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ABSTRACT 

Background: Landscape preference study is another field of environmental research that 
has the relevancy in understanding the Malay culturally responsive landscape. Objectives: 
There are several theories that have been developed in accordance to this research, for 
instance the Informational Processing Model.  A case study is conducted at Kampung Parit 
Sayang of Benut, Johor. These cognitive studies examine the physical character of the 
setting by the help of landscape photograph of particular interest.  Results: The 
Informational Processing Model focuses on the aesthetic preference of human being in 
their landscape setting. Conclusion: Based on their comprehensive studies, it is concluded 
that the four factors; coherence, legibility, complexity and mystery are the most important 
factors that determine human preferences to the environment.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

The study on the cultural responsive landscape in the Perak Malay residential garden is closely related to 

the study of residential design. One of the topics that the study is mostly conducted is on the residential 

satisfaction (Amigo, 1997). Relevancy of residential satisfaction study with a study on the culturally responsive 

landscape can be seen through the discussion in numerous empirical studies which discuss the characteristic of 

the users (either cognitive or behavioral) or characteristic of the environment, both physical and social. 

Wiedemenn and Anderson (Lynch, Kevin, 1960) identify that research relating to residential satisfaction may be 

classified into two categories, namely; 

(i) Studies of residential satisfaction as a criterion of evaluation of residential qualities. In their 

methodology, this factor is considered as dependent variables. These studies focus on the theoretical framework 

exemplified by the work of Marans and Rodgers (Gimlette, D. John, 1971) 

(ii) Residential mobility study which is perceived as the independent variable. In this case, residential 

satisfaction is considered as a predictor of behavior.  This is based on the theoretical model developed by 

(Laurie, Ian C., 1975) 

 

Informational Processing Model For Environmental Preference:  

Kaplan (Experience of Nature) contributes significantly towards the environmental preference studies. In 

her perception, the landscape is basically a visual experience. People in fact experience much of the physical 

environment visually. The landscape evaluation process may be either philosophical or aesthetic; or they may be 

quantitative and use applied measurement techniques in the field of geography, planning, environmental 

psychology, economics and landscape design (Laurie, Ian C., 1975) 
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The evaluation of visual quality in landscape is, however, mainly derived from longstanding appraisal of 

the relationship between man and nature, with a developing aesthetic awareness of landscape since the 

eighteenth century in the form of philosophic, literary, and graphic preoccupation with the aesthetic qualities in 

scenery. This research can be defined as the “comparative relationships between two or more landscapes in 

terms of the assessment of the visual quality; in this context, “assessments are the process of recording visual 

quality through observer’s aesthetic appreciation of intrinsic visual qualities or characteristics within the 

landscape”( Laurie, Ian C., 1975). This understanding is relevant to the Informational Processing Model of 

Environmental preference that has been developed by Kaplan and Kaplan (Kaplan, et al., 1978). In this model, 

they suggest that two groups of information are essentially needed by humans in order to function effectively in 

the world. They are the information regarding the content of the environment and information relating to its 

spatial configuration.  The model strongly suggests that the experience of landscape through sense making and 

getting involved with the environment is an important concern to people. As an extension to this research, they 

have developed The Preference Matrix that introduces two domains representing two critical facets of people’s 

relationship to information. 

The first domain involves two major categories of human needs namely, understanding and exploration. 

Understanding has been explained as making sense of what is going on and it is far reaching in its expression. 

Understanding of the immediate environment is very important as it describes the impression of the space. 

However, the understanding needs to be supported with knowledge. As an example, Buhyoff, Leuschner and 

Wellaman (Buhyoff, G.J., et al., 1979) examine the preference of trees that are already diseased (orange-brown 

foliage from southern pine beetle damage) is highly rated by the respondents who do not understand the cause of 

coloration. 

The need of exploration is another aspect of human need defined as a curiosity about one’s surrounding. 

