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Abstract:  

This thesis proposes "compact living" as a sustainable lifestyle, enabling dwellers to fulfil their 

living requirements while considering ecological concerns. The idea of this project is derived 

from a phenomenon that urban immigrants move to smaller houses because of the shortage of 

affordable rental house in dense Chinese urban areas, which causes an issue regarding lack of 

well-functioning small housings for urban tenants. In order to develop suitable compact living 

solutions, this scenario-based design project has developed. The compact living requirements 

of Chinese urban tenants were studied through design research. Meanwhile, the studies of 

existing small-space solutions aim to come up with solutions by concluding strategies for the 

spatial-plan. As a result, the designer came up with a concept of "shared co-living community 

" second-landlord business model with three feasible interior design proposals. 
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1 Introduction 

 Background  

I used to live in a cramped and compromised living situation in the past eight years because of 

the immigrant study or work. Furthermore, I have been bothered by the discontented condition 

as the conflict between my desire for living and financial restraints. I could not afford a bigger 

place with more cost of related consumption, as bigger apartments mean more resources 

consumption (water resources, electronic energy and land resources). Therefore, how to live 

better in a limited space is always a topic I try to figure out. Furthermore, as a designer with the 

knowledge foundation of furniture design and interior design, I always want to use my skills 

and competence to improve this kind living situation. Particularly, working as an interior 

designer in IKEA for a while makes me even more into this home-furnishing field to carry out 

the living solutions. What is more important, regarding the concern of one-planet living, the 

design plays an essential role to address the various agendas of sustainability (Chick, 2011), 

which is one of the most important knowledge I got from the master education. Hence, I would 

like to contribute to sustainable development in this manner by designing a way of sustainable 

living.  

 

The idea of this study is derived from a claim that “we are in the global midst of an ‘affordable 

housing shortage’ or, even worse, an ‘affordable housing crisis” in the urban area (Feldman, 

2002). It directly results from the ongoing growing housing prices nowadays along with three 

concurrent root causes. Firstly, it is because of the big amount of housing demands resulting 

from the population growth, as the data projects that the earth’s population would increase to 

9.7 billion by 2050 (UN DESA, 2018). Secondly, the shortage of affordable housing is affected 

by the flourishing urbanisation, as 67% of the global population will live in cities by 2050  (UN 

DESA, 2018). Thirdly, the environmental limits (air, water，energy and land) are making the 

associated impact on this issue since energy consumption is going more than ever with a 33% 

increase in total global energy consumption by 2035 (Electrolux, 2015). As a consequence of 

continuing the current tendency, as many as 1.6 billion people around the world will lack access 

to affordable and adequate housing by 2025 (King, 2017). Meanwhile, as land saving is critical 

to the long-term sustainability in this process of urbanisation (Chen et al., 2008); that is to say, 

more urban dwellers are going to collectively consume those restricted energy and land which 

makes the housing resource turning even costly in the urban area and people have no choice to 

move to a smaller place. 
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Picture 1 – affordable house shortage (Electrolux, 2015) 

With the time limits for the thesis work, in this paper, the small-scale research and scenario-

based design would be carried out with a representative selected group to contribute global 

issue. The project would target the urban dwellers in Chinese cities that are characterised as a 

typical situation of the affordable housing shortage, as its population urbanise rapidly and 

breakneck economic growth in the world (see picture 1). 

In China, the urbanisation has gone rapid hand-in-hand with its economic boom, which 

influences more and more people moving to bigger cities following the better economic 

development resulted from factors of job opportunity, cultural diversity, entertainment, medical 

care and public transportation (“5 Reasons People Move to Big Cities See the World,” 2016). 

It is happening particularly in the tier-one city (Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou, Shenzhen), and 

the Chinese city tier system is a hierarchical classification of Chinese cities based on the 

performance of the consumer behaviour, income level, population size, consumer 

sophistication, infrastructure, talent pool, and business opportunity. As a result, the proportion 

of the Chinese urban population jumped from 26% to 56% in the period between 1990 and the 

end of 2015 (Diplomat, 2016). In the following 15 to 20 years, the urbanised population will 

sustain a growth of millions each year, and that will attract another 300-400 million newcomers 

to settle in cities according to this estimation (Huang, 2013).  

Furthermore, due to the political limitation, most of those urban newcomers are commonly 

“floating population”, which refers primarily to describe immigrants in China without local 

household registration status through the Chinese Hukou system (Liang and Ma, 2004). Hukou 

is the household registration system in China that links people's receipt of governmental welfare 
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to their place of birth, which means citizens can only get governmental assistance, including 

education and healthcare, in their home province where their hukou is registered. Otherwise, 

those non-local urban dwellers are restrained from owning a local property or the local 

residents. Furthermore, they could only receive limited medical welfare and their rights to 

education are restrained too. Those factors affect them to choose to live temporarily rather than 

permanent in other cities since the underlying purpose that drives most floating people to bigger 

cities is to have better job opportunities, and they will likely to return hometown in late years 

(Diplomat, 2016). As well as, they would rather rent instead of owning properties themselves 

due to both limitations of finance and Hukou policy, and the majority out of those 10 million 

residents who have come from other parts of China are limited to purchase property locally 

(Ren, 2018). According to JLL (Global property services company), 750,000 new rental homes 

to hit markets in the first-tier cities by the end of 2022 (ibid), which suggests the growing 

floating urban dwellers will catalyse the development of China’s rental housing market in urban 

cities as a result of increasing demands. However, the issues regarding rental affordability have 

become even prominent, as the housing prices on the market are extremely high regarding the 

average income of the Chinese urban dwellers. Take the city of Shanghai as an example, the 

average rent is around 3,000 Yuan per month (4150 SEK), which is equivalent to the monthly 

salary of a rookie white-collar worker (Melnicoe, 2017). That is to say, there exists a common 

phenomenon of a severe affordable rental housing shortage for Chinese urban immigrants to 

find budgeting alternatives to settle. 

In addition, the limited natural resource is also an important factor to make an impact on the 

affordability of renting housing from an environmental perspective. For example, because land 

saving is critical to the long-term sustainability of China in the process of rapid urbanisation 

(Chen et al., 2008). Furthermore, other household-related resources have been scarce in big 

cities because of the high request for urban expansion for more residents, like electricity and 

water. Furthermore, waste discharge is another ecological issue, as urban dwellers would 

abandon furniture and materials when switching temporary rental apartments. Therefore, the 

limited natural resource would make the living cost higher and influence the affordability of 

housing.  

According to above, there is a severe shortage of affordable rental housing for urban tenants in 

Chinese cities. Therefore, a growing volume of urban dwellers has no choice but a compromise 

to move in smaller places (Thøgersen, 2017). In the meantime, the house size is becoming 

smaller in this circumstance too (Orlik and Fung, 2012). This tendency makes the demand for 

finding optimal, small-space living solutions becoming increasingly critical in line with 

concrete those urban dwellers’ needs and wants (Tao et al., 2018). 
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 Compact Living 

The concept of compact living (CL), as a consequence accordingly, has been closely linked 

with the issue of an affordable housing shortage for the sake of conceiving the way of 

functional and sustainable living with staying human’s needs and wants. It is to support the 

tendency of getting smaller accommodations while the cramped way of life becomes the 

norm. Due to the smaller micro-apartments that are tricked out with scaled-down and 

adaptable furniture, can make the urban-dwelling more compatible with the current challenge 

to help cities, as they attempt to absorb more people in the long term (Post, 2014). 

The “Compact Living” is a multidimensional term that can be interpreted in means of many 

ways depending on different time span. If taking a backward glance to the living history, 

compact living has been a part of urban culture in Europe and Asia (Speden, 2014). That can 

be seen as a phenomenon result from the ongoing population and urban housing development 

(Thøgersen, 2017). If we look into the definition nowadays, “compact living” is a current 

situation of operating solutions or antidotes to living smartly in the affordable and small 

space. That means ultimately smart living, where built space is low, but the quality of 

facilities and design remain high (Smith, 2018).  That is to say, the traits of CL are not 

manifested to resemble or equal to small-space living, as small housing could not necessarily 

all be put into the same box of typology (Risager, 2015). The concept of CL is about more 

than just taking away square metres and then living with small furniture or living in the strait. 

Instead, it is about making a tidy, organised and well-functioning dwelling in that relevant 

small space (Post, 2014). If we forecast the future, it would be a lifestyle tendency to live in a 

small space with consuming fewer natural resources. Even though the movement of CL seems 

as a countertrend to mainstream idealistic choice living in a vast space, it has an 

environmental rationale specific to our time (Nelson, 2018). As people are saying “they want 

to help the planet while also saving money” (Anonymous, 2015). Upon that, it is about 

choosing a sustainable lifestyle that is a deliberate choice rather than out of the economic 

necessity for certain groups of people to make conscious decisions to move to small dwellings 

instead of big ones since it seems that there is an increasing number of urbanites who are 

prepared to embrace that lifestyle (Speden, 2014). 

Therefore, with struggling with the challenges of the affordable housing shortage, the suitable 

and feasible CL solutions are demanded, which is not only for solving the current small-space 

living situations but also it is to prepare for the future compact living tendency for next 

generations. In order to develop the functional and sustainable CL solutions, it requires a re-

evaluation of the use of space (activities in spaces) by means of expectation out of the 

potential target groups, the Chinese urban tenants (Risager, 2015).  
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 Problem Definition  

As mentioned in the background, there is the manifest issue of the affordable rental housing 

shortage for Chinese immigrants. With the development of urbanisation, this tendency of 

moving into smaller space has given rise demands of small-space housing. However, there are 

not many viable spatial layouts for them in the rental-house market, that can be well-functioning 

according to their needs and wants. That is because the existing houses on the market are mainly 

for family use so that it is not suitable for common living scenarios of young urban residents. 

