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Designing a Qualitative Instrument 
 

 

 

Introduction 

 

Our group task was to:  define the quality of the site – Aberdyfi beach – 

acknowledge that there was no way of recording the quality in a quantitative way and 

to design an instrument to record this quality.   

 

 
 

 

The Design Process 

 

During the course of the unit we did a series of exercises derived from the book 

‘Drawing On the Right Side of the Brain’  (Edwards, 1989).  This aided us in negating 

any judgements we may have had about our drawing prowess, honing our skills and 

learning to see the beach in a new way.  (See Appendix 1 for examples.) 

There were five stages in the process:   

 

1. Lines/edges 

2. Spaces 

3. Light and shadow 

4. Relationships 
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5. Gestalt 

 

I also wrote a shorthand diary (Appendix 2) in order to preserve some of the feelings 

and experiences each day.   

On the second day we were each to focus on a particular quality and record it, using 

mostly sketches and photography.  At this point I felt my drawing skills, though much 

improved in one day, too limited for the quality of infinity that I was focusing upon, 

and decided to utilise my writing skills instead.   

The most appropriate form, I decided, was the haiku, a Japanese poem of seventeen 

syllables.  Haikus differ from western poetry in that there is no rhythm nor rhyme nor 

any overt meaning other than that put into them by the reader.  Their purpose is to 

capture a moment in space and time, particularly in natural surroundings.  Thus, the 

haiku form seemed ideal: 

 

Yellow sand, blue lines. 

No vanishing point, no point. 

Voices in the wind.   

 

 The emphasis on horizontal lines, made obvious by the drawing exercises, struck 

me as being essential for the quality of infinity, that there is no ‘vanishing point’.   

The ‘voices in the wind’ also seemed essential, in that the incessant chatting that I 

found occasionally irritating would just vanish into nothingness once some distance 

was achieved between me and other people.   

This last point highlighted a drawback to the design process so far, in that the 

emphasis was on the visual.  The quality of a place is so much more than visual, it is 

also about sounds, feelings, smells and even taste – also the ‘spirit’ of a place which 

may or may not be due to sensory experiences.  The drawing exercises provided an 

excellent beginning but inevitably had to lead us further.   

In hindsight, though, what was particularly effective with the overall approach was 

the lack of a clear brief:  we weren’t too sure what we were doing, nor why we were 

doing it.  This made us open to more possibilities, leading us to discover things that 

would have remained hidden if dominated by any clear structure.   

 

 

The Interim Presentation 

 

On meeting, where we shared the quality we each had been working on, there was 

general consensus that the haiku – though departing from the initial instructions – 

captured the essential qualities of the site well.  It was decided to make it therefore the 
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main feature of our interim presentation.  Also, while people were talking, I took notes 

of the qualities each person had identified.  (Appendix 3)   

The presentation was important in that it assisted us in coming together as a group 

and acted like a springboard to propel us further.  We used both sight and sound, with 

the unravelling of wallpaper on which we had drawn to show the immensity of the 

horizontal shore lines, a background of slides taken at the beach, simulated surf from a 

cardboard box and pebbles and the random chanting of words from the haiku till, 

finally, the haiku was read completely in order.   

The overall effect was theatrical and perhaps startling for the audience, but it 

worked in that it conveyed what we wanted it to convey.  The feedback was also useful 

in that it forced us to confront the recurring question, ‘What were we up to?!’.  We 

were all convinced of the relevance of our project, but had to find a way to convince 

others.  We had to become even more articulate. 

Thus, the next stage would involve us looking deeper into the process and finding 

new ways to express our findings.   

 

 

The Design Problem and Solution 

 

Individuals, from architects to laypeople, often refer to the feel of a building.  

