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Interior architecture is a relatively young
profession. An American architect described in
his book the origin of western culture of living
from the perspective of the interior, which was
about privacy and comfort. The author saw
the emergence of that from the Dutch middle
class living in the beginning of 17th century. The
author stated that the start of interior design
was during the American industrial revolution
at the end of 19th century; from the Arts and
Crafts Movement. The efficiency of interior
became an independent development within
the architectural context but with typical design
language and practitioners.

In Europe during the first half of the 20th
century, interior design was still basically the
work of architects, artists and craftsmen. In
late Classicism, Art Deco and in the modern
movement, interior was an integrated part
of architecture.

Many of these movements were based upon a
social ideology. Architects and artists wanted
to position their work in a social context, and
added to it the consciousness of the people.
Contrary to the traditional, religious or political
ideas about public art, designers put a strong
emphasis on the connection of different art
forms. At the same time a guild of furniture
makers and interior builders was developed,
originally focusing on producing furniture and
interiors, but gradually concentrated on sales
and consultancy.

Interior Design as
a Profession

It was only after the Second World War that
interior architecture emerged as an independent
profession. Europe started to rebuild ruins of
the Second World War had left. Architects were
busy of rebuilding while the interior designers
overcame the task of designing furniture.

From 1990’s on, there was a new excitement
emerging from the profession. Since the early
1990's, life has changed globally and hence
in Europe. Computer technology and new

communication systems have changed
the way we work, communicate and do
business. Society has become more and more
transparent and recourses and opportunities
became available for all. In Europe we
exchange our country culture oriented society
for the one-Europe approach.

The growing awareness of the quality of
our living environment also raises more
attention from the authorities, and causes
new regulations on working conditions, health,
safety, sustainability and building techniques,
which affects interior architects in his practice
and professional behavior.

Today clients are mare demanding in choosing
interior architects. Responsibility and liability
are sometimes overly emphasized, and our
conditions on these have become negotiable.
The interior architects have found a way to
take up the challenges. With the changing
focus from building to use, and from long
term to short-term development, from 1990’s
on the interior architects took the forefront
position in office design.
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Keywords today are communication, transition
and reflection. They are also the keywords we
always find in education; in the way we pass
on our knowledge to the next generation and
train them into independent thinkers. Today
schools are complex structures that groups
and individuals, pupils and teachers gather in
an atmosphere of perceptiveness. For a long
time creating such atmosphere has been the
main goal of educators but now we see that
interior design has a measurable effect on
the way pupils feel and behave. And here as
it turns out, interior architects have become
the partner to facilitate such environment;
because interior architects are used to thinking
from the users’ perspective, they can not only




functionally accommodate spatial needs but
also adapt the processes of communication
and interaction.

The similar effects we find in healing
environments, especiallyinthe careindustry,
where experience and the perception of the
environment to the clients are crucial. Fear
hindered the contact between patients and
health services. Excellent medical care of
course is a prerequisite, but patients also
require attention to their personal questions
and fear. They want a safe, comfortable
environment, not a space that refers to
illness. An interior architect can create such
a space where patients can feel at ease.
However clinics also have to be an efficient
process, medical care asks for a high quality
of design, the interior architects can join
these seemingly incompatible requirements
into a spatial concept which incorporate the
considerations optimally.

Recent technological research carried
out in Italy, published in the magazine
New Scientist, proves that the sense of
beauty actually plays a role in pain relief.
Patients confronted with artwork they like
measurably recovered better than those kept
in a clinical environment with no visual impacts.

Interior architects work with other professions
to design these new approaches to the complex
issue of hospitality. But it is the specific field
of interior architects to contribute to the
experience of spatial quality and perception of
well-being of its residents.

Health care is a fast growing market due to the
strong increase of the ageing population, with
that increase comes the attention for nursing
home and homes for elderly. Having to leave
your familiar surrounding is a radical change;
it’s our duty to give them a new home.

