure of improving spatial discernments. Such principles do not simply exist in abstraction but are 

design tools that can be directly perceived to have direct impacts on user experience, navigational performance, cognitive 

load, and occupant wellbeing. Architectural buildings, being created in accordance to these principles, are not only more 

pleasant and less stressful to live within; they are more practical as well as the users devote less time and cognitive efforts 

on navigation and more time on the actual work. 

The conceptual model based on this research which relies mostly on the theory of legibility elaborated by Kevin Lynch 

and the gathered wisdom of environmental psychology, offers sufficient intellectual basis of a design-driven approach 

to spatial comprehensibility. When the architects view the workplace as a spatial environment to be read, interpreted and 

mapped in the minds of the users, they could come up with design approaches that would go a step further in supporting 

the thinking processes of orientation and waysfinding in a systematic way. This strategy also makes spatial legibility not 

as a secondary issue that must be dealt with later by a signage system once the architectural project has been developed, 

but as a key design agenda that must infuse the preliminary conceptual decisions concerning spatial organization, circuit 

plan, and massing. 

This research also says that we need to balance how easy it is to understand the space with important things like being 

able to change the space around making it look good getting things done efficiently and being good to the environment. 

The best workplaces are the ones that're easy to understand without being boring they give people a sense of direction 

and they also have a lot of interesting things to see which helps people be creative and feel like they belong to the place. 

We should do research on this topic by studying how people actually use the space like seeing how they find their way 

around how they think about the space and how it affects their bodies and minds. This will give us numbers to back up 

the ideas we have help us understand how the design of the space affects how easy it is to understand and give architects 

the information they need to design workplaces. Because the way we work and the places we work are changing a lot 

now this research is very important and needs to be done soon. The research on workplace architecture and spatial 

comprehensibility is crucial, for the workplace architecture profession and the field of comprehensibility. 
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