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1. Background 

The main goal of the theoretical and empirical research presented in the doctoral 
dissertation is to explore the environmental-emotional self-regulation processes in the family 
home, to give an outline of the theoretical approaches to the topic and to reflect on the 
specific methodological aspects of the explorative research.  

The theoretical framework combines the holistic approach of environmental psychology 
(Dúll, 1995, 2001) with considerations from the literature of emotional and environmental 
self-regulation (Ochsner, Gross, 2005, Green, Malhi, 2006, Ochsner, 2006, Korpela, Hartig, 
Kaiser és Fuhrer, 2001, Korpela, Ylén, 2007) and the systemic view of the family and its 
environment. My research builds on the main assumption that self-regulation processes and 
the relationship with the environment are closely related when contributing to the well-being 
of individuals and families: firstly, the environmental aspects of self-regulation and emotion 
regulation are the basis of the specific patterns of cognitive and affective experiences that 
individuals have in connection with different places, and secondly, adaptive emotional self-
regulation strategies rely on the effective choice, shaping and mental usage of the 
environment. Being aware of these processes may help us better support those persons, e.g. 
patients with chronic illness and their family members, who may be in need regarding their 
self-regulation capacities.  

The theoretical framework of environmental psychology provided us with the concepts of 
person-environment transaction, place attachment and place identity as contribution to the 
theoretical grounding and forming of our research methodology. People and their 
environment coexist in a dynamic interaction (i.e., transaction, Werner, Altman, Oxley, 1985, 
Giuliani, Scopelliti, 2009) where the physical characteristics of a place can not be understood 
without its social aspects, and in turn, social relationships are shaped by the physical 
characteristics of the place. The term “socio-physical environment” is used in this sense by the 
transactional approach of the person-environment relationship (Dúll, 2006). Place attachment 
is influenced by our (mostly unconscious) effort to organize our human existence around 
significant places (Morgan, 2010). We may form long-term, personally significant attachment 
to places where we have experienced something important and that contributed to the 
satisfaction of our need (Korpela és mtsai, 2001). Temporal changes are important elements in 
the place attachment, such as the social relations of all those who share a common attachment 
to a certain place (e.g. a home; Dúll, 1998, 2002b). Place identity, which is an integral part of 
self-identity (Dúll, 1996, Morgan, 2010), is a cognitive schema. It consists of place-related 
cognitions (memories, emotions, values and behavioral patterns) and at the same time it 
incorporates place attachment as well. Place identity is based on the experiences gained with 
places to which the person has formed an attachment, i.e. that played a significant role in the 
regulation of their emotional balance or the relationship to themselves (Korpela, Hartig, 1996, 
Sallay, Dúll, 2006). Place identity is therefore a changing and expanding cognitive structure 
that constantly contributes to the self-regulation of the person as well (Korpela, Hartig, 1996, 
Korpela et al, 2001). 

It is a fundamental human need to have some central place in a living space (the home) 
and to experience in this place security, autonomy, well-being or at least an improvement in 
the actual emotional state as well as positive interactions with others (Manzo, 2003, 2005). 
Home is of utmost significance throughout the life cycle, thus it heavily influences the health 
of its inhabitants whether self-regulation processes, place attachment and place identity carry 
mostly positive or negative emotions (Manzo, 2003, 2005, Dyck et al, 2005).   
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The phenomenon studied herein, i.e. the system of self-regulation processes at home, does 
not have any documented empirical findings and theoretical background so my approach 
applies an explorative research question, focusing on these processes, and consequently uses a 
contextual-qualitative research methodology. The constructivist-interpretative methodological 
paradigm that I chose as a framework for my research focuses on the individual and social 
processes of giving meaning with respect to the actual research issue (Ponterotto, 2005, 
2010). In this way however, it diverges from the positivist / post-positivist approach which is 
more in the mainstream of contemporary psychology. In this methodological framework, the 
aim of the research is to explore the connections in the studied phenomenon, without any 
intent to refute previously defined hypotheses or to search for conclusions that can be 
generalized for the population. In my research the “whole” research context included the 
transactional / emotional / self-regulative processes that worked in the relations of the persons 
and their home environments, as well as the evolution and regulation of family relationships 
the chronic illness (epilepsy and chronic back pain) in the home.  

2. Methodology 

The constructivist-interpretative methodological paradigm was born from the criticism of 
the positivist comprehension of science and positivist methodological paradigm, inherited 
from natural sciences. This criticism questioned the methods, and – even more profoundly – 
the ontological-epistemological assumptions of the reigning positivist approach in the 
mainstream scientific psychology. Different epistemological assumptions led to different 
expectations toward scientific activity (“research paradigms”) that approach the studied 
phenomena with their own methodology and specific research methods. Herein I briefly 
outline two paradigms that are present in scientific psychology, the more widespread 
positivist / post-positivist paradigm, and the constructivist-interpretative paradigm, according 
to Lincoln and Guba (2000), Daly (2007) and Ponterotto (2005, 2010). (See also Table 1.)  

• Working in the positivist / post-positivist paradigm researchers try to approach “true” 
reality in an objective manner, and to this end they keep a distance from the studied 
subject. They strive for the systematic assessment and control of the research 
variables (the context of the research), their research report is objective, phrased in 
third person singular. The aim of studying the phenomenon is to find causal 
associations and conclusions that can be generalized for the population. The post-
positivist paradigm largely overlaps with the expectations of the positivist paradigm, 
however it does not assume a fully understandable external reality. Researchers have 
to reflect on their biases in order to minimize the chance of distortions during the 
research and make their statements in a probabilistic manner instead of showing full 
certainty.  