Kaplan (Experience of Nature) discusses that exploration is an important element in accumulating experience. It 

inclines one to expand one’s knowledge as well as to increase one’s capacity to understand previously confusing 

situation. In short, Kaplan suggests that if the need to explore is a pervasive human need, it is also reasonable 

that preferences would be greater where exploration is facilitated. 

 

Methodology: 

Kaplan and Kaplan (Experience of Nature) then extend these two domains, understanding and exploration, 

into four distinct patterns as follows: 

 
  

Understanding 
 
Exploration 

 

Immediate 

 

Coherence 

 

Complexity 

 
Inferred, Predicted 

 
Legibility 

 
Mystery 

 

Fig. 1.0: The Preference Matrix 

 

The four factors that have been focused by them are important to predict human preferences in 

environment. Complexity in this model is defined in terms of the numbers of different visual elements in a 

scene; how intricate and rich the scene is. Complexity is important in providing a significant character of a 

setting in a landscape as it represents a variety of elements including that of the natural or man-made. The model 

expresses complexity as an encouragement of exploration. The composition provides various experience and 

information, encouraging involvement in natural environment. 

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

 

An example of the setting that provides complexity is presented in Figure 2.0. 
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Fig. 2.0: Variety of plants composed in the house compound enriched complexity of the space. 

 

In this scene, the complexity is derived from a variety of cultivated plants including fruit trees, shrubs and 

herbs that accentuate different texture, color and plant hierarchy. Coherence helps in providing a sense of order 

and in directing attention. Kaplan advocates that a coherence scene is orderly because it hangs together. It can 

be enhanced by anything that helps organize the patterns of brightness, size, texture as well as the size of the 

scene. A coherent setting contributes to one’s ability to make sense of the environment. Figure 2.9 shows the 

composition of one of the most familiar plants in the village namely the banana trees (Musa paradisica). The 

trees composed along the road create a sense of space and belonging that encourages one to proceed with their 

journey.  

 

In short, coherence is described as a factor that represents the degree of order experienced in the immediate 

environment. High degree of coherence in landscape can also help to encourage understanding and further 

exploration of the spaces.                                                                                                                                                                           

 

 
Fig. 3.0: Repetitive planting resulting the coherent values in landscape setting. 

 

Legibility is another factor included in the model that is derived from Kevin Lynch in his book Image of 

The City (1960). Legibility refers to the perceived ability to find one’s way in the environment. A legible space 

is one that is easy to understand and to remember. It is a well-structured space with distinctive elements, so that 

it is easy to find one’s way within the landscape area (Kaplan, 1978). Legibility thus entails a promise, or a 

prediction of the capacity both to comprehend and function effectively.  

Figure 4.0 illustrates a legible character of a Malay house compound in Kampung Parit Sayang, Benut, 

through planting composition. Clusters of the banana trees (Musa paradisica) and few rows of palms create 

significant character to the entrance of the house. The organic arrangement of plant and harmony hierarchy of 

the structural plants unified by carpet of grasses create sense of unity and highlight legibility. This is because 

the landscape is easy to be recognized and remembered, thus develops the cognitive map to identify the house. 
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Fig. 4.0: Composition of plants creates legibility in the house compound 

 

Mystery is another informational factor that is important in the informational processing model. Mystery 

refers to the promise of more information to be gathered if the observer were to proceed further into the scene, 

thus providing an opportunity to learn something that is not immediately apparent from the original vantage 

point. Hubbard and Kimball (1917) in the book An Introduction to the Study of Landscape Design define 

mystery as: 

When “the sheer multiplicity of details prevents our clear comprehension of the landscape, as when we 

look at the misty leaves and branches of a thick deciduous wood in early spring…inability to see the landscape 

with any distinctness, as for instance when the scene is shrouded in haze or in a snow storm in darkness…the 

foreground is clearly seen, but an important part of the landscape known to be presented is nevertheless 

concealed, as where river or a road winds out of sight behind some intervening barrier…” (Hubbard and 

Kimball, 1917). 

