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Meanings of Borne 
Developing a Responsive and Humane 
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A PIACE OF RESIDENCE, be it a house, 
apartment, townhouse or caravan, is a physical 
shelter that has economic and functional value. A 
home is much more. Home is the familiar, taken
for-granted world where we find belonging and 
worth. It has cultural and psychological significance 
for its inhabitants, and extends into the neigh
bourhood and beyond. Home is the centre of 
important human relationships and their 
accompanying domestic roles, rituals and routines. 

Home nurtures and provides sustenance, 
stability, comfort and familiarity in an 
increasingly changing and uncertain 
world. It imparts a sense of belonging, 
refuge and personal worth. It is a place 
where individuality is expressed, and 
where familial ties and social links are 
reinforced. A home embodies symbolic 
meanings that reflect societal and cultural 
norms. It is a place of memories, funda
mental learning experiences, childhood 
dreams and hopes. 

The complex interplay of these many fac
tors has intrigued researchers across dif
ferent disciplines, writers and philoso
phers, producing a vast and rich literature 
on which one can draw to understand 
home.1 In one of the first empirical studies 
of the subject, D.G. Hayward identified 
home as a multidimensional model, a pos
itive, nurturing force with human relation
ships at its centre.2 The physical aspects of 
home were the least important, but this is 
not to say that they are inconsequential. 
Interior and exterior design-patterns can 
symbolize social status as well as impor
tant cultural and religious norms. The 
interior of the home is often a reflection 
of the intimate self revealed to only a few, 
w hile the exterior reflects the public per
sona displayed to others.3 The point of 
transition between home and neighbour
hood holds particular significance. Physical 
boundaries such as fences, porches and 
front doors symbolically mark out the 
house and its interface with the outside 
world . 

Planning Practice 

Cultural and religious practices also affect 
meanings of home. Notions of privacy 
vary across cu ltu res (within both society 
and the family) and significantly deter
mine the interior arrangement of space 
and the way in which the dwelling is 
used . Religious doctrine also influences 
decor and usage. Muslim women, for 
example, allocate space for their daily 
prayers, and Vietnamese Buddhists have 
an altar in their homes.4 Certain rites, 
such as removing one's shoes, are prac
tised arou nd the entry. Additional plumb
ing is often required by Muslims who 
undertake ritual washing as part of their 
religious practice. Traditional cooking can 
necessitate the provision of particular 
facilities . Planners and designers have to 
be aware of these practices and their 
space and design requirements, so that 
they can be accommodated . 

Home has different meanings for men and 
women . Home-ownership is particularly 
important for women, a prerequisite for 
their financial and emotional security, 
physical safety, security of tenure and 
feelings of control. 5 However, ownership 
is not always positive for women .6 If 
affordability is traded for accessibility, then 
home-ownership may mean few job 
opportunities. It may also mean loneliness 
and alienation in suburbs poorly serviced 
by public transport, distant from family 
help, and with few community support 
networks. Negative meanings of home 
can also emerge as a response to dysfunc-
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tional interior design . For this reason, 
planners and designers should recognize 
that users must have a greater say in 
housing design . 

Positive meanings of home that encom
pass comfort and refuge do not consider 
the reality of most women's role in the 
domestic environment. For many women 
working full-time, home can be tyrannical. 
It is a stopping-off point between the out
side world of paid work, child care and 
shopping, and the private domain of meal 
preparation, washing, child-minding and 
spousal support. In this scenario, home is 
hardly a refuge. And despite indications 
that domestic labour trends are changing 
as women move farther into the paid 
workforce, women continue to do most of 
the housework. 7 

Changing meanings of home 
Meanings of home can change during the 
course of an individual's life span, as well 
as through historical shifts in society and 
culture. 8 Planners need to understand the 
nature of these changes and how they 
affect the domestic environment. 

The changing ideology of fami ly life is 
reflected in the development of meanings 
of home over time . Home has increasingly 
become a private sphere for family life, 
removed from the working world. In the 
typical Western dwelling, the need for 
space and privacy has also changed, with 
chi ldren being given more private space.9 

Tension between adu lts and their off-
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spring emerges at different stages of fam
ily life as the need for individuality clashes 
with the ideology of a united, sharing and 
cooperative family. Separate, self-con
tained areas accommodate family conflicts 
and teenagers' desires for independence 
(as well as parents' desire for peace and 
quiet!). 