• Researchers working in the constructivist-interpretative paradigm ab ovo assume that 
interactions and constructions in a social world result in multiple realities that are 
equally valid. Research forms a part of these processes of interactions and 
constructions; therefore the studied reality is neither distant nor independent from the 
researcher; instead it emerges from the interplay of the perceived external reality and 
the subjective processes of giving meaning. The intensive dialogue and 
intersubjectivity between researcher and subject may lead to the exploration of 
meanings and experiences whereby researchers consciously reflect on their attitudes, 
values and their role in the research process.  
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Table 1. Two research paradigms according to Lincoln and Guba (2000), Ponterotto (2005, 2010) 

and Ylikoski (2013)  

 
Positivist / post-positivist 
methodological paradigm 

Constructivist-interpretative 
paradigm  

common 
presuppositions 

- methods and findings of the scientific cognition can be shared, may be 
transparent and may change society’s thinking 

differences in 
the ontological 

/ 
epistemological 
presuppositions  

- reality is stable, external and 
governed by laws 

- “facts” can be independent from 
opinion and personal bias 

- learned / scientific distancing 
from the subject of research 

- reality is constructed in the minds 
and interactions of individuals 

- value-free distancing is not 
available between researcher and 
subject, the relationship between 
researcher and subject is 
characterized by intersubjectivity 

- facts are created through an 
interactive-subjective process 

the nature of the 
research question 

- measurement and analysis of 
(causal) relationships between 
variables 

- acquiring probabilistic 
knowledge for the population 

- investigating the processes of 
individual / social experience and 
meaning making 

methodology 

- rigorous, systematic, and 
objective 

- methodology relies on control 
and manipulation of reality 

- measurement and statistical 
analysis 

- contextual 
- phenomena are not translated into 

numbers 
- direct/nuanced (qualitative) data 
- acknowledges and reflects the 

subjective perspective  
- flexible 

criteria of the 
methods 

- objectivity 
- validity 
- reliability 

- „authentic”: consciously designed, 
transparent, ethical 

- systematic and can be re 
- „dense description” 
- methodological consciousness 
- reflectivity 
- triangulation (and its variants) 

aim of the 
research 

- reliable and valid knowledge 
- conclusions that can be 

generalized 
- prediction 

- new directions and perspectives for 
the scientific thinking 

- greater consciousness regarding the 
subjective meanings and 
experiences that lie behind 
behavior  

- explains how social systems 
construct meanings 

nature of the 
explanation 

- causal (what may cause the 
phenomenon?) 

- constitutive (how does the 
phenomenon occur?) 
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 The qualitative research strategy, which fits into the constructivist-interpretive 
methodological paradigm, has a “contextual” character which makes it especially efficient for 
the exploration of complex social phenomena. Contextual research does not rely on pre-
selected and defined variables; instead, the research covers all the variables that appear during 
the research process. Researchers consider their subject as a part of systems that are 
embedded in each other (Bell és mtsai, 2002), and try to find the patterns of yet unexplored 
processes and meanings in these complex pieces of information (Yardley, 2008).  

Method 

The essence of my research was based on interviews with adult patients with chronic 
illness (epilepsy and back pain), as well as their adult family members living in the same 
household. The interviews consisted of the “Emotional Map of the Home”, a semi-projective 
procedure (EMH, Sallay, Dúll, 2006), followed by a semi-structured interview. As a 
supplement to the qualitative data of the interviews, I assessed certain characteristics via self-
conducted questionnaires. These scores were then compared to the results of two other 
samples, and this way they were contextualized. After this step I could use the quantitative 
data as another input for the qualitative analysis and this could contribute to a better 
understanding and a more sophisticated description of the respondents’ experiences. 

3. 1. The sample for the EMH 

In order to find answers to the research question and subsequent questions originating 
from the coding process I interviewed 23 adults from 10 families: 13 women and 10 men, 
aged between 25 and 57, with two families living in the countryside and eight in Budapest. 
For the interview, I recruited persons who had been living with any type of epilepsy (four S’s 
and their families) or chronic back pain (six S’s and their families) for at least one year and 
had not been subjected to any kind of surgery due to their illness, and who lived together with 
at least one adult family member (see Table 2).  

It is worth noting that according to the chosen GT methodology, the process of sampling 
did not follow the principles of randomization and representativeness in this research. Instead, 
it was driven by theoretical considerations resulting from the research question and the first 
analysis of the data (cf. „theoretical sampling”, Strauss, Corbin, 1998, Charmaz, 2000, 2006). 
The essence of theoretical sampling is that first coding begins immediately after the first 
interviews and the emerging questions and considerations may be built in the subsequent 
interviews and the recrutement of further subjects. 

3.2 Sampling for the quantitative data: samples of patients with chronic illness and 

sine morbo sample 

After the interviews all interviewees were asked to fill in a questionnaire package. In order 
to make these data interpretable, raw scores of the questionnaires were compared to data from 
three reference samples using z-scoring procedure: two samples of patients with chronic 
illness (117 S’s with back pain and 157 S’s with epilepsy1), and a “sine morbo” sample that 

                                                 
1 The original set of data was collected during the work of a research group at the Károli Gáspár University 

of the Reformed Church in Hungary, led by Dr. Noémi Császár.  
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consisted of 270 heterosexual cohabiting/married couples, aged between 25 and 65 and living 
in Budapest and its surroundings2.  