In addition, even the newly developed housing remains big size, which is certainly not an ideal 

choice for urban tenants. This is due to most houses design do not consider the concept of CL 

in spatial planning, although the tendency of floor space is clearly getting smaller, as Gunnar 

Brand (2012) says: “as long as we live in cities, we will live in smaller and smaller 

accommodations”. As the initial goal of most real estate developers is to maximize profits by 

serving buyers rather than tenants. 

There is a flourishing new-born business for “the secondary landlord “(principal tenant) in the 

Chinese rental market, in which the house is rented from the landlord with a long-term contract 

and re-built in order to rent out for more residents with multiple short-term contracts. They are 

working similar to the housing agency, but they can also offer a big amount of cheaper small-

space apartments to try to meet urban tenants’ needs by roughly re-layout and re-furnish the 

house. However, this kind of space division is an unprofessional expedient measure, which 

could not thoroughly fulfil the needs of small households and even worsens their living 

conditions. That is also because there are still irreversible and irreparable defects in the original 

building frame, which makes the layout of the sublet rooms less functional and comfortable. 

Therefore, a matter can be found that there are not many available houses suitable for urban 

tenants who have small-space living demands. It requires functional CL interior layout plans to 

fulfil their needs based on their living scenarios. 

In conclusion, the shortage of affordable rental housing in Chinese cities triggers the demands 

for well-functioning small housing for urban tenants in Chinese cities. As urban residents have 

to move into smaller spaces due to financial limits and the housings are getting smaller and 

smaller in cities. Hence, this deteriorating trend requires corresponding solutions to settlement 

crisis for urban migrants, in which the introduction of the concept "compact living" has come 

across to be rather critical (Huang, 2013). In this case, it is increasingly important to find 

optimal CL solutions (Electrolux, 2015). More importantly, the CL solutions not only involve 

optimising the functionality of living but also develop the concept of CL as a sustainable 

lifestyle by considering ecological concerns. That means the CL might become a deliberate and 

conscious choice rather than a reluctant compromise.  
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  Delineation of the Project 

Regarding the aforementioned problem definition, this project has a focus on proposing a 

concept of “compact living” as a sustainable lifestyle that pursues to achieve the sustainability 

agenda by saving resource consumption. Within the context of this concept, the project puts 

forward CL-solutions as an approach that acknowledges smart ways to optimise functionality 

in tiny space and expect to fulfil corresponding urban tenants’ needs towards accommodations.  

Furthermore, the project intends to develop the CL-lifestyle from an interior design perspective 

through visualisation to present and picture visible blueprint scenarios. According to the 

proposition of spatial design, it is feasible to carry out space plans that can improve dwellers 

living condition by applying functional spatial strategies. The improvement of the living 

conditions will propel resident’s satisfactory degree towards their residential as the result of a 

better residential space plan.  

In addition, the design project would be developed based on a variety of stakeholders’ 

perspective in design research. The process of design is also a holistic innovative approach 

developing innovations through business, engineering and design perspectives. Therefore, this 

academic-level contextual design would be more valuable and expected to widely inspire others 

in contributing to the CL sustainable lifestyle and optimising cramped living conditions. 

 

  Purposes and Aims 

As the urban dwellers are struggling with affordability and breaching environmental limits in 

China, this paper explores the suitable interior solutions towards more compact living lifestyle 

to fulfil urban dwellers’ needs and enhance natural environments alike. This paper identifies 

the long-term driving forces behind the impact of compact living on both human needs and 

wants, as providing our response to create well-functioning and sustainable homes, which 

could make a direct influence to the urban dwellers in the way of household consumption. 

Furthermore, the outcome of the project can be seen as a toolkit to offer insights for other 

interior designers and related business companies in China market, such interior service 

company and home furnishings companies, in the way of making a business plan to face the 

new challenges and opportunities. 

In a long-term consideration, this project aims to show the possibilities of the worldwide issue 

from one particular scenario-based design case for helping urban dwellers living in better. 

Since this relative lack of well-functioning small housings for tenants in the urban area of 
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China is far from alone in considering the shortage of affordable houses all over the world. 

What is more, the project aims to contribute by highlighting the value of the Compact living 

as a sustainable way of living, in order to influence more people to lower the household 

consumption and form a sustainable living pattern, which would contribute to the long-term 

sustainable development. 

 

 Research Question 

1. What are the urban tenants’ CL requirements (needs and wants) in Chinese cities? 

2. How to design functional and sustainable CL solutions for tenants in Chinese cities? 
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2 Theoretical framework 

 

(picture 2 — theoretical framework) 

 

 Designing A Sustainable Lifestyle 

The design essential is to address the various agendas of sustainability, due to the incentives 

that could lead important (both positive and negative) economic, environmental and social 

ripple effects (Chick, 2011). “Design for sustainable living” is one of the sustainable design 

perspectives where we might have a focus on bringing about design for sustainable change: 

personal behaviour in the home; primary choices towards where and how to live; or design 

sustainable plans for particular regions (ibid). The term sustainable living is described as a 

lifestyle that advocates a goal of living a life without exhausting any natural resources or 

threatening any ethical considerations. According to the sustainable lifestyle, its core value 

highly addresses the association of sustainability development in relation to indispensable 

fundamental human needs in terms of housing, food, clothing, health care, education, 

transport, energy as well as leisure (Darnton, 2004).  Therefore, it could contribute to the 

problem in question by having the thought of "design for sustainable living". 

Sustainable lifestyle design is about individual’s decision-making regarding the choice of how 

to organise and direct their lives and how to interact with one another (Chick, 2011), whereas 

one consumption choice is reflective of his or her lifestyle, as the patterns of consumption 

define partly one’s needs and aspirations to fulfil. Nonetheless, individual’s patterns of 

consumption also possess the potential of posing significant impacts on our societies, 

environments and markets. To opt for a sustainable lifestyle requires individuals to 

progressively minimising the use of Earth’s natural resources by means of stopping injustices 

purchase of products or services that may occur damages to Earth. Therefore, the importance 

of the design and designer can be seen in exploring opportunities for conceiving the lifestyle, 
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which enables individuals to fulfil their needs and desires while taking the environmental and 

societal concerns into consideration. The role of design acts to lead us to re-evaluate the 

behaviours of how we purchase and organise in our daily life (ibid). Therefore, it requires the 

development of CL solutions based on individual needs and wants with the goal of a 

sustainable lifestyle to affect their patterns of consumption of natural resources. 

As known widely, our behaviours are in urgent to be profoundly changed if we intend to 

move towards a more sustainable, one-planet living. That is to say; we will have to learn and 

behave in the way of living better but consuming less, meaning to regenerate our physical and 

social environment in an ever densely and extensively interconnected world. However, in 

order to gain this social learning, new future possibilities need to be envisioned not just 

through large-scale urban planning but the everyday level. So that the approach of Design-

Orienting Scenarios (DOS) is needed to propose that is scenario-based and focused on 

pragmatic small-scale proposals for a more sustainable lifestyle. As one emerging process 

available to designers for conceptualising various sustainable solutions, it can be used to 

generate clear, reasoned visions for improving our current lifestyles. This DOS process could 

compose a variety of comparable visions with clear-stated motivations and aims, along with 

the demonstrations by concrete and potentially feasible proposals. Accordingly, there would 

be attempts to steer us to promising signals of more sustainable living even though it is a 

growing field of study and research with ready-to-be-developed experience and methods. 

That is to say, a right approach of carrying out a sustainable living is to design proposals 

based on small-scale scenarios. 

 

 Interior Design for Space Planning 

● Fundamental interior elements regarding space planning 

No matter however the patterns of the design are, all kinds of design type encompass 

overlapping similarities in several key features, among which are intended purpose, original 

concepts, skilful planning, as well as artistic culmination (Slotkis, 2013). In this matter, the 

design theory seems to be an instruction to direct the design based on a systematically of 

beliefs or philosophy, which emphasises the building blocks that conceive the excellent 

design that fulfils its intended artistic and functional goals (Slotkis, 2013). It will help the 

designer to be equipped, theoretically and philosophically to carry out a strong rationale for 

the CL solution.  
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According to Anthony Sully (2012), the elements for interior design are the environment, 

space, light, ground plane, enclosure, support, display/storage/work surface, decoration, 

information. For the developing CL solution with a focus of small space, the elements of 

space, support and display/storage/work-surface are tightly related and would be mainly 

discussed.  

First of all, space is the most challenging element to handle due to it is the result of the 

making of the solid. Due to specific designed internal environments are to demonstrate the 

affection that induced by the combination of both substantial areas (positive) and void areas 

(negative) with the effect of it is to see distance, views, a significant impact of the interior 

(Slotkis, 2013). Space can be conceived and described in terms of the effect produced when 

experienced by the users. There are many examples in terms of dualities, compressive and 

expansive, liberated and confined, high and low, light and dark, organic and linear, public and 

private (Sully, 2012). 

Furthermore, support is normally described as furniture, but for supporting the human form, 

the activities such as seating, holding, hanging, lying, leaning, with the effects of the support 

are rest, work or play (Sully, 2012). Like picture 3, the furniture and relative activities at 

home provide an analysis to help designer categorise items with more thought as to their 

functions.  

Besides, objects will require structures where they will be supported, also including work-

surfaces for various activities, which might need to facilitate access to objects that are 

displayed or stored (Sully, 2012). Furthermore, there are various possible relationships to an 

interior space regarding display form, primary storage or secondary storage. 

 

(picture 3 — the interior design element-support) 
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● Spatial strategies for interior design 

Regarding spatial strategies, an interior designer would work on selecting and arranging 

furniture to allow the space to undertake function for its given purpose, that would be mainly 

discussed in this project (Higgins, 2015). To be specific, interior design is concerned with 

creating an interface between people and the building they used. In addition, so crucial to the 

success of any interior scheme is the spatial organisation of the facilities needed to enable the 

interior to satisfy its functional requirements (ibid). Therefore, the theory here aims to 

simplify the complex problems of planning and organising compositions of interior spaces by 

introducing critical issues for interior designers to consider during the design process (ibid). 