Christopher Day refers to the task of ‘ensouling buildings’.  (Day, 1990)  A building 

may achieve the notoriously evasive quality of soul through what people put into it 

over time, which is why authors such as Stewart Brand argue that architects need to 

become artists of time rather than just space (Brand, 1994).  Brand also champions the 

cause of what he calls ‘low road buildings’ that ‘leave fond memories of improvisation 

and sensuous delight’ (Ibid, p.33), basically cheap but highly adaptable structures such 

as trailers.   

However, if the architect or designer wishes to get the building right from the start, 

the challenge of ‘providing soul’ needs to be met in the planning stages; which is one 

way in which our research on the beach could be immensely helpful, for if we could 

identify ways in which to record the qualities of a popular location we could 

theoretically replicate those coveted qualities elsewhere.   

Furthermore, if the task of a builder is to create a structure in a particular location 

without impinging on the qualities of that location, by identifying exactly what those 

qualities are it would theoretically be possible to ‘build without offence’, such as in a 

known beauty spot.   

The ways in which boats blended into the beach environment was identified as a 

quality by the group.  Corbusier had actually identified this quality over seventy years 

ago, admonishing the ‘eyes which do not see’, that ‘this harmony already exists, the 

result of work governed by economy and conditioned by physical necessities’.  
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(Corbusier, 1923)  Corbusier was talking about steamships, but this quality of harmony 

is evident in boats generally, in that they do not have the luxury of ignoring the 

environment around them:  if they did, they would sink.  Thus, ‘economy’ and 

‘physical necessities’ act as successful and artistic parameters.  With buildings we tend 

to act with more licentiousness, creating what we want when we want, ignoring - and 

often at the cost of - the environment.   

Proponents of vernacular architecture may argue that the best way to achieve 

harmony is to ignore elitist concepts and concentrate simply on what works, usually by 

listening to the ‘pattern language’ as Chris Alexander calls it, the ‘common language’ 

of a particular area. (Alexander, 1977)   An architectural statement is limited to a few 

stylistic words and depends on originality for its impact, whereas a vernacular form 

unleases the power of a whole, tested grammar.’  (Brand, Ibid, p.155)  There is a 

problem though in that pattern languages have largely been lost due to extensive 

modernisation and, ironically, the vernacular now belongs to elite groups of singularly 

conscious builders.  I would argue that it is no longer the prevalent common language 

in most modern locations. 

 The question remains therefore, if we build without strict parameters dictated by 

economy and surroundings, can we do so, consciously instilling the qualities of soul? 

Some people turn to Eastern disciplines for the answer, such as the Hindu Vaastu 

Shastra and the Chinese Feng Shui.   

The latter and the Japanese equivalent fu sui are obvious candidates for ensouling 

buildings and it is no surprise that they have gained popularity in the West, for they 

offer immediately appreciable techniques for achieving harmony with one’s 

surroundings, such as the consideration of direction, shape, colour and quality of light.  

Even the stark simplicity of Japanese rock gardens masks a complexity of ideas and 

principles, such as the utilisation of the golden mean.  (Slawson, 1987, pp.92-94)  The 

profound sense of tranquillity the visitor experiences on visiting a Zen garden is not 

achieved by accident.  Humorously, when westerners attempt to replicate a Zen garden 

that depth of silence tends to elude them for they have not usually understood any of 

the underlying techniques let alone the principles.   

Similarly, the Feng Shui adopted in the West is not necessarily strictly true to its 

origins, though the overall intent of achieving harmony with one’s surroundings 

remains the same in most cases.  What is interesting about Feng Shui in this case is 

that the emphasis on determining the qualities of a site is on its shape.  (Walters, 1991, 

pp.48-9)  In other words, the lines it makes determine the nature of the location.  For 

example, tall upright shapes such as skyscrapers are of the Wood element, suggested 

by the upward-thrusting qualities of trees such as shown here.   
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Trees in Oxon and towers in Munich demonstrating the Wood shape as perceived in 

Feng Shui terms, both naturally and architecturally.   (The Author, 2003) 

 