Table 2. The sample of the qualitative interviews 

Code Family 

member 

Age 

(years) 

Education Place of 

residence 

Years of 

residence  

Family 

description  

1E-1 mother 27 other 18 years 

1E-2 grandmother 53 university 18 years 

1E-3 older brother 29 college 18 years 

1E-4 younger sister 25 other 18 years 

1E-5 grandfather 53 university 

Budapest 

 

18 years 

3 
generations, 
single 
mother, 1 
child 

1G-1 wife 41 n.a. Budapest 9 months 

1G-2 husband 43 university Budapest 9 months 

m. couple 

2E-1 wife 27 college 9 months 

2E-2 husband 31 college 

city in 
country 

9 months 

m. couple 
with 1 child 

2G-1 wife 36 college 4 years 

2G-2 husband 37 college 

Bp. surr. 

4 years 

m. couple 
with 1 child 

3E-1 husband 28 university 3 years 

3E-2 wife  25 university 

Budapest 

3 months 

cohabiting 
couple  

3G-1 wife 35 university 6 months 

3G-2 husband 34 university 

Budapest 

6 months 

m. couple 
with 2 
children 

4E-1 daughter 29 high school 3.5 years 

4E-2 mother 57 college 

Budapest 

4 years 

mother and 
adult 
daughter 

4G-1 wife 40 college 7,5 years 

4G-2 husband 43 university 

Bp. surr. 

7,5 years 

m. couple 
with 2 
children 

5G-1 wife 29 skilled worker 5 years 

5G-2 husband 32 skilled worker 

Budapest 

5 years 

m. couple 

6G-1 husband 36 other 8 years 

6G-2 wife 37 university 

Budapest 

2 years 

m. couple 
with 1 child 

Notes: the patient in the family has number 1 as the last digit (eg. 3G-1); type of illness is coded as E 
(epilepsy) or G (back bone pain); the serial number of the family is the first digit. fam.member = family 
member; Bp. surr. = Budapest surroundings; m.couple = married couple; n.a. = no answer 

                                                 
2 In the framework of a research in the Institute of Mental Health at Semmelweis University (research 

leader: Dr. Tamás Martos).  
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4. Materials and procedure 

4. 1. The “Emotional Map of the Home” interview 

The “Emotional Map of the Home” interview goes back to the diagnostic technique in 
family therapy, the “map of the family home” (Sherman, Fredman, 1986/1989, p. 85.). The 
interview begins with the “anamnesis of the homes”, i.e. recalling previous homes of the 
person and the associated emotions. As a second step, interviewees are asked to draw a layout 
of the home indicating the function and important furniture in each room. Then they were 
asked to mark the place(s) of ten emotions/experiences on the layout (for example, “Where is 
the place of security for you in your home?”). I asked stories for every place of emotions (for 
example, “What stories are associated with the manner in which you experience security in 
the kitchen?”). In line with the basic constructivist approach of the research I let the 
interviewees interpret the emotions in their own way. In the interview guideline I asked them 
to indicate on the layout the places for nine emotions/experiences: (1) security (2) insecurity 
(3) well-being (4) tension (5) healing/change (6) suffering (7) belonging (8) withdrawal (9) 
illness; and finally (10) symbol of the home (see also the examples on Figure 1). 

Figure 1. The “Emotional Map of the Home”: two examples for placing the emotions/experiences 

 

 

Note: On Layout “A”, positive and negative emotions and experiences are evenly distributed in the 
rooms, whereas on Layout “B” all positive experiences are present in the entire home, while all 
negative experiences are fully excluded from the home (see numbers for the latter in the bottom right 
corner).  
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The length of the interviews ranged between 43 and 82 minutes. I interviewed 18 persons 
in the original context, i.e. in their homes, three were interviewed at my workplace 
(Semmelweis University), while two were interviewed at their workplace.  

4. 2. Quantitative methods used in the study
3
 

Satisfaction With Life Scale (SWLS, Diener, Emmons, Larsen és Griffin 1985).  

Satisfaction With Home Scale (Sallay, 2003), the five-item scale is an adaptation of the 
SWLS to the experiences of satisfaction with the home.  

Olson Family Test, Hungarian adaptation: (Vargha, Tóth, 2008). The Olson Family Test 
assesses families and family members along two basic dimensions of family functioning: 
cohesion and relationship to change.  

4. 3. GT methodology 

GT (Grounded Theory) is a systematic, theory-generating procedure based on inductive 
logic. In GT, researchers do not define previous hypotheses and do not rely on predefined 
theoretical concepts. Instead, constantly reflecting on their assumptions they strive to explore, 
understand and interpret everything that happens in the context of the research process 
(Strauss, Corbin, 1998; Charmaz, 2006, 2008). A GT research process begins with a research 
question; then sampling and systematic data analysis leads to the generation of the so-called 
“grounded theory” that is based directly on the data (in our cases, the texts of the interviews). 
Grounded theory in this way explains the associations between the qualitative data (texts of 
the interviews). 

 

Methodological strategies in the GT approach (Charmaz, 2000): 

1) Assessment is made parallel to data analysis; concepts that emerge in the analysis 
give directions to the subsequent assessment as well (i.e., theoretical sampling). 

2) Concepts emerge as result of a hierarchical, inductive coding process (“open 
coding”) developing in the direction of growing abstraction. Researchers do not fit 
the data to predefined categories; instead, they form the concepts (categories) from 
the data. The unit of the analysis is defined by the emerging meaning in the text – 
this may include a few words and several paragraphs as well.  