Changes in technology have also altered 
meanings of home. The Industrial 
Revolution heralded the separation of 
home and paid work. Contemporary com
puter technology is promoting a return to 
home-based work. Thus , separating the 
pressures of work from the refuge and 
comfort of home has become more diffi
cult. This has interesting implications for 
planners because the local neighbourhood 
takes on much more importance.10 

Aging brings with it personal changes that 
affect meanings of home. For older peo
ple the home is central to everyday life. 
Strong emotional attachment and special 
memories make it hard to leave. Home 
provides a sense of continuity and can be 
a powerful symbol of independence at a 
time of life when bodily changes usually 
mean greater reliance on others. 11 

Proximity to services, ease of dwelling 
maintenance, physical security and 
dwelling quality are important considera
tions. For those who cannot remain at 
home, specialized accommodation pro
vides an alternative means of support, but 
often at great personal and social cost. 
Planners have to consider the locational 
disruption incurred by the elderly who 
have to leave their beloved neighbour
hood to find alternative accommodation. 

Relationship loss has a significant impact 
on meanings of home. There is very little 
research on this issue, despite the preva
lence of separation and divorce in 
Western society. 12 Relationship break
down leads to the severing of the person
home bond and to new household forma
tion , which is a key concern of urban 
planning. This disruption has both psy
chological and physical implications for 
everyone involved . The loss of income 
often results in a shift from home-owner
ship to renting a smaller dwelling, which 
may not meet the physical needs of the 
family. The downgrading of accommoda
tion and the change in tenure are also 
powerful symbols that serve to reinforce 
the emotional loss of the relationship and 
shared family life. Moreover, relationship 

January·February·March 2002. Vol. 42, N° I 

breakdown has longer-term conse
quences, threatening the achievement of 
housing as a life investment providing 
security in old age. 

Planning decisions can result in the loss of 
home. This was documented nearly forty 
years ago by Marc Fried .13 He observed 
intense grieving, similar to that associated 
with the death of a loved one, among 
people who were forced to relocate from 
the inner-city slum that was home to 
them . More recently, Peter Read consid
ered a range of situations, including plan
ning decisions, which involved the loss of 
home. 14 Through a powerful set of in
depth interviews, he provides an under
standing of the impact on individuals' 
meanings of home as they struggle to 
accept their loss. The popular Australian 
film "The Castle" tells the story of an 
ordinary suburban family whose house is 
required for redevelopment. The movie 
poignantly shows the blatant misunder
standings that planners have about the 
importance of home, and their misguided 
belief that money can compensate. 15 
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Meanings of home and 
planning: reflecting change 
So why do planners need to understand 
what home means, and how can this 
understanding be facilitated? First, it is 
crucial that planners reflect on their own 
meanings of home. This personal insight 
will allow them to acknowledge more fully 
that the profession is not solely concerned 
with scientific and technical data, but 
encompasses individual experience and 
emotional and spiritual knowledge. The 
result will be a better understanding of 
the deep attachment that people have to 
place. Planners also have to develop their 
knowledge of the cultural and religious 
issues that are central to meanings of 
home. This will enable them to design 
(and assess designs) appropriately so that 
they accommodate cultural and religious 
requirements, a fundamental task for 
planning in multicultural communities. 

When negotiating the redevelopment of a 
place, planners must be sensitive to the 
deep pain that communities can experi
ence when faced with the loss of home 
and all of the complex meanings it entails. 
It cannot be assumed that monetary com
pensation will assuage the loss. Planners 
have to engage with other ways to help 
the community celebrate its special place 
and initiate healing over its loss. 



Finally, planners must reflect on the 
impact of change and how this alters 
meanings of home. Technological 
progress has the potential to redefine the 
use of home and neighbourhood. Policies 
must respond accordingly. They must also 
account for changing family needs, rela
tionship loss, and aging by considering 
appropriate housing and neighbourhood 
initiatives that are responsive to these 
changes. 

Home is the most significant place with 
which we interact on a daily basis. It is a 
complex and intriguing concept that must 
be understood and appreciated by plan
ners. To develop our profession as a 
humane and responsive one, an under
standing of the richness and diversity of 
home is central to the planner's role. 
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Summary 
Home is the familiar every-day world 
where we find a sense of belonging and 
worth. It is critical that town planners 
have an understanding of what home 
means to individuals and communities 
and the implications that this holds for 
planning practice. In this reflective piece, 
Dr. Thompson explores different notions 
of home and the way that change, which 
is a central concern of planning, impacts 
on these meanings. She suggests how 
planning practitioners can better appreci
ate the significance of home and as a con
sequence, respond humanely and appro
priately to this complex person-place 
relationship. 

Sommaire 
Le foyer est le symbole familier et journa
lier apportant les sentiments d'appartenan
ce et de valeur. II est important que les 
urbanistes cement bien la notion de foyer 
tel!e qu 'elle est comprise par les citoyens 
et les communautes, et done les conse
quences que cette notion renferme. Dans 
cet article (explore les diverses notions de 
foyer et leurs influences respedives sur 
l'urbanisme. En comprenant mieux la 
notion de foyer, les urbanistes seront en 
mesure de repondre de fa<;on plus humaine 
a la relation complexe existant entre la 
personne et le lieu. 
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