This emphasis on lines and shapes is in accord with how we approached the beach 

problem.  As mentioned previously and shown here, the beach is perceived as being 

largely of horizontal lines: 

 
    (Aberdyfed Beach, The Author, June 2006) 
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In the Chinese system, this would paradoxically relate the location to the Earth 

element, though this is a superficial interpretation as other factors such as the physical 

presence of water would have to be taken into consideration:  ‘The ground is generally 

flat, the Earth element is shown by long, flat hills, plateaux, table mountains, and flat-

roofed buildings.’ (Walters, Ibid.)  The qualities associated with an Earth site include 

solidity, endurance and reliability which could be translated as infinity, but that may be 

stretching the point. 

There is definitely something here in accordance with our own discoveries but it is 

as if more indefinable qualities are proving elusive and it is worth considering a 

culture which actually emphasises the intangible.   

Vaastu Shastra may appear to be questionable in its relevance, in that its rules are 

dictated not so much by environment as by more spiritual, abstract qualities, but 

actually seems to be closer yet to defining the indefinable, to express what it is we are 

attempting to achieve with our qualitative instrument.  For if we can capture the 

quality of an aesthetically pleasing and nourishing location, and replicate it elsewhere, 

then we will indeed be serving our subtle as well as our physical needs. ‘In the 

traditional Indian view, a building, if it is properly conceived, satisfies both a physical 

and a metaphysical indigence.  It has a twofold function:  it provides “commodity, 

firmness and delight” so as to serve man’s psycho-somatic, emotional and aesthetic 

needs, and also serves him intellectually, acting as a support for the contemplation of 

supra-empirical principles.’  (Snodgrass, 1985)  

The question remains:  can we create an instrument to reflect something of the 

qualities associated with both western and eastern approaches as outlined above, and 

even improve on them?  Without this development we will only be capable of building 

projects such as Bedzed which may be environmentally commendable but lack the 

finer, aesthetic touches in the immediate, they lack soul.   

 

 
Bedzed  (Source: www.vnn.vn/khoahoc/xuhuong) 
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The Various Solutions 

 

After the presentation, I questioned the veracity of part of the brief, ‘to acknowledge 

there is no way of recording this quality in a quantitative way’.  My argument was that 

by noting down all the qualities identified and linking them with sensory preferences 

as derived from Neurolinguistic Programming (NLP) in a grid or ‘matrix’ we could 

actually find a way to record the essence of a site quantitatively.   

Another member of the group who had been working on a grid system based on the 

Betty Edwards stages of lines, negative space etc. liked the NLP idea and sought to 

incorporate that with what he had been working on.   

The various solutions, in turn, were: 

 

1. Designing a grid based on NLP and the various qualities of the site.  

(Appendix 4) 

 

This being my solution, I became even more convinced that it was the most 

effective for our purposes.  I shall explore this further in the next section, but 

suffice to say at this point that I believed it to be the most efficacious at combining 

simplicity and comprehensiveness.  This is largely because it drew on the strength 

of the group rather than just myself, relying on the variety of individual insights 

that were available.  All the qualities that were indentified by the group I managed 

to whittle down into four - contrast, infinity, boundaries, moment.  This is because 

some of the qualities (Appendix 2) could be combined under one heading e.g. 

‘horizontal’, ‘unobtainable’ and ‘space’ could all be considered as aspects of 

‘infinity’.   

 

I noticed in retrospect that one quality had been missed by all of us.  However, 

there was no English word for it as I was seeking to articulate a sense that 

embodied both the invigorating quality of the location with the capacity to relax.  

‘Refreshing’ came close but was not accurate.  In discussion with a Chinese 

student, I found the term in Cantonese:  ‘tao hei’ meaning ‘to breathe’ and ‘to 

relax’.  Thus, the fifth and last quality was placed in ‘The Matrix’ or  ‘Grid’.  

 

There may be more qualities but I was confident that we had succeeded in 

capturing the lion’s share.    