3) Researchers search for connections, similarities and differences between the 
meanings using the “constant comparative method”. This is made parallel on the 
level of data and the different abstraction levels of the codes.  

4) Researchers make research notes (i.e., memos) in every stage of the research 
process. These memos are used later to describe the emerging theoretical concepts. 

5) The research is closed with the development of a theoretical framework that is 
based on the data and explains the data itself.  

The texts of the interviews were processed in accordance with the principles of the GT 
methodology (Strauss, Corbin, 1998; Charmaz, 2006, 2008). Thematic units were specified 

                                                 
3 For a detailed description of the contribution of quantitative data see the dissertation.  
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and arranged in a three-level hierarchical coding process (open, axial and selective codes, 
Strauss, Corbin, 1998, Charmaz, 2000, Hallberg, 2006). The coding process resulted in a 
three-level “code tree” (see the Appendix).  

5. Results 

5. 1. Main themes and the resulting grounded theory – overview 

The processing of the 23 interviews by constantly comparing texts and codes resulted in a 
system of codes where four main themes (selective codes) have emerged. The “code tree” 
arrived at a saturation point and thus the analysis could be finished. The four themes are the 
following: 

I. Internal images of the homes of the past, present and future (4 axial and 15 open codes) 

II. A person can actively shape their inner state through the space of the home (7 axial and 
36 open codes) 

III. The feelings experienced at home are separated from the environment (4 axial and 13 
open codes) 

IV. Spaces and people are connected by sets of rules / rituals (7 axial and 33 open codes) 

Next I will present these themes; in the case of the first and fourth theme I will also cite 
excerpts from the interviews as well4.  

5. 2. Theme I: Internal images of the homes of the past, present and future  

The first selective code contains four axial codes that depict the emotional need for 
homeliness (1. 1. axial code), the criteria and contradictions of the experience of homeliness 
(1. 2. and 1. 4. axial codes), and the challenges caused by the differences between the home 
experience of childhood and adulthood (1. 3. axial code).  

In the narratives of the interviewees, the home gained meanings that represented its 
profound potential to satisfy their basic need for stability and togetherness (“emotional need 
for homeliness”, 1. 1. axial code). For a man, aged between twenty and thirty, sharing a home 
with his parents, siblings and girlfriend, the symbol of home is the object in the house that 
represents stability amidst the changes of generations and spaces: 

“the history of this cupboard goes back to my grandparents, my mother’s parents. They are 
doctors and I think that doctors used such a cupboard to store things. Perhaps. It is a 
symbol because we keep in there all our important things, important documents, letters, 
leaflets, anything to keep... Postcards, received from many people, family members, 
friends... What else do we keep in there? Cutlery… and glasses. Er... And it has been 
there from the very beginning. We moved in with it in 1996, and it has not been moved 
since then. (...) The table there has been changed just like the settee here, and the TV has 
also been changed... Many things have changed, but that cupboard there is permanent.” 
(1E-3, 402-408, 1. 1. 1. open code) 

                                                 
4 For space limitation, a more detailed description of the code tree with citations from the interviews can be 

found in the dissertation. 
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However, the home, the place of residence, is not always capable of satisfying the needs of 
the family members. In these times, family members struggle with the feeling of missing 
security and stability. The man in his thirties grew up in Transylvania but has been living with 
his wife in Budapest, in a block of flats, as a tenant, for eight years. To him the distance from 
a safe home is large not only in kilometers, but his homely conditions (nice and safe to him) 
are also so distant that he almost has to apologize for them in the interview: 

“Where do I feel safe? (…) Well, it would have been better to prepare another drawing 
[home floor plan] and I could do it there. (…) Well, it is an L-shaped house, but it is far 
away. (…) It may sound crazy, but I feel good in the house, yet I feel even better 
outside, with the animals.” (5G-2, 139-153, 1. 1. 4. open code) 

The “experience of homeliness” (1. 2. axial code) may be connected to the shaping of the 
home (its construction with someone’s own hands) which implies strong emotional ties. The 
young, physics teacher grandfather experienced the home in a physical sense, the feeling of 
homeliness and a personal, creative identity in the same process: 

“…I actively took part in the construction, I mean, … I did not do any plastering or anything 
like that, but I did all the organization, including the supervision of the bricklayers… I 
did a lot of physical work too… Er, in the end it is an artwork in one’s life, a creation of 
a man, I mean, it is not something small…   How could I put it? It is more spectacular 
than my job, I mean, my actual work. (…) The results of teaching are less measurable 
than something that has been erected with your own hands… (laughs)” (1E-5, 62, 1. 2. 
1. open code) 

A different experience of homeliness is reflected in the stories according to which – 
almost independently from the physical environment – homeliness is a characteristic feature 
of a person or of relations that a person always carries from one home to another. Belonging 
to a special “accommodating type” or education could be a precondition of such an 
experience: 

“I felt at home everywhere… we had a homely atmosphere everywhere. This is the spirit I 
was raised in... with my grandparents, so I felt at home everywhere. I felt good and safe 
…everywhere…” (4E-2, 56, 1.2.3. open code) 

