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January 2015
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Faculty: Design and Architecture

Religious and cultural considerations of specific communities are usually overlooked in
the design of low-cost flats in Malaysia. This is probably due to limitations on the
construction budget as well as poor understanding of religio-cultural needs. The result
is a spatial layout that is generic and purely functional, in which Hindu households will
be experiencing some degree of dissatisfaction. Furthermore, they were built primarily
to relocate squatters from private or government land. The consequences of residential
dissatisfaction include emotional and psychological stress. The aim of this study is to
observe the degree of Hindu residents’ satisfaction with the spatial layout of LCFs in
Selangor. The methodology employed to determine the level of satisfaction is a
combination of 150 surveys and 5 physical observations, supported by 30 interviews,
of low-cost flat case studies conducted around Puchong in Selangor. The data is
examined via a combination of discourse, statistic and spatial studies. The results
indicate that Hindu residents are generally satisfied with the spatial layouts of their
low-cost flats with some reservations. A common complaint is that some rooms are
spatially and functionally inadequate for their intended religio-cultural purposes. It
appears that many Indian households rely more on cosmological and metaphysical
sources, rather than the physical and material, for comfort and well-being. Nevertheless,
design strategies, such as the addition of spaces for altars, may enhance the living
standard of Hindu families.



Pertimbangan agama dan budaya bagi se-sebuah masyarakat tertentu biasanya
diabaikan dalam reka bentuk rumah pangsa kos rendah di Malaysia. Ini mungkin
kerana batasan bajet pembinaan dan juga kekurangan pemahaman keperluan agama-
budaya. Hasilnya ialah susun atur ruang yang generik dan bergantung semata-mata
kepada fungsi, di mana isi rumah Hindu akan mengalami sedikit rasa tidak puas hati.
Tambahan pula, rumah pangsa tersebut telah dibina terutamanya untuk menempatkan
semula penduduk setinggan daripada tanah swasta atau kerajaan. Keasn daripada rasa
tidak puas hati kediaman ini termasuklah tekanan emosi dan psikologi. Tujuan kajian
ini adalah untuk memantau tahap kepuasan penduduk Hindu terhadap susunatur ruang
rumah pangsa kos rendah di Selangor. Kaedah yang digunakan untuk menentukan
tahap kepuasan adalah gabungan 150 tinjauan dan 5 pemerhatian fizikal, disokong oleh
30 temubual, kajian kes rumah pangsa kos rendah yang dijalankan di sekitar Puchong,
Selangor. Data ini dikaji melalui gabungan wacana, statistik dan kajian morfologi.
Keputusannya menunjukkan bahawa penduduk Hindu secara umumnya berpuas hati
dengan susun atur ruang rumah pangsa kos rendah mereka dengan mengenalpasti
beberapa masalah. Aduan yang biasa diterima adalah mengenai saiz bilik yang kurang
sesuai untuk keperluan agama dan budaya. Hasil kajian mendapati ramai penghuni
India lebih bergantung pada sumber kosmologi dan metafizik, daripada fizikal dan
material, untuk keselesaan dan kesejahteraan. Walau bagaimanapun, strategi reka
bentuk seperti penambahan ruang untuk mezbah-mezbah, boleh meningkatkan taraf
hidup keluarga Hindu.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
1.1 Introduction

This chapter establishes the aim of the research by presenting the study background and discussing the
problem statement, based on the notion that culturally-sensitive housing has an effect on the identity
and well-being of dwellers where the relationship between Hindu residents and low-cost flats (LCFs)
in Puchong is the primary focus. It also describes the research aims and proposition and concludes
with the structure of the thesis.

1.2 Study Background

Social problems are often related to poor housing development. Between 1991 and 1992, for example,
a total of 13 riots broke out in Britain in “low-income areas with long-standing social problems and
poor reputations.” Research by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation (1997) found that “the areas
contained a dangerous combination of large numbers of out-of-work young males with no status or
stake in society, living in low-income work-poor households, in areas suffering from a high social
stigma.” Similarly, a study of the 3 largest local authority housing estates in the London Borough of
Brent revealed that the projects built in the 1960s were already in general decline by the 1980s. The
high-rise housing blocks were part of an effort to clear slums and resolve a national housing crisis.
They were initially deemed “ultra-modern, ideal environments to live in, incorporating deck access,
which would replace drab brick houses in narrow street layouts” (Stewart and Rhoden, 2003).

Complaints against estates include them being “inhumane, harsh and forbidding in appearance”,
“neglected, poorly funded and managed”, “reinforcing insecurity, low self-esteem and
underachievement”, “marginalizing an increasingly welfare-dependent population — a new ‘under
class’ and “stigmatized, as new residents protested against architecture and design faults, nuisance
from children, vandalism and urination in common parts, noise, dampness and flooding of landings

and walkways” (Stewart and Rhoden, 2003).

The above problems can probably be leveled against some of the LCFs in Malaysia. Can similar riots
break out from our low-income housing areas? Are Malaysian from the Indian community doing well
in such environments? A literature search has revealed little information on how residents in LCFs are
really coping. Visher (2001), describing the post-occupancy evaluation (POE), stated:

“Loosely defined, it has come to mean any and all activities that originate out of an interest
in learning how a building performs once it is built, including if and how well it has met
expectations and how satisfied building users are with the environment that has been created.”

The author is not aware of any POEs done on LCFs in the country. There is simply an information
gap on the topic. This is the problem that this study will attempt to address. The general trend in LCF
designs appears to be a western-style open-plan, where walls between living, dining and kitchen
spaces are minimized or removed entirely. A Muslim woman in such an environment, would be
forced to wear her hijab while cooking in the kitchen if there are male guests in the living room
(Hadjiyanni, 2007). This is both uncomfortable and unsafe. A culturally-sensitive housing design that
understands end-user lifestyles would go far in providing a satisfying living environment for its
inhabitants.