 

2. Designing a grid based on Betty Edwards and NLP (the BEAQ method) 

(Appendix 5) 
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This Grid came out of an initial rough idea from the student, who then took it 

further after a discussion with me about NLP.  One axis forms the NLP sub-

modalities while the other the five stages of the Betty Edwards system.  One 

advantage it has over my Matrix, I believe, is that it requires only an individual to 

fill in the blanks, whereas mine at least initially requires a group of people to 

identify the inherent qualties.  A second advantage is that it emphasises a 

quantitative approach, where each heading is given a rating of positive, negative or 

neutral.  Mine has not yet developed this fully, though it may eventually. 

 

One hesitation I have over this method is that it’s dependant on a routine approach, 

‘filling in a form’, whereas there is much about our project that requires conscious 

and focused intuition.  Secondly, its self-reliance seems advantageous but my 

experience was that it was working as a group that gave the most insights.   

 

3. Recording the sound of the waves and playing it in another location 

 

This has an obvious advantage in that nearly everyone feels relaxed with the sound 

of waves but, as explored further in the next section, it is appealing to only one of 

our senses and that has limitations.  Not everyone will respond in the same way to a 

particular sound.  A strong advantage it has though is that it will be very easy to 

achieve.   

 

4. Emphasising the horizontal lines of the beach 

 

The profundity of this approach was evident in our final presentation.  When the 

images of horizontal lines went up on the screen a sense of great calm swept over 

the audience, the silence was almost tangible.  In contrast, showing the mess of 

lines in a CAT roof-design produced the opposite effect.   

 

On getting home after the unit, I subsequently removed all pictures from the living 

room which were more vertical than horizontal and found this immediately 

captured something of the quality of the beach.  This technique appears to be 

invaluable for what we are trying to achieve. 

 

5. Understanding the importance of vertical lines 

 

This follows on naturally from the previous, where the occasional vertical lines 

such as in the ‘Cable’ sign (see top picture) provided a necessary contrast.  

Interestingly, this is in accordance with the Chinese approach where the Wood 
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element is seen as necessary to control the Earth (Walters, Ibid, p.79).  This is 

where the quality of contrast is in evidence once again.   

 

6. Recording the light and colours then replicating them in a light-box. 

 

This has similar strengths and weaknesses to replicating the sound of waves, in that 

it is appealing to only one of our senses.  However, as with the waves, it could be 

an important part of a more comprehensive approach.   

 

7. Placing sand in a spiral shape at another location. 

 

This was an extremely leftfield approach, illustrated by Photoshop trickery and 

involving mounds of sand placed in surprising locations.  There are obvious 

limitations, such as the ephemeral quality of such a structure – though arguably that 

is one of the qualities of the beach itself – and I would question the environmental 

impact of such a feat; but for innovativeness, effectiveness and humour (capturing 

the playful quality of the beach) this is a promising technique.  In addition, by 

utilising the spiral shape it embraces the Fibonnaci sequence as is in evidence in 

sea-shells and other natural forms (Slawson, Ibid, p.93). 

 
                 (Jodie Pipkorn, 2006) 

 

8. Analysis of the process itself. 

 

This was the most abstract of all the approaches and led to the important conclusion 

that in the quest for a ‘qualitative instrument’, each one of us in fact was that 
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instrument.  For all our disparate approaches, this was the one that we could all 

agree on and thus it formed the summation and conclusion of our final presentation.  

However, its abstraction is its own downfall in that few pragmatic results can be 

expected – at least, not in isolation.  When taken as a part of the ‘gestalt’ though, it 

is an essential ingredient.   

 

In summation, all of these approaches had their strengths and weaknesses but each 

one of them was necessary for the development and enhancement of the method I 

chose to focus upon.  In fact, ‘The Matrix’ encompasses all of these techniques and 

more. 

 

 

The Matrix (Appendix 4) 

 

NLP was invented thirty years ago by Richard Bandler and John Grinder, based on 

earlier work by psychologists such as Fritz Perls, the founder of Gestalt therapy.  