It often came back during the interviews that the internal images of the homes of the past 
became part of the environmental self-regulation processes of the present. It produced good 
feelings in the family members if they were able to re-create certain qualities of their 
childhood home (“re-creation of the home of childhood”, 1. 3. 2. open code). In the following 
citation, in the mother’s fantasy, a kid’s room turns into a sound fortress which would both 
protect her and also separate her from her partner whom she resents. This is how, in her case, 
the situation analysis (with other experiences) stemming from the image of her home as a 
child becomes the basis of withdrawing from her relationship by retiring into the kid’s room: 

“I feel best here, in this room. Here can I find myself and everything I wanted the best. In 
this small, approximately 3x3 m room. Even as a child, I always liked building a small 
castle and hiding there. This 3x3 m room was more or less the same as a small castle.” 
(6G-2, 85, 2. 1. 1. open code) 
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5. 3. Theme II: A person can actively shape their inner state through the space of the 

home  

The second selective code contains those interview excerpts where family members give 
meaning to the actual home environment, the borderlines of the home and their control and 
where they use the relationship with their home environment (i.e., the inhabitant-home 
transaction) for the active regulation of their inner states. 

The theme can be organized into seven axial codes. These contain the variations and 
contexts of the actions with borderlines (2. 1. and 2. 2. axial codes, moments of “exclusion” 
and “making borders passable”), situations of home control (2. 3. axial), the different ways in 
which a home may give feedback (2. 4. axial), the role of important home places in the self-
regulation of emotions (2. 5. and 2. 6. axial codes), and the temporal aspects of the feelings 
experienced at home (2. 7. axial).  

5. 4. Theme III: The feelings experienced at home are separated from the 

environment 

The four axial codes of the third selective code contains those narratives where the 
emotional experiences of family members are separated in various ways from the physical 
characteristics, features, inner structure, positive and negative environmental qualities of the 
home environment. In these experiences home has a kind of “theoretical” value, and this way 
it fulfills its role, no matter what actual shape it has in reality. Home provides a place for 
family members where they can ignore suffering (3. 1. axial code) or where “the negative 
feelings can be eliminated with action” (3. 2. axial code). It is an extreme version of 
independence from the environment where the home has no significance at all in determining 
where and how the person feel secure (“feelings are not associated with a place”, 3. 3. axial 
code) or how they cope with their chronic illness (“illness affects the life of the family 
member”, i.e., not the patients themselves, 3. 4. axial code). 

One characteristic branch of the patterns that emerged from the narratives is such 
experiences where a negative emotion, especially suffering, is deemed to be entirely 
excludable from the home. In this way home becomes “the island of recreation / calmness” (3. 
1. 1. open code) and this provides a mental frame to exclude (“resolve”) suffering. The entire 
space of the home is represented evenly in the subjective experience; the home is not 
structured, home places are not differentiated according to the role they play in environmental 
self-regulation.  

5. 5. Theme IV: Spaces and people are connected by sets of rules / rituals 

The central category of the analysis (selective code IV) describes the relational and spatial 
rules and rituals that are present in the person-environment interactions at home. These rules 
and rituals are used by the family members to regulate the ways of withdrawal and closeness 
within the home (4. 1., 4. 2. and 4. 3. axial codes), to regulate the relational tensions and the 
associated space usage (4. 4. and 4. 5. axial codes), to regulate the communication (4. 6. axial 
code) and to create curing rituals in the home (4. 7. axial code). The codes of this central 
category are connected to all the previously presented themes and their codes as well. The 
patterns of the codes of the central category show how the inner images of the home, the 
active utilization of the home or the separation from the environment are intertwined with the 
dynamics of the couples and the families, and how they create relational rituals in the home.  
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In the family/marriage where the spontaneous movements of the couple reflected their 
intention to spend their time at home fully together, any intention to retreat was expressly 
connected to the appearance of tensions (4. 1. 1. open code). Contrary to this experience, the 
high degree of co-ordination between the parents keeps the distance for the couple in the case 
of family 2G, who are raising a small girl of kindergarten age (“the family take turns using the 
premises of the home”, 4. 1. 4. open code). There are two bathrooms and two TVs in the two-
storey family home, and the couple divided them between each other. There are well-
regulated rituals of withdrawing in the family and the husband deems as a success that the 
various rooms could be allocated so as to reflect the different needs: 

“[In the bathroom] it is not a withdrawal, it is mandatory. Each person needs to wash 
[always]...  The two girls use the bathroom upstairs, which is sunny, pleasant and has a 
bath, while I gained the downstairs bathroom, which is my own empire.” (2G-2, 
husband, 191, 4. 1. 4. open code) 

The wife’s story also reflects some concern about the growing distance between them (“it 
is slightly bad because this way it leads to, how should I put it, separation”). Their separate 
ways, driven by their choice of TV programmes, seem both reflecting their requirements and 
needs within their home and also imposing some threat according to the wife’s story: 

“to me withdrawal is when my husband puts our child to bed and sometimes I am asleep 
half an hour later. But I also enjoy going to bed with my laptop to quickly browse the 
news in approximately one hour. I do that when I am on my own. Because I don’t 
always want to watch the same TV programme as my husband. In such cases, I am 
upstairs, he is downstairs, which is slightly bad because this way it leads to, how should 
I put it, separation. He prefers Spektrum and National, i.e. educational programmes, and 
I may be a complete idiot, but I watch Dallas even these days (...), that drives my 
husband crazy, and asks me if I am out of my mind because I watch Dallas. I keep 
saying that I watch it only as background entertainment, because I do something else at 
the same time but I like having approximately one hour like this after the great noise has 
calmed down.” (2G-1, 152, 4. 1. 4. open code) 

In their case, the “alternating use of the room”, which also extends to the bedroom for a 
part of the night, has evolved partly as the consequence of the husband helping his wife who 
has spine problems look after their child and do the housework, and partly as a way to avoid 
repeatedly facing the problems of intimacy between them. 