Interior architects work together with multiple
other consultants, working with highly
specialized professionals requires a keen eye
for job delineation and responsibilities and
the ability in handling conflicting interests.
In such processes, interior architects bring in
their intelligence and power of imagination.
Interior architects are creative, critical,
conscious, inventive, alert, participating and
able to see the complete picture and place
information in the social and cultural context.
Interior architects have to take into account
the consequences of their professional activity
may have to the health, safety and well-being
of all those who may be expected to use or
enjoy the product of their work.



This asks for well-trained and experienced
professionals. Duringthe pastyearsthe European
Council of Interior Architects (ECIA) has been
actively involved in further professionalizing
the discipline.

ECIA

ECIA is the umbrella organization of 15 national
professional organizations of interior architects.
ECIA is basically a networking organization,
bringingtogethertheexperienceandachievement
of its member organizations and creating a
platform for the exchange of information.

In some European countries, the profession
of interior architecture is regulated by law.
Legislation usually only protects the use of the
title “interior architect”. Everybody can keep
on practicing in their profession as long as
they don’t call themselves interior architects.
Still this title protection is an important
achievement that helps the authorities to
assure a certain level of professionalism in the
market. In regulated markets the vast majority
of professional clients only use the services
of registered professionals. Registration as
interior architects requires a certain minimum
level of education and practical experience.
But in many countries interior design is a free
profession. This brings a lot of confusion both
to clients and to the professional markets, the
general public and the authorities; even our
colleagues of architects still often confuse
interior design and decoration.

Frequently interior designers are seen as
suppliers of furniture and furnishings. All that,
sometimes may be true. Styling is part of our
work and we do supply or specify furniture
and furnishings, but that is not the essence
of our work. Interior architects define the
relationship between specific uses and specific
spaces. Interior architecture specifies functions
of use and adapts them to suit human needs
and functioning in a way that serves human
affections and perception. The profession goes
way beyond styling and decoration. Interior
architects want to make this distinction and
design interior spaces in a comprehensive way,

spaces that meet physical and aesthetic needs of
the people using them, taking into consideration
of health, safety and well-being and including
compliance of building codes and including space
planning, mechanical and electrical needs and
interior fittings and furniture. Interior architecture
integrates many aspects of our spatial perception.
We have ground in common with architects,
landscape architects, graphic designers and
product designers, but also with ergonomists
and psychologists and anthropologists. As
an independent profession, we have a broad
knowledge base that cannot be acquired without
a proper training and experience.

Still we can see an array of courses and short-term
education claiming to train interior architects. You
can become an interior designer even without
following any classes at all. As professionals we
need to separate the sheep from the goats. ECIA
therefore started the program of self-regulation.

Charter of Interior
Architecture Training

This program has been running for a number of
years. We started in 2000. We set standards for
educational objective, the outline of teaching
curriculum and the course of study of four or
five years full time higher education in interior
architecture. In 2004, we agreed to introduce
an Uniform Admittance Policy for the 15
member organizations within ECIA. It's the
aim of every national professional organization
to promote the profession and to distinguish
their membership as reliable and well-trained
professional. Next step was to introduce a
guest membership allowing and encouraging
the exchange of professionals, educators and
students within Europe. In 2005 we introduced
the new Model Code of Conduct for interior
architects, which defines how members act
professionally and how they behave to society,
to clients and to colleagues. And last but not
least we updated the European Charter of
Interior Architecture Training in 2007, and
made it fully compatible to the new educating
system and standards in Europe.
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The title of the document deliberately speaks
of training instead of education. Training is
more comprehensive that includes education
and professional practice training as well as an
attitude for life-long learning. The ECIA Uniform
Admittance Policy requires a minimum training
of 6 years. We think this practical training is
important because the professional practice
is a versatile and diverse whole of knowledge,
skill and understanding. While its principles and
backgrounds can be taught at school, its skills
and understanding must be acquired mainly in
practicing. The practical experience of training
must be structured, monitored and accessed.

Interior architecture training should ensure
all the graduates the knowledge and ability in
interior architecture including technical systems
as well as considerations of health, safety and
ecological balance. Students should understand
the cultural, intellectual, historical, social,
economic and environmental context of interior
architecture. The role of the profession as a whaole
is to spend all its skills of operation in planning
and design. In our program of self-regulation, we
have clearly defined our profession, as an active
mediator between men and his environment,
between users and his everyday surroundings.
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Q: You mentioned about interior architecture. We seldom hear this term in Hong Kong. What is
the difference between interior architecture and interior design?