(Robbins, 2003).  One of the methods utilised by NLP is to establish with an individual 

what their sub-modalities or sensory preferences are, whether visual, auditory or 

kinaesthetic.  (Bandler & Grinder, 1979).  Known as ‘deep structure’, it is important in 

NLP to assess ‘the sensory maps (both conscious and unconscious) that people use to 

organise and guide their behaviour’ (Robbins, Ibid).   

In addtion, olfactory (smell) and gustatory (taste) are perceived as aspects of the 

kinaesthetic, and digital of the auditory.  Those with digital preference tend to respond 

to their surroundings with discrete, binary tendencies rather than analogue which has 

shades of meaning.  (Ibid.)  These people are often good with absract concepts, 

mathematics and computers.   

In summation: 

 

SUB-

MODALITY 

STIMULI 

Visual Colours, shapes etc. 

Kinaesthetic Action, touch, movement 

Auditory Sounds, listening 

Olfactory Smells, scents 

Gustatory Taste 

Digital Abstract 

 

Summary of Sub-Modalities 
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Clearly, no individual is just one of these things - the gestalt of a person includes all 

of the sensory input.  

Another factor that needs to be taken into consideration is that the brain functions on 

differerent frequencies, with beta waves being our busy day-to-day state, including 

worry and stress.  (Wikipedia, 2006)  For deeper, more relaxed states, the slower 

alpha, theta and delta waves are evident.  (Ibid and Atkinson, 1996) 

In hypnosis it is understood that each sub-modality in an individual corresponds to 

different brain wave patterns, hence different stages of relaxation.  For example, a 

person with a VKA pattern immediately perceives the environment visually, but in 

order to relax needs to be physically comfortable (kinaesthetic) and in order to go into 

deep sleep and/or meditation needs either silence or the right sounds (auditory).  Their 

corresponding brain patterns therefore would be:   

 

 

 

 

 

 

Different Levels of Relaxation and 

Approximate Brain Wave Frequencies in 

an Individual with VKA preferences 

 

 

 

 

 

Further research is required here, to determine exactly what it is we are looking to 

experience in specific locations such as a beach.  In other words, how deep do we want 

to go?  Do we need to experience the delta rhythms of deep sleep, or is the semi-

conscious state of alpha sufficient?  And how does this vary in location?  For example, 

does a location like Manhattan induce anything slower than beta frequency?   

The necessity for covering all, or at least most of, the sensory preferences is 

apparent though in idyllic locations such as the beach.  Considering the options various 

members of the group came up with, it was clear that most approaches had merits only 

within particular sub-modalities, specifically: 

 

Recording the sound of the waves and playing it in another location:  Auditory 

 

Emphasising the lines of the beach:  Visual 

 

 

SENSE 

EEG 

READING 

POSSIBLE 

CAUSE 

 

Visual 

 

Alpha  8-12 

Hz 

 

A sunset 

 

Kinaesthetic 

 

Theta 4-8 

Hz 

 

Cool breeze 

on the skin 

  

Auditory 

 

Delta < 4 Hz 

 

Sound of    

surf 
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Recording the light and replicating it in a light-box:  Visual 

 

Placing sand in a spiral shape at another location:  Visual-Kinaesthetic 

 

Understanding the process:  Digital 

 

An exception is the BEAQ approach whiich incorporates NLP but its drawbacks 

have been addressed in the previous section.  I would also question the use of the five 

Betty Edwards stages as being entirely appropriate.  It as if they are being used simply 

because they were immediately to hand during the exercise.  Another set of variables 

could easily replace them:  such as a list of associated emotions (bliss, peace, calm 

etc.) or a range of more easily measurable qualities (humidity, ionisation etc.).  

There may yet be merit and potential in this approach, but it needs to be more 

carefully thought out than was evident at the, admittedly early, stage.   