There are ten steps of spatial strategy as the following, which will guide the planning of the 

methodological framework in order to develop the solutions regarding space planning. 

Step 1. Knowing the point of departure. In this project, the interior design starts from the 

concern of the "building programme" (the function of the proposed interior), instead of the 

client's ethos or existing site. In this case, CL is as the core concept to develop the interior 

solutions, which is essential to provide the space necessary for the activities concerned and to 

ensure that they are arranged appropriately to facilitate the particular use in the scheme.  

Step 2. Using precedent studies. That is to learn from examples of previous good practice to 

inform future design proposals, which might help the designer establish appropriate strategies 

for the introduction of a new element when considering the spatial organisation of a design 

scheme. So that the visual research of existing CL projects is required. 

Step 3. Developing conceptual ideas. It is to determine the form of the interior design with a 

bright, bold conceptual direction, as well as to establish a narrative that engages the user's 

interest (Higgins, 2015). In this case, "CL as a lifestyle" would be re-evaluated and re-defined 

differently for this project's programme and the designer develops a whole new system to deal 

with the problem at hand, which demands a new approach to the planning and spatial 

organisation of a scheme.  

Step 4. Planning strategies. There are approaches to developing interior space-planning 

solutions, such as spatial strategies, spatial relationships and circulation strategies (Higgins, 

2015). In this case, valuable strategies can be summarised from the analysis of existing 

solutions. 

Step 5. Designing the proposal from the brief. That is to translate the client's needs into an 

organisation of appropriate spaces that reconcile the functional requirements of the brief with 

the form of the building in which the proposed interior is to be housed. Furthermore, before 
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planning diagrams and relating the planning diagram, the spatial requirements of designing 

the proposal for the spatial organisation of the scheme can begin by exploring how activities 

could be undertaken. 

Step 6. Considering the impact of existing buildings, that is to demonstrate how the nature of 

the existing building can be one of the major factors that determine the approach taken 

towards the establishment of the new interior. It requires strategies for analysing existing 

building are outlined, and approaches to the introduction of new elements into existing spaces 

are explained. That means it is necessary to develop the interior solutions by considering the 

features of the exterior buildings in the context. 

Step 7. Developing three-dimensional spatial compositions. It is a visualised way to establish 

a massive variety of three-dimensional forms from given planning diagram, as illustrating 

how the same plan can deliver many different spatial compositions. 

Step 8: Designing in section. That is a crucial step to emphasise the importance of an interior's 

section as a crucial aspect of its design. How the form of an existing building section can be 

analysed, understood and utilised is considered, along with opportunities for the development 

of the new interior's form in section. 

Step 9: Communicating spatial organisations. It illustrates the ways of how interior designers 

use a variety of different methods to convey complex spatial issues to colleagues, clients and 

members of the design team. Diagrammatic, orthographic and freehand drawing types, as well 

as models, could be proper forms in this case. 

Step 10: Discussing the project. A discussion will be done at the ensuing stages of the design 

process once the spatial composition of a project is established. It outlines the process of 

developing the plan in more detail to satisfy precise functional needs, leading to the detailed 

design stage and, ultimately, the built reality. 
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3 Methodological Framework 

 

(picture 4 — methodological framework) 

 

 Design Research for Understanding Design Brief 

With the increasing importance of the introduction of cross-disciplinary research in the field 

of design, design research and its role in the field of design are highlighted in the design 

project (Muratovski, 2016). In this case, doing design research from holistic perspectives 

(business, engineer and design) is an indispensable step of “analysis and diagnosis” for 

solution developing according to the problem-solving cycle, for collecting data and 

diagnosing the instructive information. Therefore, there are several methods used with the 

main aim of providing rich holistic insight from the target urban dwellers in context, in order 

to narrow down the design brief for further solution development.  

3.1.1 Questionnaires 

In this case with the limitation in terms of distance, thus the researcher did questionnaire with 

98 valid participants to collect data online through electronic devices, including phone or 

computer, which could yield rich insights into the context of living (Martin and Hanington, 

2012). Moreover, the questionnaire, about urban dwellers’ satisfactory degree in terms of 

their current living conditions in Chinese cities (see Appendix 1), was used to figure out 

urban dwellers' Cl requirements by understanding their living situations.  



 

 

18 

18 

3.1.2 Diary Studies 

After quantitative questionnaires, the two participants were asked to do the photo-taking to 

record their “activities in the home space” during one day (see Appendix 4). The data 

collected from the diary study supplemented the questionnaire results and exposed more 

details from a qualitative and individual perspective. This is a kind of diary study to lead 

people to expressively convey personal details about their daily life and eventful moments to 

design project (Martin and Hanington, 2012). In this case, it is a crucial method to collect data 

for understanding the activities in space in order to improve space use.  By doing the photo 

studies, the participants took about their daily activities in the field, could give fragmentary 

clues about people’s lives and thoughts. The way of taking photos is to collect visual 

document of the participants' lives and interactions for providing the designer with visual, 

self-reported insights into user behaviours (ibid). As it encourages the participant to record 

her or his everyday interactions by photographing aspects of mundane happenings, therefore, 

enables designers to receive visualised and self-reported insights into user behaviours.  

3.1.3 Semi-structured Interviews 

The semi-structured interview was utilised to find out about the individual’s ideas, opinions 

and attitudes (Martin & Hanington, 2012).  In this case, it was used as a follow-up interview 

after Diary Studies (see Appendix 3). As a form of a conversation between a researcher and 

one participant, it can be used in conjunction with other research methods as a way of 

gathering additional information about a person (ibid). In the semi-structured interviews, 

some questions can be left open-ended to extract a further elaborated discussion from the two 

interviewees, leading to spur the participants to dwell on their memories and experiences, 

providing an opportunity for an extended response. During the Interview, some rich stories of 

lived experiences from participants were gathered by direct storytelling, which Martin and 

Hanington (2012) believe to be the ‘most powerful’ method for the designer to comprehend 

the essence of experiences narrated by one without a large investment of time or resources. 

 

 Design Project for Developing Solutions 

As a solution-driven design project, some practical design methods were used as well.  This is 

an evidential creation process based on the design brief got from the research. There are 

different design tools used to come up with concepts and design the interior design proposals 

with the aim of a sustainable lifestyle for the many. 
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3.2.1 Artifact Analysis 

As a systematic examination of various aspects of projects, the method of artefact analysis 

was used to contribute to examine and compare precedent CL solutions, as well as to study 

the related spatial strategies for the further CL solutions development (Martin & Hanington, 

2012). In this case, the particular inquiry of artefact analysis was established based on the 

highlighted nine aspects that summarized from the previous questionnaires with participants, 

including functionality, convenience, feasibility, aesthetics, price, maintenance, durability, 

sustainability and comfortability. Furthermore, a study worksheet was composed with 

presented visual documentation of artefact, which guides the designer in documenting while 

aids in summary and analysis. It was helpful to gather and analyse the images of existing CL 

solutions in order to find out the suitable solution for target dwellers in question, by 

classifying and summarising the features of successful solutions. It is worthy of mentioning 

that the research-based on images might be influenced by the selection of pictures so that 

there could exist the error range of result due to individual thoughts about the pictures. 

3.2.2 Weighted Matrix 

In order to analyse those existing projects on an academic level, the weighted matrix was used 

to help identify and prioritise the most promising opportunities among several potential 

design ideas (Martin & Hanington, 2012).  In this case, the use of this analysis technique 

creates a reasonable decision-making forum for looking for suitable CL solutions with 

overcoming personal biases, which is simple but powerful. It is used in the early phases of the 

design process to discuss which concepts are most likely to connect with the user and fill the 

opportunity gaps in the marketplace. To be specific, it is to take the matrix ranks of potential 

design opportunities against critical success criteria based on the collected information from 

key stakeholders in the previous research. So that a survey (see Appendix 5) was done with 

24 stakeholders to rank the criteria and grade the existing solutions in order to give the 

direction of further development. The results of it powerfully show the priority, but it is 

worthy of mentioning it should not be adopted definitively because the process of narrowing 

down the list of potential design ideas is still very subjective and qualitative (ibid). 

3.2.3 Image Board 

An image board sets the mood for the concept and idea generation, that is a collection of 

images, words, illustrations to be able to define an abstract set of ideas and emotions into one 

board (Martin & Hanington, 2012).  It serves as an internal tool to bring about a tangible 

focus for the developer while developing further ideas and concepts. These boards can be 
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used to describe the colour palettes, user scenarios; interior styles so on and so forth (ibid). In 

this case, it was used to visually summarise the understanding of the living situations of urban 

dwellers in Chinese cities (see picture 12). As well as it could align the impression for the 

audience so that they can quickly get into the context. 

3.2.4 Stakeholder Mapping 

Stakeholder mapping is a tool that serves the purpose of identifying the critical constituents of 

a project during the beginning stage since it is significant to know who will benefit from the 

project's outcome (Martin & Hanington, 2012).  Stakeholder maps include those who hold the 

power to make decisions, the end users and whoever might be affected by the project outcome 

(ibid). In this case, the researchers used the stakeholder map (see picture 12) to draw a clear 

picture of the overall living issues in the Chinese urban area by exploring the key involved 

stakeholders and clarifying the interaction among them (ibid). That could give an essential 

understanding of what they have done and what challenges they are facing. Furthermore, it 

helps to find out the possibility of CL solutions from the perspectives of various stakeholders. 