Spanjers: It's basically just semantics. In the bigger part of Europe the term interior architecture is
used, but in other countries like the UK the term interior architecture is banned because the term
“architecture” is claimed by the architects.

Caan: Interior architecture is legitimate in fewer countries than not, only in a handful of European
countries is it a legislated profession. In 90% of the world it is not legal. | ask myself: why are we
causing confusion? At some point we need to take a stand. In America we are reframing the
question, we're saying design is the career of the 21st century. Interior designers must either stand
together to change the perception or we lose it. In America we're being given a hard time by the
architects, who say to us, “you’re just decorators, you deal with curtains and pillows.” And then
we have the Kitchen and Bath association and DIY home decoration people who are not educated,
but they're calling themselves interior designers. They are fighting the legislation by saying if you
don’t give us interior design we lose our livelihood. Either interior designers decide that's our title
and we fight to keep it, or we choose to change it. My problem with interior architecture is that
in every architectural manual, the interior is secondary to architecture. | refuse to be a secondary
professional.

Q: | agree that registration system is very important for reinforcing the professional standard of
the designer, but in Hong Kong and other parts of the world there is no recognition from the
government. An electrician must have a license before he can touch your switchboard, however
nobody says you have to have a license before you do any design work, and that’s not fair. Can you
tell us what we can do to change this mindset? How do we influence our government?

Spanjers: What we have in Europe is this program of self regulation. “Be good and tell it” is one of
the mottos we have in marketing. Start with making your own standards, and tell the world that
you are able to do what you do.

Caan: The only way we could do it is tell the government that we affect the health, safety and
welfare of the public. But right now with the models that we have, we are using construction
industry standards that are either engineering or architectural, we don't stand a chance. Part of
the reason to start thinking about what makes us distinct (and therefore the psychology analogy)
is that there has got to be some other distinguishing factors that we bring to our discipline that is
unique, that gives us a distinct edge. There's an awful lot of work we don’t understand but if we
could, there'd be no competition, because we would clearly be affecting the health, safety and
welfare, but in a different way.
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Q: The discipline of interior design is not as developed as other disciplines. | can’t find a PhD.
Program for interior design. All the teachers from Tsinghua University are from architecture and
other disciplines, and interior design education is all about skills, few programs talk about interior
design research. If we want to further develop this area, we must firstly develop our interior design
education, this is the most critical thing for us. Another area we must explore is that we must
merge with the sciences, rather than focusing just on aesthetics.

Caan: With IFl we're discovering that there is a growing number of PhDs in interior design, and there
are more people today who are going through an interior design program and choasing to just do a
PhD, never intending to practice. In IFl we have to expand the field to include a research, education
and practice components. Under the umbrella of design there is more and more talk of design as a
process and a way of thinking, about strategies and tactical models. | think interior design still has to
be a making profession, and | think it will take a whole new generation to be able to hridge this gap
between theory and practice.

Q: I would like to ask about the process of legislation. What's the strategy we should adopt?

Caan: | was very impressed with the study you put together last year. It is very neutral,
knowledgeable, and it has very good research, and | think the argument you made for the
government was very good argument. To answer your guestion: the public needs to be educated,
we need to develop a bigger community that understand what’s at stake, government officials
need to be educated and they need to understand why this is so important. The government only
cares when the issue affects life, and when they affect economy, so the argument you made in your
book for both was excellent. My only caution is that in America, 60 years after we've started doing
that, we're getting such push-backs from both extremes of the profession—from the architects
and from other industries who are more decorative. We're stuck in the middle now, because we
focused on a model that's architectural. You want to avoid the pitfall that puts the profession 30-
40 years from now in a pickle. If we define our field that does not compete with anyone it would
be easjer.

Spanjers: It all goes back to the health and safety issue. The government is not there to protect
any profession, but to protect the people. Health and safety is a very broad issue that spans from
means of egress to food safety. We have to start from this minimum level of taking care of health
and safety, and then we can think as designers about how to make this world better.
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