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ABSTRACT:

The argument that the environments impact human perception and behavior, and vice versa, is
not a new one. The field of environmental psychology is based on just such a tenet. Even so,
over the years while psychology has dug deeper into the recesses of the mind, and begun to
navigate the synapses of the brain, investigations in the field of environmental psychology have
not been able to do the same. A fundamental dilemma-that of simulating three-dimensional
environments, while being able to map brain behavior (which is still a rather confined activity)
has made this initiative daunting. In this presentation we identify a common unit between
architectural environments-and fMRI experiments-“the visual image.” Architecture relies on
visual images to conceive, design, present, and even experience environments. FMRI
experiments use visual images to induce desired mental states-particularly to induce specific
emotions.

In this presentation the authors will share findings from a literature review (of over 30 articles)
on fMRI studies that link specific image properties to brain behavior during the experience of
fear, anxiety or pain. Identified visual properties include objective properties like contours,
spatial frequency, and contextual association, and subjective properties like valence, arousal
and dominance. The key role of the amygdale in emotional processing, and what this means to
the design field will be discussed. Authors will then extract these insights from two-dimensional
images, to the larger three-dimensional context and discuss what the relevance of such
investigations would be to the field of architecture-especially fields that deal with vulnerable
populations such as healthcare and justice. Finally authors will pose a series of hypothesis for
both architecture and neuroscience, to spark a dialogue between experts in the two fields and
chart new territories for the interface between the brain and the environment.
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