3.2.5 Territory Maps 

Territory map visually expresses and fosters the focus of the design project with anticipated 

design activities, involving key suggested stakeholders in question (Martin & Hanington, 

2012). It was utilised in an initial creation to combine a speculative vision of the future and to 

set the stage for driving ideas of research (ibid). In this case, it was used when looking for 

possible solutions along with a holistic way of thinking in a transdisciplinary innovation 

framework, from the economy, technology and design perspectives (see picture 13). As it 

would clarify the delineation of the project by placing the project in the broad context, to 

explain what to do and from which specific field to do this project with limited time and 

resources. So that the opportunities concluded through this territory map can be explored 

mainly in the design field, which could make contributions and also take actions to reach 

sustainable development in this overall situation. 

3.2.6 Scenarios 

According to the theory of designing for a sustainable lifestyle, the approach of Design-

Orienting Scenarios (DOS) is needed to propose that is scenario-based and focused on 

pragmatic small-scale proposals for a more sustainable lifestyle. The method of scenario 

creation was used to help in exploring the future dwellers' experiences of home space in their 

point of view in an interior project (Martin & Hanington, 2012). This helps the designer to 

design for the living place in a person's day to day life. The purpose of this method is to make 
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the design ideas explicit and concrete so that it can be envisioned empathetically on how space 

will be undertaken and provide access for a holistic view of the design concept. 

3.2.7 Computer-Aided Design 

Computer-Aided Design (CAD) as the name suggests is a design process aided by computers, 

where you can easily visualize, create, modify, optimize, and analyse your designs (Chung-

Neng Huang et al., 2011). In this project, the 3D visualisations were built by the software 

called SketchUp to present the design proposals with details. In the process, the spatial 

layouts were modified and optimized by making changes back and forth (see Appendix 7). 

This kind of visualisations brings audiences into the imagination and has a better 

understanding of the space plan (see picture 17;18;19). 
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4 Contextual Analysis 

 Questionnaires Analysis 

In order to solve the problem of lacking well-functioning small housings for the urban 

dwellers in Chinese cities, the 98 valid questionnaires were launched about urban dwellers' 

satisfactory degree in terms of their current living conditions in Chinese cities (See Appendix 

2). So that the researcher could analyse the CL requirements by understanding the Chinese 

urban dwellers' living situations, in order to design well-functioning small-space housing for 

Chinese tenants. 

According to the questionnaires, the researcher found that a large number of urban residents 

(58%) live not with their families but peers. Among that, 33% of them live with their partners 

while 25% of them live in shared accommodations with other tenants, meanwhile, researchers 

surprisingly found that 30% of participants live alone. This phenomenon is inconsistent with 

the stereotype of family-households in Chinese culture. In other words, the growing number of 

small-household residential scenarios in cities, proves there are big demands for designing CL 

households. Therefore, a matter can be verified that there are not many available houses suitable 

for urban tenants who have small-space living demands. It requires functional CL interior 

layout plans to fulfil their needs based on their living scenarios, including living together, 

shared living and living alone. The spatial layouts for using spaces functional would be 

discussed further with analysing dwellers activities at home through Diary Studies later on. 

 

In addition, according to the data collected in questionnaires, a similar behaviour pattern in 

terms of the activities at home can be found in those urban tenants. Therefore, it would 

contribute to designing the well-functioning layouts by knowing the features of their activities 

in space. 

Firstly, the main activities doing at home for them are sleeping and relaxing. According to the 

data from questionnaires, sleeping is the main function 90% of participants mentioned as their 

main activity to do at home. That means a nice sleeping should have the priority in the design 

after all the bed is usually the most significant furniture utilising space. In addition, relaxing 

activities (77.5%) also were highlighted by participants, including playing phones or watching 

videos in electronic devices. It requires a comfortable armchair or sofa to support but it 

usually not offered by landlords. Generally, this relatively unitary activity pattern can be 

found for those Chinese urban dwellers, as many of them are accustomed to spending time 



 

 

23 

23 

outside the home to do most social activities from eating to casual conversations, result from 

the limitation of tiny apartments and the fast-paced lifestyle and regular working schedules 

(Lifestyle in China, 2013). Therefore, based on the similarity of their behaviour pattern, it is 

still necessary to secure the quality of these activities in spatial plan even though the spaces 

are limited, in order to optimise their living quality. 

Secondly, the facts of less importance of eating and cooking in accommodation can be found 

in the research. As 33% of participants think eating is the main activity of home space, while 

only 14% of participants mentioned cooking as the main functional activity of 

accommodation. As going out for dinner is nothing special compared to the west due to the 

relatively cheap cost (“About China - City Life - with Star Exchange,” 2019). As well as the 

frequency of cooking has become low due to the cheap and convenient takeaway food 

delivery service in China. So that in the questionnaires, 29% of participants don’t cook at 

home and 57% of them don’t own a private kitchen. Therefore, cooking is less critical as a 

part of house functions, and thus, some of the tenants would even live in residence without 

the kitchen by choice. It shows a low priority to set the kitchen section in priority room, while 

there is a big potential of sharing the kitchen area with others. 

Thirdly, another special feature of Chinese dwellers is about doing laundry, which is not can 

be seen as doing laundry because they do not have an actual laundry room. Generally, they 

only have a washing machine and would air-dry the clothes by hanging them, which means an 

air and light space with support facilities is critical. However, there are only 34% of 

participants have a balcony at current home, which requires the interior solutions for air-

drying clothes indoors in this case. 

 

(picture 5 — spatial requirements, activities in spaces) 
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According to the spatial strategy for interior design, the spatial requirements were further 

analysed. Based on Nick Prescott (2017) about the standard dimensions for interior design, 

there are several other factors being involved to understand the spatial requirements, such as 

the function area, supportive furniture, related postures, the duration of the use, the usage rate, 

quantity, application and statue. In conclusion, all required spaces are listed in the 

accommodation schedule. For the target urban dwellers, they need the spaces for sleeping, 

relaxing (mainly playing with electronic devices), eating, working/studying, washing/going to 

the toilet, cooking, organising/cleaning, laundry/drying clothes, other hobbies (personal or 

social). As for the usage rate of spaces regarding different activities, sleeping, washing 

(bathing or laundry) and relaxing can be seen as the top necessary activities for 

accommodation while the organising/cleaning of an apartment would usually be ignored. 

Besides, eating, working/studying and cooking are the functions most dwellers would 

undertake in their home, even though cooking is becoming less important in the target 

scenario. Otherwise, the simple living pattern with short staying time can be found in those 

young urban dwellers’ daily life, with having few occasional activities regarding the hobbies. 

In addition, it is worthy of mentioning that the demand of wind-drying clothes indoors after 

doing laundry needs to be considered regarding their living behaviours. Therefore, the 

furniture or accessories that support layouts need to be involved to undertake those required 

activities.   
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 Diary Studies and semi-structured interviews Analysis 

In order to design well-functioning spatial layouts by understanding urban tenants' activities 

in space, except the questionnaires, two diary studies (See Appendix 4) and follow-up 

interviews (See Appendix 3) were done by two of participants to collect detailed qualitative 

data. Therefore, main living scenarios were further analysed with a deeper understanding of 

the connection of each activity in the layout map.  

 

(picture 6-1 — Diary study 1) 

(picture 6-2 — Diary study 2) 

According to the diary studies and follow-up interviews, the main living scenarios were 

studied further. As for the tenants who live together with partners, the main problem for them 

is to share space without disturbing each other. For example, one wants to go to sleep while 

the other one wants to work in the late night. As they usually living in one-room 

accommodation so lowering mutual interference in a small space is a big challenge in this 
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scenario. It requires an in-depth understanding of the relation of closer activities that might 

interfere with each other, and well-organisation in the spatial planning.  

As for tenants who live alone in a studio, they need to keep all necessary features at home, 

even though some are not used frequently. Therefore, it might be difficult to compress and 

arrange all function areas in a small space. For example, in the second diary study (See 

picture 6-2), an unreasonable layout of overlapping functional spaces can be found in a one-

person household, where the dweller is supposed to cook and air-dry clothes in the same area. 

That is because the house design only considers compressing a mini kitchen into a one-person 

household without considering if it is reasonable to combine. Therefore, it is a big challenge 

to compress all functions in a small space and arrange the functional area according to a 

reasonable layout. The approach to carrying out a functional space arrangement requires a 

deeper understanding of the relation of the tenant’s activities in a small space. In this matter, 

the function areas can be designed overlapping where dwellers can do several activities in the 

same place, in order to use space efficiently in limited space. 

As for the tenants who are sharing their room with others, the room for them could equip all 

required functions while using space efficiently by sharing some functional area, for example, 

shared kitchen or bathroom. In this case, it is possible to minimise the functional areas in the 

private space and so to maximise the possibility of compressed space. Therefore, the biggest 

challenges here is to prioritise the most important activities the dweller would like to keep in 

their private space. This requires the researcher to be aware of which activities could take 

place in a shared space, so the main activities can be prioritised in the spatial design. 

 

When studying the relation between functional areas in the home space, the researcher found 

that many functional areas overlap in a small space, which can be either effective or not. For 

example, many space-efficient overlapping examples were found in the first diary study. The 

plenty of overlaps of functions were discovered in the desk area, where the dweller would eat, 

work, study, watch videos, do makeup, or etc. this kind of function combination could be 

imitated in the spatial design for other small space later. However, not every organisation of 

functional areas is reasonable because some activities would interfere with each other and 

cause cramped feelings about space. Take the second diary study as an example, a function 

overlapping can be found in the balcony area, which is a weird layout to cook and dry clothes 

in the same area. Therefore, the better organisation of the layout was demanded to improve 

the small space use. Just as Christina (2019) mentioned (see appendix 6), making the home 

layout organised is a breakthrough point for efficient space use. 
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(picture 7 — spatial relation) 

In order to arrange well-functioning space, the relationship between functional space regarding 

related activities was studied for further spatial planning, and it was visualised in a diagram 

(see picture 7). As functional areas shrink in the limited space, building a well-functioning floor 

plan requires efficient space utilisation and arrangement. 