It is an even more explicit example of estrangement, different expectations and a strong 
need for retreat when a partner uses an “alternative” home (4. 1. 5. open code). A couple 
living in the suburb of Budapest jointly decided that they rent a flat in downtown Budapest for 
the wife who suffers from back pain. This flat becomes a shelter for the wife who sees their 
marriage falling apart (see also below, in the section on changing space utilization). She has 
intense emotions toward the place that is not a home but still functions as a home: she even 
personalizes the place (“I am greeting it when we meet”, “I’m so sorry for it”). However, she 
never feels back pain in this rented flat. 



 13 

The next interview scripts indicate that the modes of using the home by a couple could 
lead to emerging accusations, causing long-lasting cracks in the relationship (4. 4. 4. open 
code). Some circularity in the flow of dissatisfaction can be observed in the experience of 
family members. Dissatisfaction with the physical environment (e.g., there is no space for the 
wife’s belongings after moving in) hides dissatisfactions with the relationship (the wife does 
not feel appreciated), and the arrangement of objects emerging from the relationship conflicts 
induces further dissatisfaction (with the relationship) and accusations: 

“And this is the living room. Well, these sizes, they really seems rather disproportionate but, 
well, here is a small wardrobe. Does it matter that my things do not fit? I could provide 
an excellent drawing of my things which do not fit anywhere. There are certain items 
that have been in the same box since I moved in many years ago. Therefore, it causes a 
little... Generally arguments. (...) And there is also a set of wardrobes which, of course, 
is not mine [it is my husband’s], hence I will draw it small. Yes. (...) I have to say it is a 
bachelor’s flat. It was designed as such and has changed a little since I arrived, and I 
have not been able to make any radical [changes] .” (6G-1, mother, 17, 33, 45, 4. 4. 4. 
open code) 

The interview with the husband also suggests that, contrary to his wife’s needs, he is 
happy to take control in their home: 

“Well, there is this tension because mum wishes to keep everything and I want to throw out 
everything we do not need. It usually leads to problems, but… we can manage them… I 
decide what I would throw out and therefore… (laughter), and that is it.” (6G-1, father, 
118, 4. 4. 4. open code) 

In families where the marital intimacy as a healing source of security was unavailable for 
the couple, the parents sought alternative places for intimate closeness and they experienced it 
with their children instead (“Parent and child forming an intimate ritual”, 4. 7. 2. open code). 
In these cases the everyday rituals of togetherness and the repeated scripts of intimate and 
playful encounters can especially occur between parent and child (“Common everyday 
rituals”, 4. 7. 3. open code).  

5. 6. The tentative grounded theory 

The grounded theory that was developed during an actual and a mental research dialogue 
with the interviewees and the interview scripts is shown in Figure 2.  

According to the experience of the studied families, the sets of rules / rituals that 
connected spaces and people constituted the central part and “engine” of the emotional space 
of the home and the self-regulation processes in this space. The central circle of the model 
(“rituals in the space”) represents those cyclically repeated and dynamically changing 
everyday rituals that are used by family members to realize their coordinated environmental 
self-regulation strategies in the home. These are mental and behavioral strategies that regulate 
the (physical and emotional) closeness and distance of the family members during the specific 
home-choreography of co-movements and retreats that is characteristic to the actual family. 
This choreography includes the physical space, the persons, their relationships and their 
methods of communication in the space. Ritually repeated movements may contribute to the 
experience of security and relationships but also to the survival of tensions in the relationship 
and the experience of loosing one’s place.  
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Figure 2. The grounded theory 

 

  

R
IT

U
A

L
S

 I
N

 T
H

E
 S

P
A

C
E

 

IN
T

E
R

N
A

L
 I

M
A

G
E

  
O

F
 T

H
E

 H
O

M
E

 

A
C

T
IV

E
 S

H
A

P
IN

G
 

S
E

P
A

R
A

T
E

D
 F

R
O

M
 T

H
E

  
E

N
V

IR
O

N
M

E
N

T
 



 15 

The rituals of environmental self-regulation in the home may be realized through the 
intensive usage of the physical space of the home (this option is represented in the model by 
the “active shaping” circle). This circle consists of those processes where family members 
regulate their inner states and relationships by drawing borderlines or making borderlines 
passable, by controlling home and the ritualized usage of home places. As an alternative to 
this, other families and family members develop fantasies of emotional separation and 
disconnection from the environment and use this as a strategy to maintain their security and 
self-regulation (see the circle “separated from the environment”).  

Finally, the inner images of childhood home – be it ideal or desired – has a crucial role in 
the development and existence of these self-regulation processes (see the circle “internal 
image of the home”).  

6. Discussion, conclusions 

6. 1. Internal image of the home 

One of the major conclusions of the interviews is that the attachment to the childhood 
home (similarly to human attachment) may be as strong and dominant through the deficits as 
through the positive experiences. Childhood place attachment is formed by both physical 
characteristics of the place and the family relations.  

One possible way of development is that people can exert adult control and competency in 
their adult home over the environment thus they are able to make corrections for the deficits 
of the childhood home. This corrective developmental process compares to the more general 
model of personality development which connects the phases and processes of personal 
development to the joint experience of autonomy and competence as well as the active search 
for these experiences (Ryan, Deci, 2000).  