When cultural needs are not met, the result can be social exclusion and isolation (Findlay, 2011). It
can also be a source of stress (Hadjiyanni, 2007). In addition, housing provides dwellers with a sense
of identity that is important for community building. (Hadjiyanni, 2007; Findlay, 2011). People who
have lost cultural connections tend to suffer mental, emotional and physical health problems
(Hadjiyanni, 2008). Such problems can effect generations (Hadjiyanni, 2009). Culturally responsive
housing enhances physical and psychological well-being (Lee and Park, 2011).

A literature search reveals that some research has already been conducted on the housing needs of the

Malays. The general recommendation is that similar research be done for the other racial groups in the
country. Rahim (2000), for instance, suggested examining, “the culture core of the different

1



community groups such as the Chinese and the Indians in relation to low-cost housing design in
general and the building elements in particular. The findings could be used to formulate a set of design
guidelines that could be beneficial and supportive of all Malaysians”. Ali (2007) stated, “For research
on built environment and human behaviour studies, further study on the importance of privacy
concept and cultural needs from the user-behavioral perspectives of other races in Malaysian such as
Chinese and Indian is recommended to be conducted. This will give a more thorough picture on the
views of the needs of end-users of mass-housing”. Meanwhile, Rahim (2007) proposed, “a
comparative study on the privacy of other major ethnic groups in Malaysia in relation to the needs of
Malaysians.

Sufficiently similar needs among the different ethnic groups may help to generate conclusive housing
design ideas and solutions which can be accepted by all. Measurement of the specific ethnic groups
and the specifics of housing design attributes affecting the privacy of the family”. Bowes, et al. (2000)
pointed out that “debates on minority housing ... have tended to be particularist”. This research’s
intention, on the contrary, is to understand a minority community in order to better formulate
universalist policies applicable to all.

As cultures change over time, Rent and Rent (1978) recommended that research be done on a
continuing basis:

“To identify the meaning of housing and thus values toward housing, what influences the
development of these and the conditions which their development is a most needed base of
knowledge by which to perceive the housing problem and from which to formulate policy
and programs. ... The phenomena of housing and its impact on people and their lives can
never be fully understood until there is an ongoing research endeavor into both the social and
physical aspects for all distinguishable groups in a population.”

The effect of good or bad housing can also last a long time because buildings are durable. Nearly 40%
of houses in the UK today were built before the Second World War (Silva and Wright, 2009), which
began for Britain in 1939! They are also more likely to be rehabilitated than replaced due to financial
and logistical constraints (Zarecor, 2012). The greatest impact is on women and children because they
spend the most time at home (Shrestha, 2000). Dwelling size and overcrowding can hinder the
cognitive development of children (McNamara, et al., 2010). Conditions such as overcrowding, poor
ventilation, cold, heat, dampness, mould and pest infestation can also affect the health of dwellers
directly or indirectly (Firdaus and Ahmad, 2013).

1.3 Problem Statement

According to research done by Hadjiyanni (2007 and 2009) and Findlay (2011), culturally insensitive
housing can lead to stress and alienation, among other things. There is therefore a need to find out if
LCFs in Malaysia meet the cultural and religious needs of the Indian inhabitants. The problem arises
because such housing is likely to be designed to meet very basic living requirements and not intended
for any specific race or community. Cultural and religious considerations are probably not taken into
account. Therefore this study will investigate the current LCF layouts and their physical design
characteristics. Meanwhile, the views of Hindu households in LCFs will be solicited to determine
their level of satisfaction and discover ways to improve future LCFs.

1.4 Research Aims

The main aim is to ascertain the residential satisfaction level of Hindu residents in LCFs in connection
with the appropriateness of the spatial layout for religious and cultural purposes. The aim is then
broken down into three research objectives (Table 1.1) (Ibrahim, 2009).



Table 1.1 Research Objectives

Main RQ: What is the level of residential satisfaction for Hindu households living in LCFs?

RQ construct Description of Research Objectives
LCF design ROL1: To investigate and document existing LCF plan and design
documentation characteristics.

Residential satisfaction | RO2: To determine the satisfaction level of Hindu families in the spatial
for Hindu Tamils layouts of their LCFs.

LCF design RO3: To ascertain design improvements that can increase the levels of
improvements residential satisfaction based on the investigation of existing LCF plans
and the views of the residents.

1.5 Research Proposition

The proposition of the research is that Hindu residents may or not be dissatisfied with the overall
planning and layout of LCFs as they were not specifically designed with Hindu requirements in mind.
However, by understanding religio-cultural needs and identifying areas of inadequacy in the planning
and design of existing units, future LCFs can be improved to better accommodate Hindus and raise
their level of residential satisfaction.

1.6 Organisation of Thesis

The thesis is divided into 6 chapters. Chapter 1 introduces the background and rationale behind this
research study. It establishes the problem statement and defines the research questions and aims.
Chapter 2 then examines the information available in recent literature on the topic and compiles the
work that has been done by previous researchers as the starting point for the present study. The
following two chapters explain the rationale behind the selection of the methodologies chosen to
tackle this research study and describe the specific actions required in the process of data collection
and analysis. Chapter 3 discusses case studies, surveys and interviews, while chapter 4 focuses on
physical observations and spatial studies. Chapter 5 then compiles the data collected from the
interview and survey fieldwork and uses techniques such as discourse and statistical analysis to
establish research findings. Finally, chapter 6 concludes the thesis with a critique of the strengths and
weaknesses of the research and a summary of the findings and recommendations.
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