First, of all, with regard to the "accommodation schedule" mentioned above (see picture 5), the 

priority of the most needed functions in the family can be shown. To be specific, it suggests to 

only remain the main activities, including sleeping, washing/bathing and relaxing, in limited 

space. Besides, the other activities with low usage-rate can be removed from the private space 

and be undertaken by shared space, for example, cooking food in a shared kitchen or doing 

social activities in a shared living room. In this diagram, this feature of activities was 

categorised by different colours, the dark green means the main activities the dwellers would 

prefer to keep in their private space while the light green means those activities have the 

possibility to be shared. It could be a useful reference to help the designer building a hierarchical 

ranking system to classify the importance of different functional areas in a small space by 

ranking, and decide either to remain or remove corresponding areas.  

In addition, space can be used efficiently by organising those activities according to a general 

spatial relation of those urban dwellers' activities (see picture 7). As shown in the picture about 

the general activity pattern, the adjacent activities have a close relation, which shows the 

opportunity to organise and somehow overlap them in an insufficient one-room space. For 

example, as less-dynamic and big space-occupied activity, the sleeping area has the potential 

to be combined with the storage function. Besides, working and eating could happen at the 
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same desk in a small space. This approach of combining close functional areas can be used to 

arrange multifunctional small space and using space efficiently. 

Except for the close relation of functions at home space, some of the activities might cause 

interfering impact on others and they are placed far from each other in the diagram. For 

example, cooking is something that people want to keep distance with most of the activities 

because of its smell. Besides, it is better to separate the quiet zone from the active zone for 

lowering the interaction effect, particularly when considering two persons living together. For 

example, sleeping and other quiet activities are usually not assigned to an active zone where 

people might walk around different areas. So that the napping person can have a private room 

to rest while the other can manage his/her own business at the same time. This approach of 

parting disturbing activities can be utilised in the later spatial design in order to make space 

well-functioning and less cramped. 
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 Artifact Analysis of the existing CL solutions  

In order to find out the suitable solutions for those Chinese urban dwellers, the artifact study 

was done to analyst existing design projects regarding small-space living for summarising the 

suitable design direction. This study is also one of the important steps of doing precedents 

studies regarding the theory of spatial strategy for interior design.  In this case, it aims to 

create a more positive space use in limited and insufficient space from the interior design 

perspective. Furthermore, in order to give a convincing analysis, not only researcher personal 

opinions, a survey was done with 24 stakeholders to collect their evaluations of the existing 

solutions (see picture 8). There are 2 interior designers, 4 product designers and the rest urban 

dwellers who represent the target group in question. In the survey, participants are asked to 

grade each solution under each criterion as well as to rank the importance of CL solutions' 

criteria. there are 9 representative design projects collected and evaluated, that are from 

different design angles with the same purpose of contributing to small-space living. 

• Japanese “capsule” hotel by integrated planning 

 

(picture 8-1 — existing solution a) 

This is a typical small-space integrated planning for Japanese hotel as there is under a serious 

land resource shortage in Japan. In this case, the personal rooms can be minimised in a Co-

living building system by retaining only the main activity, sleeping, in private space while 

doing other activities in the pubic area. Even though it compromises functions and comfort 

slightly, it inspires the thinking of “sharing can make a big impact” and “make a choice based 

on the priority”. However, it is just a short-time occasional hotel solution for travelling, which 

is far away from fulfilling the requirements of daily accommodations, and as the negative 

evaluation can be seen in this survey. 

● Mobile tiny cube   
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(picture 8-2 — existing solution b) 

This is jumped-up solutions, building a well-functional house in an 8-foot square cube. The 

inspiration might get from the portable and mobile houses for homeless refugee or 

construction crews, that can support everyday needs in a tidy hub. It more like a flexible, 

modular add-on cube that can go to anywhere the staying is needed, that works similar to 

motor homes in this way. Under the spatial limitation, it reveals the potential solution of how 

to arrange necessary function in a tiny cube. However, the low feasibility limits its 

development for the many, so just a little group of people who accept this kind of lifestyle 

will pay for it for their purpose, which is not suitable for the target in question. 

● Interior movable space 

 

(picture 8-3 — existing solution c) 

This is an interior layout option to make the spatial function changeable, use space efficiently 

by unfolding single main space to support the certain activities on a single moment. its 

structure is really like the moving book-racks in the library. It is a very smart solution to use 

space efficiently by prioritising certain functions at a particular moment, giving more 

possibility to have complete functions. However, it is evaluated as low satisfaction in term of 

low-cost budget; maintenance and feasibility, which limits this solution to be used for the 

many. 

● Space-saving layout 
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(picture 8-4 — existing solution d) 

This is a smart space layout to save space by using space in the floor-to-ceiling vertical 

dimension, not only the floor space in the wall-to-wall dimension. That is to use the same 

footprint area in more than one layer. In this project, the space under the bed can be a very 

powerful storage space while saving space without reducing the bed’s size, which fulfils more 

functions in a small space. However, it requires solid infrastructure construction which would 

cost a lot of money to build and maintain. 

● Furniture coordination 

 

(picture 8-5 — existing solution e) 

This is a smart way to coordinate the layout of furniture, which is also to use space in a floor-

to-ceiling dimension but does not need to change the wall structure. This way of furnishing 

home is similar to the previous one, but it remains the relative flexibility to make an update 

without damage the infrastructure. There are many cases can be found in the home furnishing 

project, for example, some people use IKEA products in a way that is not predesigned for, so-

called “IKEA hacks”.   

● Multifunctional furniture 
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(picture 8-6 — existing solution f) 

This is one of the choices of furniture in a small space. This kind of furniture can transfer into 

different forms to support the required needs in a certain moment, for example, this 

combination of furniture can support resting as a sofa, or eating as a dining table, and 

studying as a desk. Therefore, it saves space as this kind of multifunctional furniture can 

undertake several activities by one. While it functions well, it has obvious flaws in durability, 

maintenance and convenience for users in their daily life as the survey shown. 

● Space-saving furniture 

 

(picture 8-7 — existing solution g) 

This is also a solution to design furniture that would save space when being not used, by 

folding together or compressing flat for storage. It is simple and easy to use with quite high 

evaluation overall. It is worthy of mentioning, for the sustainability aspect, using only wood 

would be easier for sustainable concern to recycle the materials. Even though this small piece 

of furniture can make a significant impact on saving space, it only solves a part of the 

challenge of comprehensive space-use of cramped living.  

● Smart life hacks  

 

(picture 8-8 — existing solution h) 

This is a smart solution to use space efficiently on an operational experience base, which is 

hard to be seen as any kind of professional design but more like the wisdom from daily life. It 

is so-called “life hacks”, know-how and skills that the person has acquired through 

experience, outside the education system. There are many cases on the internet, that are come 
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up from life experience to create solutions by using some handy materials. For example, in 

picture 8-8, a side table beside the window was created by a simple woodblock. According to 

the survey, it got reliable positive assessments related to most of the criteria, particularly for 

feasibility, function, and convenience. While this kind of “life at home” experience has a tight 

connection with dwellers’ certain activities and needs in the space, which is the not that easily 

accessible information for designers when doing the plan. Hence, it is essential to deeply 

understand the dwellers' living situation on a daily level, for creating more suitable smart 

solutions. 

● Storage and organisation 

 

(picture 8-9 — existing solution i) 

This kind of solution is also more like the tips from life experience, as designers would only 

plan the storage area without considering what and how to organise. Due to the organising 

solutions will be different based on user habits. As for the using frequency, generally, often-

used things are better to arranged in open space (display); while often-unused things are 

suggested to keep in the close-space (including primary storage and secondary storage). As 

for the using occasion, the items for supporting the activity of studying, such as books, 

notebooks, and pens, are better to organized close to its function area, such as a bookshelf or 

desk within this studying area. This guidance inspires the organisation of the support for 

activities; likewise, the hanger for a commuter coat sets in the hallway; the light support for 

reading would close to an armchair; the container for makeup products places close to the 

cosmetic mirror. Therefore, the potential capacity of saving space can be seen by efficient 

organisation. As random keep things in any storage space without well-organised structure 

would look messy and cramped, and waste space. Furthermore, well-organised space can also 

save dwellers’ time and effort in maintaining the house as everything has its right location in 

purpose. Just as the survey showed, it is a feasible, functional, convenient and low-priced way 

to use in CL while the performance of aesthetic aspect should be improved. 
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 Analysis of Weight Matrix 

According to the process of spatial strategy for interior design, rational analysis of precedents 

was done through the method of the weight matrix based on the data from the survey (see 

picture 10). In this survey the importance of those criteria was asked to ranked, and later they 

were classified in three levels: 

 

(picture 9 — weight matrix rank) 

● Level 3 of the importance of CL solutions' factors: 

Function: “function first” is one of the most important factors in design. 

Comfort: most important feeling about home 

Convenience: reasonable for busy urban residents; easy to live with to use 

● Level 2 of the importance of CL solutions' factors: 

Feasibility: related to the reality 

Maintenance: simple and organized not hard to remain the quality 

Aesthetics: pay attention to how it looks like but less important than other more practical 

factors. 

● Level 1 of the importance of CL solutions' factors: 

Low-priced: would like to invest their living conditions even with tight limitation 

Durability: understandable for a temporary living 

Sustainability: low awareness of sustainability regarding living. 
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(picture 10 — weight matrix result) 

After grading from weight matrix, there are three designs getting outstanding high grades, 

including #4 Space-saving layout, #6 Multifunctional furniture and #8 smart solutions 

respectively, which can show what is the most valuable solution for stakeholders at this stage. 

Furthermore, three relative spatial-planning strategies of valuable design can be summarised 

in terms of improving small-space layouts. 

Firstly, "Using space from the floor-to-ceiling layout". So that space can be used not only at 

the floor area but also along the wall, for example, creating the secondary storage area at a 

high height, or utilising the space under the bed. In this case, besides buying furniture 

standing on the floor, hanging solution to support the needs can save a lot of floor space, 

which would look less crowded and use space efficiently. 