The reliance in The Matrix method on individual sensibilities within a group setting 

is one of its greatest strengths, coming back to the conclusion that ‘each one of us is 

the instrument’.  Any one person will have an inevitable bias, as is evident from our 

sensory preferences.  With a group the variety of approaches precludes strong bias thus 

facilitating a more comprehensive and accurate result. 

For example, one of the objections raised during the interim presentation – which I 

perceived as an important part of the group process - was that the words ‘yellow sand’ 

from the haiku were, in fact, a superficial aspect of Aberdyfi Beach.  The critic said 

that she visited and loved that location many times during the year, in all seasons, and 

the sand certainly wasn’t yellow in the depths of winter.  This was a valid point and 

one that I might not have come to on my own.  This, along with continual feedback, 

ideas and impressions from within the design group itself, kept pushing me further. 

The Matrix is only in its infancy but I believe has enormous potential.  By following 

the process outlined above:  drawing, using ourselves as the instrument and identifying 

the salient qualities of a location then filling in the grid as shown in Appendix 4, we 

can eventually replicate the essence of a site anywhere we wish.  I suggest in order to 

do that we would need to address only a certain percentage of the grid – to do it 

entirely would involve replicating the entire site!  In this instance, by emphasising 

horizontal lines, contrast of textures, negatively ionised air, the sound of surf and some 

children’s toys, we can go a long way towards recreating Aberdyfi Beach in our living 

rooms, if we so choose. 

Taken even further, we can use this method to diagnose what is ‘wrong’ with a site 

and take steps to remedy it.   
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Group Performance 

 

I have constantly alluded to the many strengths of the group.  On the surface we 

were a collection of disparate, headstrong individuals which often led to numerous 

confrontations.  

There were many ‘shouters’ in the group, people who were so convinced of their 

opinion that they would vociferously argue with others equally convinced of their own.  

This led to many a heated ‘discussion’ and at times I was tempted to throw in the towel 

and walk out.  However, what I learnt was that by staying with it, and providing a 

nudge here, a calming word there, and finding myself in the role of facilitator, it was 

the blow-ups that often provided the most creative results in the end .  

I also learnt very quickly that this was an environment where I could follow my own 

idiosyncratic tendencies without reproach e.g. Writing a haiku instead of drawing.  It 

was therefore the very individualistic nature of the group members that encouraged 

creative thinking.  This was in no small way due to the tutors who knew exactly when 

to push and when to stand back, so many kudos to them. 

The final presentation was indicative of our group dynamic.  We felt somewhat 

under pressure due to the shortage of time and the high quality of our earlier 

presentation, which we felt we had to match, even supercede.  There were numerous 

qualitative instruments on offer and the problem of how to favour them all was 

resulting in yet another shouting match.  I interjected by offering what I called a ‘have 

your cake and eat it’ approach.   

Having some experience in television writing, I explained how even short dramatic 

pieces followed the classical structure of four or five Acts.  If we applied this to our 

presentation, we simply needed to work out which Act favoured which instruments.  A 

quick look at what we had revealed a natural structure, commencing with the BEAQ 

method and finishing with the analysis of the process and its conclusion that ‘We are 

the Instrument’.   

This won approval and thus, what had started off as conflict became a natural 

celebration of all our talents.  (Though in the rush, I neglected my own Matrix.) 

In summation, I would say there were certain key elements in our group’s success: 

 

 Our tutors knowing when to push and when to stand back 

 Space for idiosyncracies and disparate opinions 

 The ability to be objective and subjective  

 The willingness to explore enthusiastically 

 A sense of humour 
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Without that last, none of us would have survived!  I feel very proud of my own 

Qualitative Instrument, and sense that it has a lot further to go, but I feel even prouder 

of the group and how it handled the process.  Uniquely, this was where subjectivity 

and objectivity united, where the left and right sides of the brain talked to each other 

and found they had much in common.  This was my last unit and I couldn’t have asked 

for a better one on which to finish the course. 

 

  