The second way how the internal image of the childhood home may have an impact is that 
people tried to re-create the characteristic features of their childhood home that they felt 
subjectively significant – for example, the closeness of nature. Looking back from the 
experiences of adult homes, i.e., retrospectively, this phenomenon extends the picture that was 
drawn on the home attachment and environmental self-regulation of children and that refers to 
the important role of natural environment and positive sensorial stimuli (Faber Taylor, Kuo 
and Sullivan 2002, Wells, Evans, 2003).  

6. 2. Active shaping and separation from the environment 

Two modes of adult environmental self-regulation (and place attachment) are associated 
with the internal image of the childhood home as well as with the family rituals of 
environmental self-regulation at home: first, the “active shaping” and second, the “separation 
from the environment”. In light of the developmental model of place attachment (Morgan, 
2010) we may hypothesize that both modes may be connected to certain internal working 
models of place attachment.  

People who report experiences of “active shaping” competently use the physical 
environment of the home for regulating their internal states. These experiences involve strong 
emotions that are predominantly positive but strong negative emotions (and the corresponding 
negative place attachment) may also be present.  
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The other, opposite characteristic mode of the self-regulation processes in the home is 
“separation from the environment”. People whose narratives are dominated by this kind of 
experience, find their security in the fantasies of the independence from the environment, do 
not give any significance to their attachment to the important places of their life, neither in a 
positive, nor in a negative way.  

Morgan (2010) notes that no theory of place attachment has developed so far a typology 
that is similar to the typology of human attachment. Based on the empirically validated theory 
of the present study I propose the two modes of environmental self-regulation, i.e. “active 
shaping” and “separation from the environment”, to be used as basis for the development and 
testing of place attachment styles.  

6. 3. Rituals in the home – considerations in family dynamics 

Recurring patterns of space usage that develop during the environmental-emotional self-
regulation processes, i.e. everyday rituals, simultaneously reveal the hidden dynamics of 
family relations too. While the explicit narratives of family members emphasized the 
importance of togetherness and tension-free relationships, the rituals that could be identified 
in the narratives also represent the more anxious ways of connections, triangulations as 
Murray Bowen described them (see Nichols, 2003, Carr, 2006).  

The environmental self-regulation processes revealed in this study showed how the rituals 
of space usage served the emotional security of family members – even at the cost of 
maintaining triangulation, fusion or symbiotic relationships. Therefore, the resulting and 
surviving mode of space usage deserves special attention since these processes may make 
certain members of the family, like those living with chronic illness or children in the family, 
more vulnerable to mental health impairment.  

6. 4. Home, health and illness 

From the point of view of psychological health, mental and physical health can be 
described as an equilibrium between experiences of agency and communion (Pisani, 
McDaniel, 2005, McAdams, 2009). Among the environmental self-regulation modes in the 
grounded theory, it is the “separation from the environment” mode that seems to be more 
associated with giving up environmental agency; in certain instances it may be characterized 
also by an emphasis on ideal family connections, on communion – without negative feelings. 
In turn, “active shaping” as an environmental self-regulation mode represents an agency 
through shaping the internal states and the space of the home and the processes of the person-
environment transaction.  

6. 5. Summary 

My research yields a couple of conclusions. First, based on the interviews, a grounded 
theory was developed and this may be a basis for further theoretical development. For 
example, “active shaping” and “separation from the environment” as modes of self-regulation 
in the home environment may serve as baseline for the typological development of place 
attachment. Second, the results may give sophisticated considerations for professionals 
working with patients with chronic illness and their families in helping the process of 
recovery. Finally, the central category of the grounded theory (“rituals in the space”) shows 
the transactional patterns of self-regulation processes in the homes of the studied families.  
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Appendix – The Code Tree 

 
I.  Internal images of the homes of the past, present and future selective 

1. 1.  The emotional need for homeliness axial 

1. 1. 1. Home is stability open 

1. 1. 2. Home reflects belonging together and identity open 

1. 1. 3.  Home is relief in an illness open 

1. 1. 4.  Struggling with the emotional distance from home open 

1. 2.  Experience of at-homeness axial 

1. 2. 1.  Ownership and shaping open 

1. 2. 2.  Wider environment and time open 

1. 2. 3.  Education and personality open 

1. 2. 4.  Familiarity in relationships open 

1. 2. 5.  Physical attributes of the home open 

1. 3. Home experience of childhood axial 

1. 3. 1.  
The difference between the home of childhood and the home of 
adulthood creates uncertainty 

open 

1. 3. 2.  Recreation of the home of childhood open 

1. 3. 3.  The home of adulthood offsets the inadequacies of the childhood home open 

1. 4.  Contradictions in the experience of home axial 

1. 4. 1.  In the shadow of a dreamt home open 

1. 4. 2.  Dissatisfaction and lack even in good circumstances  open 

1. 4. 3.  Attachment amidst problems open 

II.  
A person can actively shape their inner state through the space of the 
home 

selective 

2. 1.  Exclusion/ borderline drawing processes axial 

2. 1. 1. Closing the door to be alone open 

2. 1. 2. Separation through an activity open 

2. 1. 3. Drawing a borderline creates intimacy open 

2. 1. 4.  Two exclude a third one open 

2. 1. 5. Exclusion of disorder at home open 

2. 1. 6.  Exclusion of uncertainty / tension in the relationship open 

2. 1. 7.  Exclusion of a dangerous / unhealthy external world open 

2. 1. 8.  Exclusion of the home open 

2. 2.  Making borders passable: admission and exit axial 

2. 2. 1.  Crossing internal borders open 

2. 2. 2.  Neighbourhood supports or frustrates open 

2. 2. 3.  Belonging to the home expands open 

2. 2. 4.  Safety relating to an external person open 

2. 2. 5.  The utilisation of home spaces disturbed by external conflicts open 

2. 2. 6.  Relationship with the world around the home open 

2. 2. 7.  The surrounding nature has a positive effect open 

2. 2. 8.  Spiritual channels in the home open 
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2. 3.  Home control gives balance axial 