Secondly, "Choosing multifunctional furnishings or floating solutions". Therefore, one 

furniture can offer more than one function or be floating solutions (expanding or folding), for 

example, the bed with storage space for bulky items or the transformed sofa bed for 

occasional guests. That is to say, no matter this single piece of furniture can undertake more 

functions at the same time or support floating needs at different moments, in which fewer 

pieces of furniture would be required. 

Thirdly, "Exploring life hacks". Those are the smart solutions based on operational 

experiences of small living and the know-how of "life at home" experiences and usually can 

be an add-on part to undertake an extra function. For example, creating a work surface made 

of discarded wood or using the clothes hook to organise untidy shoes. It could be great 

inspirations for interior design as well as product design to use space efficiently and smartly.  
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5 Design Project 

 Idea Generation 

Generating ideas is the start point of innovation (Trott, 2005). One definition of innovation, 

by Myers and Marquis (1969), applies very well to this project brief, saying that “Innovation 

is not a single action but a total process of interrelated sub-processes". That is to speak; it is 

not the conception of a new idea, nor the invention of a new device, nor the development of a 

new market, the process is all the things acting in an integrated fashion”.  

(picture 11 — image board) 

The designer started to generate the idea with a tool of imageboard (see picture 11). As the 

living situation in Chinese cities discussed in the introduction, for those urban tenants, there 

are some restrictions on their motivation to improve their living conditions in small spaces. 

As a result of short-term work or study, these urban residents mainly plan to rent a place and 

live temporarily in big cities rather than permanently. Therefore, it is understandable for these 

inhabitants to regard their apartments just as a temporary home and they are less willing to 

invest their temporary accommodations. In addition, they do not have much governable 

money to invest in their living conditions and end up compromising their living quality, 

which requires well-functioning small-space housing for them. 
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(picture 12 — stakeholders map) 

 

In addition, the contextual background of housing conditions was visualised through the 

stakeholder map (see picture 12), where the relations of stakeholders can be drawn. It is 

interesting to mention that even some of the tenants want to invest their accommodations, 

having a well-functioning in small space for them is limited due to their lack of control and 

power in optimising their living conditions. As they mainly would only rent the unfurnished 

or rough-furnished places from the landlord, which would influence their living conditions 

strongly. In addition, there are some limitations in improving a rental house by changing the 

layout and replacing furniture, for example, the tenants are not allowed to drill on the wall. 

That is to say, even if the purpose of the project is to help them to optimise their living 

conditions by offering design solutions, it is a hassle to motivate them to put those design 

plans into practice. Compared with other stakeholders, the second-landlord would be more 

powerful to make changes to offer the well-functioning small housings. Thus, the designer 

believes that it is a good business opportunity to motivate second-landlord to provide and 

implement the design of pre-furnished apartments based on urban tenants’ demands. 
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(picture 13 — territory map) 

Furthermore, the opportunities could be explored through a way of innovative thinking in a 

territory map (see picture 13). So that several ideas were conceived from all business, 

engineering and design perspectives. They all aim to contribute to designing for the 

sustainable lifestyle by to provide well-functioning small housing interior design. From an 

economic perspective, there is an opportunity to develop a household business regarding the 

problem. It would be a new-trending business opportunity to develop a business model by 

exploring the features of this niche market (a subset of the market aiming at satisfying 

specific market needs, as well as the price range, production quality and the demographics). 

So that the company can make progress of this problem and make the profit by adopting the 

changes. From a technological perspective, the opportunity can be explored in terms of the 

resource with the sustainability concern, like land saving, energy-saving, and recycled 

material using. Meanwhile, the new techniques are needed with the changing needs to support 

and secure the feasibility of new CL ideas in order to implement the solutions in the real 

world. From a design perspective, the designers could contribute by taking care of human's 

needs in this case and create the solutions to make a better life for many people from the 

various field, such as architecture, interior design and product design, etc. Furthermore, they 

could lead the design-driven problem-solving cycle by designing a sustainable lifestyle with 

changing the mindset through the whole innovation process. 
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 Conceptual ideas 

 

(picture 14 — conceptual idea-business model) 

 

This concept is to build a dwelling business model for the second landlord to cater to the 

demands of those urban tenants in Chinese cities. What the second-landlords will do is to rent 

accommodations from housing owners in the market and then the build the suitable CL interior 

solutions in small units for urban dwellers with lower rent and flexible rental period offer.  So 

that the concept of CL could offer available and suitable small-space housing options based on 

urban residents’ typical living scenarios by proposing functional and sustainable interior 

layouts. In other words, this dwelling business can be seen as a co-living community where the 

tenants could have affordable, well-functioning CL housing, no matter they want to live 

together with partners, living alone or shared living with others. 



 

 

40 

40 

 

(picture 15 — conceptual ideas-CL solutions) 

Under this business model, the CL layout proposals can be implemented from two 

perspectives of the concept of CL (see picture 15). Firstly, in order to design CL solutions in a 

small space, it requires well-functioning space using. That means to use space efficiently by 

prioritising and organising functions wisely in order to make the best use of space for meeting 

dwellers' needs and wants regarding their activities in space (this part of the idea is inspired 

by the expert from IKEA, the summary of the talk (see appendix 6). In addition, the CL could 

also be a conscious choice to live in a smaller house with "enough" even you can afford a 

bigger place. Here the CL is more like to prompt people to choose "enough" in terms of the 

size of the living space. It could cause positive ripple effects for sustainability from 

environmental, economic and social aspects. As well as it would benefit tenants themselves 

by reducing cost in the household and saving time on house maintenance. Therefore, the 

development of this business model could make a positive impact to influence people to live 

in a more sustainable lifestyle as well as fulfil their demands of living in small but efficient 

spaces. Furthermore, this business model could also gather like-minded individuals to build 

social-beneficial community altogether, so that some derived services are able to be 

developed due to the similar needs from this group of people. For example, food take-away 

and delivery service, self-driven communal laundry service, furniture rental service, social 

events and etc.  

Therefore, there are many strengths to this concept. Firstly, the living conditions of the target 

urban tenants can get improved by providing affordable and functional small housing options. 

In addition, as a new-born business model, the second landlord has the big opportunity to 

make profits by fulfilling the demands from the growing urban dwellers. Furthermore, they 

have the motivation to invest and build up a co-living community to maximise efficient space 

using as well as to save resources, which contributes to the establishment of a sustainable 

lifestyle. Furthermore, the design-driven concept of compact living would attract customers 

through fulfilling their specific needs and get successful. 
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 Scenarios Development 

 

(picture 16 — scenarios) 

According to the theory of designing for a sustainable lifestyle, the approach of Design-

Orienting Scenarios (DOS) is needed to propose that is scenario-based and focused on 

pragmatic small-scale proposals for a more sustainable lifestyle. So that three scenarios were 

built based on the data got from research to present the most typical Chinese living situations. 

And the size of space was proposed as close as possible to the extremely small condition in 

order to show the power of design under challenges. As well as it is to create impressive 

empathy for inspiring people in terms of thinking CL. 

• Scenario 1: living together in a 24m² room (6*4*3.5) 

Two people share the 24m² space (12m² per person), which sounds too cramped and limited 

to support both dwellers living activities very well.  Moreover, a big challenge for this case is 

the subtle interplay in their daily life as one's private life would be entirely exposed to the 

other and the mutual effect would always generate in a common domestic area. For example, 

one wants to have a rest while the other keeps moving around along with the undesired sound. 

Therefore, planning the activity zones for reducing interference is a big task in this case. 

● Scenario 2: living alone in a 15m² studio (5*3*2.6) 

Usually, one person rents the whole household would cost more and make the space low 

usage as even just one dweller, the living demands for a human are the same, full functions 

for all required activities. for example，even though the dweller would use the kitchen once a 

week, the kitchen is still necessary for this household. Therefore, how to compress the 
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function areas and support one-person's all potential living activities as thoughtful as possible 

in this limited space, is the biggest challenge in this scenario. 

● Scenario 3: shared living in a 10m² apartment (4*2.5*2.6) 

This tiny apartment is possible by sharing low-priority parts that are low-usage rate and weak-

possess facilities, such as the living room for meeting an infrequent visitor, short-using toilet 

and seldom-using kitchen. In this case, while sharing space provides the opportunity to use 

resources efficiently, a big challenge of prioritising and minimising your life activities inside 

the extremely small space can be found. 
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 Interior Proposals Design  

5.4.1 Scenario 1: 

 

(picture 17-1 —proposal 1) 

 

(picture 17-2 —proposal 1) 
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This proposal was designed for two living together in a 24m² space (scenario 1), and the 

spatial strategy of "floor-to-ceiling" was highlighted for solving the main challenge of zone 

partition. Space was expanded by using the upper space so that there is a bigger opportunity 

to arrange space for two dwellers so that they would feel less crowded. In this case, the 

thoughtful and suitable organisation of function zone is very critical related to the 

"accommodation schedule" and "relation of domestic activities" for Chinese urban dwellers. 

Since it implies the thoughts of avoiding the interruptive activities in cohabitant space, the 

purpose of designing such solutions is to explore the possibility of overlapping or combining 

close-relation activities in the circumstance of insufficient space. 

Above all, expanding space from floor-to-ceiling dimension splits space into two-layer zones, 

and this compact studio is designed into the independent loft form with overlapping the area 

of "sleeping+relaxing" on top of the "bathroom+storage" area. The purpose is to save both 

cost and land while meeting the needs of separating the living space to protect privacy. To be 

specific, the second floor is more private and that is suitable for those less-active and long-

lasting activities like sleeping and relaxing, while the ground floor exerts to enable those 

dynamic exercises. So that the interference between the less-dynamic zone and dynamic zone 

could be reduced. For example, the home space would still function well when one falls 

asleep in the upper space while the other in the lower layer that wants to work will not be 

interrupted. Meanwhile, for the ground floor, the activity areas were planned to avoid the 

dynamic conflict amongst different dynamic activities, for example, parting the sink from the 

bathroom, so that two can function simultaneously in the peak time of the morning. 

In addition, a few other smart solutions are worth mentioning here. Take the foldable dining 

table as an example; it offers the floating solution to undertake more potential activities, either 

daily eating or occasional social activity. Furthermore, the "life hack" of creating the 

supportive pile below the upper floor fulfils the demand for drying clothes indoors for 

Chinese dwellers. And the functional combination of storage and stairs is also a kind of "life 

hack" creation. (more details see the picture-animation of “key moments in a day” in picture 

17). 
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5.4.2 Scenario 2: 

 

(picture 18-1 —proposal 2) 

 

(picture 18-2 —proposal 2) 
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This proposal is designed for a person living alone in a 15m² space (scenario 2), and the 

spatial strategy of "multifunctional furniture or floating solution" was highlighted for solving 

the main challenge of offering full support to one’s life in a limited space. 

The principle behind is to use less furniture and less space to support as thoughtful as possible 

living activities; meanwhile, the function areas would be overlapping based on the spatial 

requirements from Chinese urban dwellers. Two good examples can be presented in this 

proposal. One is the multifunctional sofa-bed to undertake the role of embarking activities of 

relaxing, sleeping or possible social activities. The feature of expandability offers a better and 

bigger sleeping space in a tiny space when needed, since it saves space and only takes the size 

for merely a sofa in most of the time for dweller to relax and stay cosy. The other is the 

floating multifunctional support from the expandable table where the dweller can work or eat 

and it could be extended to a larger table to handle the occasional guest visit. 

In addition, there are some other smart solutions worthy of mentioning. Above all, another 

overlapping-function space can be found in the kitchen area with the washing machine. There 

is a smart solution to divide space via hanging a soft curtain in between as a flexible partition 

(see picture 18). As it seems impossible to segregate the kitchen area from the sleeping area 

under one room layout, and it is not good to sleep next to the kitchen due to the cooking 

smells. This flexible solution solves this problem by hanging a curtain to isolate the smell of 

kitchen when needed, as well as making the floor space look bigger when the curtain is 

folded. Moreover, the utilisation of household’s vertical space is not likely to maximise its 

potential in most families, as those latent spacious storages in the upper area are often been 

overlooked as a result of difficult access to them. With regard to this sense, there are three 

functional ways to enable efficient usage of the upper space, such as setting shelfs in higher 

place of the kitchen wall, using the area above the wardrobe and installing wall-cabinet above 

the sofa-bed. Besides, the smart solution for drying clothes is also proposed so that a window 

frame is used to allow the garments to hang next to the window to air-dry (see picture 18).  
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5.4.3 Scenario 3: 

 

(picture 19-1 —proposal 3) 

 

(picture 19-2 —proposal 3) 

This proposal is designed for a tiny 10m² private space in the shared-living house with others 

(scenario 3), and the spatial strategy of "smart life hacks" was highlighted for solving the 

main challenge of prioritising and simplifying your life activities inside the minimal space. 

According to the design research, the remaining activities in private areas are sleeping, 

relaxing, storing, working and dining (importance as the sequence) are prioritised, while other 

activities would be undertaken in common space or outside the house. 
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In this extreme small space, the "life hack" is highly required for remaining simple. Above all, 

the leading smart hack of this proposal is the coordination of storage cabinet functioning as a 

bed. Meanwhile, creating a lot of storage room by using the space beneath the bed. And the 

equipped inner storage boxes offer an easy and accessible way in terms of belonging 

classification that is easy to maintain and time-saving to sort, meanwhile each box can also be 

used as a nightstand or the footrest when needed. Furthermore, the wall shelf is set near the 

window that provides an extra work-surface by using the spare space in the corner to display 

decorations to place those bulky items beneath it. The add-on hook on the side of wardrobe 

can be used for hanging the occasional-used foldable chair so it would not take up extra space 

and increase crowding feelings.  

Besides, there are several other smart solutions worth mentioning. First of all, the flat-folding 

table attached on the wall could be useful for working and dining and it becomes space-saving 

when the table is not in use. Furthermore, mobile clothes hanger is set nearby the window for 

drying clothes could be also be used for clothes storage as well. So that in this 10m² tiny 

space with this proposal, there would be still around half of the space remaining empty so that 

there will still be rooms for personal hobbies, like doing exercise.  
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6 Conclusion 

 Summary 

In order to solve the problem of lack of well-functioning small housings under the phenomenon 

of the affordable housing shortage in targeted Chinese cities, the interior design program was 

brought up with the concept of “compact living”. Therefore, two research questions were 

presented as follows: Firstly. What are the urban tenants’ CL requirements (needs and wants) 

in Chinese cities? Secondly. how to design functional and sustainable CL solutions for tenants 

in Chinese cities? 

Above all, the analysed results based on the research data helped the author to answer the first 

research question. According to the research about the existing and most common Chinese 

housing layouts, there are three main living scenarios to be fulfilled, living together with a 

partner, living alone and shared-living with peers. Furthermore, the spatial layout requirements 

of the Chinese urban residences’ living behavioural pattern were studied. To be specific, the 

main activities of the Chinese urban dwellers are found to be sleeping, relaxing (mainly playing 

with the electronic devices), eating, working/studying, using the bathroom, cooking, storing, 

laundry/drying clothes, other hobbies (personal or social). Among that, based on the using time 

and usage rate, the vital activities (sleeping, relaxing, working, eating and storing) were 

prioritised and preferred to remain in private space, while other activities might be impaired 

due to space limitations. Furthermore, the interactions between each activity will result in 

different space plans, which requires efficient rearrangement of interior space that can ensure 

the room is coordinated wisely. Therefore, the design of this project is supposed to provide 

spatial-efficient space layouts to fulfil the three living scenarios with specific spatial 

requirements, concerning the features of Chinese urban tenants' the activities at home.  

Besides, the interior design proposals under Second-landlord business model answered the 

second question, by providing the well-functioning and sustainable CL layouts. The conceptual 

idea of designing space-efficient CL solutions is through function prioritising and organising, 

and then to achieve space-saving and consumption-reducing to contribute sustainable 

development. Furthermore, the interior layouts used sptial strategies studied in artifact studies 

of the existing design project regarding small-space. To be specific, three spatial-plan strategies 

were highlighted through the method of the weight matrix. Firstly, "Using space from the floor-

to-ceiling layout". So that space can be used not only at the floor area but also along the wall. 

Secondly, "Choosing multifunctional furnishings or floating solutions". Therefore, furniture 

can offer more than one function or be floating solutions (expanding or folding). Thirdly, 
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"Exploring life hacks". Those are the smart solutions based on operational experiences of small 

living and the know-how of "life at home" experiences and usually can be an add-on part to 

undertake an additional function. Therefore, the interior design proposals would embody that 

three spatial-plan strategies and follow the CL conceptual idea of using space sufficiently by 

well-functioning space (prioritised and organised) for sustainable lifestyle designing. 

Accordingly, based on the selected concept of developing the second landlord business idea, 

three proposals were designed to show the floor plan options, with embodying the living 

situations of the proposed scenarios and the performing highlighted spatial-plan strategies. To 

be specific, the first proposal is designed for two living together in a 24m² space (scenario 1), 

and the spatial strategy of "floor-to-ceiling" is highlighted for solving the main challenge of 

zone partition by considering interruptive activities in cohabitant space and reduce crowded 

feeling. The second proposal is designed for a person living alone in a 15m² space (scenario 2), 

and the spatial strategy of "multifunctional furniture or floating solution" was highlighted for 

solving the main challenge of offering full support to one’s life in limited space. The third 

proposal is designed for a tiny 10m² private space in the shared-living house with others 

(scenario 3), and the spatial strategy of "smart life hacks" was highlighted for solving the main 

challenge of prioritising and simplifying your life activities inside the minimal space. In all, 

those proposals of the floor plan options for the first concept were designed to show the suitable 

CL solution for Chinese urban dwellers, aiming to transfer the value for a more sustainable 

lifestyle. The outcomes are very successful in appearing the options of the smart, functional 

and sustainable homes based on the targeted dwellers living requirements, with the innovative 

ideas from all business, technology and design perspectives. Moreover, the outcome of the 

project can be seen as a toolkit to offer insights for other interior designers and related business 

companies in China market, such interior service company and home furnishings companies, 

in a way of inspiring other related fields to face the new challenges and opportunities. Besides, 

the outcome appeared the possibilities of the world-wide issue from one certain scenario-based 

design case for helping more urban dwellers living in better. In addition, the project is able to 

contribute by highlighting the value of the Compact living as a sustainable way of living, in 

order to influence more people in lower the household consumption and saving natural 

resource, which would form a sustainable living pattern for sustaining the long-term 

development. 

 Reflection 

Above all, the writer learned a lot in the process of the thesis project. there are three main 

things worth mentioning: 1) running an individual project with making a schedule plan by 

Gantt chart and making decides by tools; 2) getting the skill of "learning by doing" since there 
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were so many things learned and used right the process, such as theories, methods and 

software; 3) doing academic research that is logical, reasonable and theoretical, to answer the 

"what" and "why" questions before looking for solutions for "how" questions. 

Besides, there are several things having the possibility to do better. As for the research and 

design process, the lacking experience of running a project could be found; the project plan 

could be better next time to perform step by step clearly. As for the design research, there are 

some limitations and flaws due to the way of remote research. For example, the information 

integrity might be cut down as well as the range of participants will be limited if compared 

with researching the site. For this reason, the qualitative research about the situation of living 

together did not do due to lacking appropriate participant. Furthermore, the more valuable 

input will be collected, if more research can be done about the living situation of extreme 

living situations since in this research, the participants' accommodation is just an average 

small. As for the design project, more sketch should have done, and then the more thoughtful 

outcomes would be designed through comparing and updating, which could be done if having 

more developing time. 