2. 3. 1.  Home is a place without expectations open 

2. 3. 2.  Reassuring rituals open 

2. 3. 3.  Place at home for fighting symptoms open 

2. 3. 4.  Symptoms entailing a loss of control open 

2. 3. 5.  Dangerous places at home open 

2. 3. 6.  Control of the previous / next generation open 

2. 4.  The home gives feedback axial 

2. 4. 1.  The home reminds of success and failure open 

2. 4. 2.  Shaping the home gives positive feelings open 

2. 4. 3.  Attempts to change open 

2. 4. 4.  The joy of action is negatively affected by expectations open 

2. 4. 5.  The temporary nature of home open 

2. 5.  Intensive feelings associated with the place axial 

2. 5. 1.  Suffering and wellbeing in the kitchen open 

2. 5. 2.  Security and suffering in the bedroom open 

2. 5. 3.  The kid’s room triggers regressive parental fantasies open 

2. 5. 4.  Security and tension on the “borderlines” of the entrance open 

2.6.  Separated places for positive and negative feelings axial 

2. 6. 1. Open or separated spaces open 

2. 6. 2. Upstairs-downstairs differences open 

2. 6. 3.  Open / closed internal doors open 

2. 7.  The feelings experienced at home change cyclically axial 

2. 7. 1.  The emotional meaning of spaces changes cyclically open 

2. 7. 2.  Emotions wander among spaces open 

III.  The feelings experienced at home are separated from the environment selective 

3. 1.  No recognition of suffering axial 

3. 1. 1.  Home is the island of recreation / calmness open 

3. 1. 2. “Problems to be resolved” open 

3. 2.  Negative feelings can be eliminated with action axial 

3. 2. 1.  A sick person ignores illness open 

3. 2. 2.  Serving an ill family member open 

3. 2. 3.  Fighting the illness open 

3. 3.  Illness affects the life of the family member axial 

3. 3. 1.  The suffering of the sick person is noticed most by a family member open 

3. 3. 2.  The family member’s attention is focused on their own state open 

3. 4. Feelings are not associated with a place axial 

3. 4. 1.  Suffering can occur anywhere open 

3. 4. 2.  The home space is not important open 

3. 4. 3.  Home is full of positive feelings open 

3. 4. 4.  Feelings originate from relationships open 

3. 4. 5.  Places full of feelings outside the home open 

3. 4. 6.  Internal states cannot be associated with a place open 
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IV. Spaces and people are connected by sets of rules / rituals selective 

4. 1.  Spatial / timely rituals of withdrawal within the home axial 

4. 1. 1.  Withdrawal in the case of a tension in the relationship open 

4. 1. 2.  Peaceful, “constructive” withdrawal open 

4. 1. 3.  Separation and co-existence open 

4. 1. 4.  The family take turns in using the rooms of the home open 

4. 1. 5.  Alternative home open 

4. 2.  Ritual search for closeness with emotional distance  axial 

4. 2. 1.  Co-movements – with hidden feelings open 

4. 2. 2.  Co-movements – with different meanings open 

4. 2. 3.  Bed shared without intimacy open 

4. 2. 4.  Difficult feelings in the common space open 

4. 2. 5.  Tensions in the relationship are insignificant open 

4. 3.  The closeness/distance is regulated by the children’s needs axial 

4. 3. 1.  Children bring the couple together open 

4. 3. 2.  Parents sleep separately because of the children open 

4. 3. 3.  Parents take turn to be with the child open 

4. 4. The modes of home usage sustain the tension in the relationship axial 

4. 4. 1.  Territory occupation with utilisation open 

4. 4. 2.  Withdrawal from an alarming behaviour / symptom open 

4. 4. 3.  Confronting needs in the home  open 

4. 4. 4.  Accusations along with the modes of home usage open 

4. 4. 5.  Task allocations in the home  open 

4. 4. 6.  Expectations and disappointments in the home  open 

4. 5.  Specified and actual rules of space utilisation axial 

4. 5. 1.  The separate use of the workroom is changing open 

4. 5. 2.  The user of the kid’s room is changing open 

4. 5. 3.  The use of the parents’ bedroom is changing open 

4. 5. 5.  Search for a new place for the missing intimacy open 

4. 6.  Rituals of expression / lack of expression at home axial 

4. 6. 1.  The couple moves in unexpressed accord open 

4. 6. 2.  Difficult feelings are not expressed open 

4. 6. 3.  One family member expresses the tension open 

4. 6. 4.  Family meeting rituals  open 

4. 6. 5.  Rituals of the time / place of tensions in the relationship open 

4. 7.  Rituals of a curing, recreational relationship axial 

4. 7. 1.  Intimacy of the couple regenerates open 

4. 7. 2.  Parent and child forming an intimate ritual open 

4. 7. 3.  Common everyday rituals open 

4. 7. 4.  Common festive rituals open 

 