 Limitations and Further Research 

First of all, there might be some bias result from subjectivity, that is almost not possible to 

avoid no matter being as a researcher or designer. Even everything is based on data, the way of 

picking information remains some personal thoughts so that there could be some other 

contributory factors that are not found in the research and those will not be discussed. It is 

acceptable if there are many different opinions for the same researched issue. The subjective 

ideas embodied in the design as well based on the designer's background. For example, some 

common senses of living preference were integrated when doing the design. 

Furthermore, a big limitation is caused by time. So that the project has its delimitation with the 

study focus. For example, there could be other untapped factors causing the problem of cramped 

living, that will not be discussed in this project. The three proposals were designed to embody 

the design belief as well as to perform the studied design strategies, for appearing the 

possibilities, where others way of solutions might work as well. Meanwhile, the project focuses 

on conceiving the spatial plan of the interior program. Efforts would not be put in any elements 

of interior design, such as aesthetics or lighting. Moreover, this is a design-driven project that 

ends up with design proposals with time-limited, as a further intervention is also valuable in 

the problem-solving cycle. 
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In addition, as the sustainable agenda is long-term development with many contributory 

aspects, this project only focuses on designing for a sustainable lifestyle, while others will not 

be discussed. Besides, the same issue could be defined differently from various points of view. 

This project takes the urban dwellers as the primary stakeholder to mainly study their needs in 

developing solutions. As for other stakeholders would be considered as a support for the main 

one. 

Therefore, there are many further types of research can be done in the future, as the research 

data can be used for other relative design fields, as it mainly offers the understanding about the 

living situation regarding the small-space living, which can be brought forward to explore more 

opportunities with focus from other perspectives. Take the furniture product design as an 

example, such as the Multi-functional furniture to overlap the functions to undertake the close 

activities at home; or portable and flexible furniture to be more-friendly and easy-installed, or 

free drill solution that would be friendly for tenancy living; or an opportunity to design 

supportive products for air-drying clothes indoors. 
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Appendix 1 Questionnaires “Housing Satisfaction” for Chinese urban dwellers 
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Appendix 2 Questionnaires data 
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YES. Please go further to fini...: 76.0 %

NO. You can quit this question...: 24.0 %
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less than 20 years old: 3.1 %

2025 years old: 40.8 %

2630 years old: 45.9 %

3135 years old: 5.1 %

more than 35 years old: 5.1 %
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Male  : 52.0 %

Female  : 48.0 %

Rather not to say  : 0.0 %
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Appendix 3 interviews questions 
 

 

Semi-structured Interview 

 

With accelerating global urbanisation, growing inhabitants are moving to the urban area with a compact 

lifestyle. 随着城市化带来的⼈人⼝口集聚迁移，越来越多的⼈人们选择居住在⼤大城市却紧凑狭⼩小的⽣生活空间

。 

 

1.which year is your birth year？ 他们的出⽣生年年份是？ 

2. What is your job? 你觉得他们会是那个职位？ 

3. how is your monthly salary in your current job? 你觉得他们的⽉月收⼊入会是怎么样的？ 

4. where are you living? 你觉得他们多会住在那个区？距离市中⼼心近么？ 距离上班多远？花多少通勤勤

时间？ 

5。你在现在的地⽅方住了了多久？ 打算什什么时候搬⾛走？你觉的他们会在⼀一个地⽅方住多久。 

6. 你是居住在⼀一个什什么类型的住房？ 

Owned house 购买的套间住宅房 

Rented house 租的套间住宅房 

Owned studio apartment 购买的公寓（⼀一个房间的⼩小公寓住宅） 

Rented Studio apartment 租的公寓（⼀一个房间的⼩小公寓住宅） 

Rented Shared apartment/ suite house with shared kitchen or bathroom 

合租或套间 （共⽤用厨房或者厕所） 
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Dormitory 集体宿舍 

7. 你的居住情况是怎样的？ 

living alone 我独⾃自居住 

living together with my parents 我和⽗父⺟母⼀一起住 

living together with my partner 我和我的伴侣⼀一起住 

living together with flatmates 我和我的室友朋友⼀一起住 

living together with children or teenagers 我和⼩小于18岁的孩⼦子或⻘青年年⼀一同居住 

living together with my grandparents 我和我的祖⽗父⺟母⼀一起住 

other 其他 

8. 你住的房间⾯面积多⼤大？ ⼈人均多⼤大？ 

less than 18 m² ⼩小于18平⽅方⽶米 

18 m² - 40 m² 

40 m² - 80 m² 

more than 80 m² ⼤大于80平⽅方⽶米 

9. 你家有哪些功能分区？ 

 

laundry area 洗⾐衣空间 

bedroom area 睡眠空间 

studying/working area 学习⼯工作空间 

dining area ⽤用餐空间 
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bathroom 厕所空间 

kitchen area 厨房空间 

living room area 客厅空间 

balcony area 阳台空间 

entrance area ⽞玄关空间 

coatroom area ⾐衣帽储物空间 

other 其他 

 10. 你在家都会做哪些活动 

making up 化妆 

chilling 闲呆着 

sleeping 睡觉 

playing with video games 玩游戏 

drinking tea/alcohol/coffee 喝喝茶/咖啡/酒⽔水 

studying 学习 

other 其他 

playing with smartphone 玩⼿手机 

eating 吃饭 

doing exercise 做运动 

listening to music 听歌 
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showering 洗澡 

watching videos 看视频 

cooking 做饭 

reading 读书 

 

11. 主要三个活动？ 

12. 对⾃自⼰己家的满意程度？ 

13. 对⾃自⼰己家最满意的部分 

14. 需要改善的地⽅方？ 

15. 未来你想要提神的部分？ 
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Appendix 4 Diary studies 

 

One participant is a 26 years old girl who is living in a shared house (20 m² private room) in Shanghai. she 

has the quite regular and simple daily routine in terms of the indoor activities as it shows in picture above, 

basically sleeping, relaxing, studying, eating and others. In addition, an overlapping function area can be 

found in the desk area, the dweller would do watching videos, studying and doing make-up on the desk, 

while she would eat and read in the side table in the balcony where she also does laundry and air-dry clothes.  

 

The other participant is a 27 years old girl who is living in a 25 m² studio in Shanghai. She has even simpler 

activities at home, including sleeping, relaxing, eating and others, where the multifunctional desk is found as 

well for eating, relaxing and painting sometimes. In addition, she rarely cooks even she has a private kitchen 

in the apartment. The biggest problem for this studio is the terrible infrastructure rebuilt by the second 

landlord, for example, a kitchen was set in the balcony because the afterthoughts of adding a kitchen in the 

room when a house was split and rebuilt into many studio rooms. So that a strange overlapping-function 

view can be seen in the balcony, where she hangs clothes over the kitchen cabinet.  
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Appendix 5 Survey of existing solutions  
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Appendix 6 Summary of unstructured interview with an expert about compact living  
 

According to the interview with Christina Larsson, a senior interior designer at IKEA who are devoting to 
come up with smart home-furnishing solutions for the “Compact Living”, the researcher got a bunch of ideas 
about how to come up with CL solutions. IKEA is looking for a good business reaction to fulfil the potential 
needs and wants. Instead of directly developing new product range for CL, they decide to “let try things 
first” with developing home furnishing solutions, to test if they have enough range and if there is a range 
gap.  For example, the city stores (small-format stores) are under planning to be built in New York, London, 
and Tokyo. That is a tiny store located in the city centre with a focus of compact living to show customers 
that IKEA is a specialist in small space.  

Through the narrative of how is the development of home furnishing along with her working experiences at 
IKEA, the insights were expressed, about how important of the home furnishing knowledge of “better life” 
for the communication of the IKEA product range both inside and outside IKEA. As we have seen at IKEA’s 
media, it provides not only a variety of furnishing products and also the interior home-furnishing solutions 
based on certain needs and wants. However, the global expansion brings the challenge to understand the 
product range for the local retail stores due to the difficulty of designing the product in local. That makes the 
home furnishing solutions increasingly important for communicating the products as well as seeing if IKEA 
has the best product range. While it is also crucial to have home furnishing solutions to show exactly how to 
solve the living problems, for example, small-space living can be improved and optimised by the 
collaboration of the range. That is to mean, the living problem couldn’t easily be figured out only by single 
products, but the coordination of them such as smart solutions or floor plan. Furthermore, The inspiration of 
solutions plays an important role in creating the “trust” in Christina's opinion, that is to create a better life by 
creating the trust to believe what you are doing and how it should be. That is to say, the home furnishing 
knowledge is more than a functional living solution, but also a belief of a living lifestyle to literally influence 
the way of how people are living. 

One of IKEA long-term priority is small-space living. As her words “Small space is only about Asia, that is 
not true”, it is the situation happening around the world, not like most of the people might think it is mainly 
happening at Asia. Because wherever there would be a part of residents living at small space that was 
defined 18 m² per capita by IKEA. And it is a typical case happening most of the big city. It could happen in, 
for example, Stockholm even though the average size of living space is 43 m² per capita in Sweden. 
Moreover, to live in a small space is not about to live with tiny furniture but to make a choice. For 
example, it is about to decide to have a bigger sofa but not a table, or opposite.  What’s more, she thinks after 
all these years, what people would say “It is the number one” and “what they would like to have” is the tight 
home, well-organised home. As she says “If you have small space living, you want to have an organised 
home.” mainly, the inadequate room organising awareness is a prominent problem in Chinese family based 
her years’ experience working in the Chinese market. Because the Chinese people are buying a lot with the 
increasing buying power in recent decades while their deep-rooted mindsets forbid them from tossing 
needless belongings. So that the knowledge of organising things is inadequate when compared with 
other countries. 

 

(All information is subjective cognition based on the conversation with Christina Larsson) 
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Appendix 7 Design process 

 

 

 