 

 
 

Fig. 5.0: Represents an example of a setting which provokes mystery values that encourage exploration. 

 

Understanding of mystery in the typical Malay village can be seen in the landscape setting presented in 

Figure 5.0. A typical road layout of the Malay village is basically in the curvilinear form. This is in harmony 

with the existing landform that is undulating in verdant vegetation area. Therefore, this setting creates an 

advantage to the visual experience. As one stroll along the road, some of the views will be blocked until certain 

point of vista. However, a sense of familiarity and understanding of the environment would encourage one to 

explore this mysterious landscape setting. 
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The Experiential Approach: 

The methodology in experiential paradigm research utilizes different approach of studies where 

experiential method has concentrated heavily on understanding the interaction outcomes of the nature, rather 

than identifying a particular scenic landscape features. In this case, the people are not simply observers of 

landscapes but participants in them, and the way they participate has some influences on their landscape values.  

The landscape is the landscape as experienced, whether it is the setting for everyday activities, scenic wonder or 

creative inspirations. The landscape gains meaning and value through the situations in which it is experienced. 

Lowenthal’s statement supports this understanding: 

Judgments of landscape quality, even more than those who work of art, involve the beholders active 

participation. Art and other objects of aesthetic appreciation are detached from the observer and framed in 

space and time. But landscapes surround the observer, merging continuously with other landscapes to the 

horizon, and the absence of a set frame challenges the viewer to create his own perspectives (Lowenthal, 1978). 

Taylor et al. (1987) further explains that, the roots of experiential approach derive primarily from 

phenomenology, landscape study and the history of art and literature. This can be used to understand evolution 

of landscape and human activity in the environment that definitely affects the landscape values. 

…An experiential approach requires that, instead of remaining aloof and apart, the researcher endeavor to 

establish viable open relationships with those he studies. No attemp is made to minimize the contamination of 

intervention in an existential situation. Emphasis is placed on interpersonal knowing through dialog rather than 

observation (Rowles, 1978). 

Relph (1979) supports this view with his model that concentrates on human side, towards improving the 

ability of the observers to see landscapes. To him, appreciating landscape values should be more than 

classifying its aesthetic values. 

….in which the universe is lucidly perceived as an integrated whole, in which everything, including the 

ugliness and evil, has its place, in which a sense of timelessness and spacelessness exist, in which life is given 

meaning and purpose. These experiences are so dramatic and overwhelming that they can only be understood 

as transcendental (Pelph, 1979). 

Many geographers, stressing their discipline as the “science of observation”, have advocated the necessity 

of a direct study of the landscape, as well as its meaning and history (Saucer, 1956). Kobayashi in the statement 

below supports this advocacy by saying: 

…The significant of landscape value lies not in its identification, but the action of its formulation and 

articulation…The art form provides concrete access to the complex web of relation by which each individual in 

the society connects to others. This web of relations is established by actions instigated toward things hold for 

the individual (Kobayashi, 1980). 

 

Conclusion: 

To summarize, the informational processing model that has been developed by Kaplan and Kaplan (1978) 

focuses on the aesthetic preference of human being in their landscape setting.  Based on their comprehensive 

studies, they conclude that the four factors; coherence, legibility, complexity and mystery are the most 

important factors that determine human preferences to the environment. These cognitive studies examine the 

physical character of the setting by the help of landscape photograph of particular interest. This methodology 

has been employed by numerous studies.  

Meanwhile, the experiential approach highlights another method of investigating the landscape preference. 

This method gives opportunity to the researcher to evaluate the landscape not only through the beauty of the 

sites, but also through direct experience in their landscape.  It is clear that the Informational Processing Theory 

with cognitive approach can be categorized as a qualitative method, whereas the experiential paradigm can be 

classified as a quantitative method.  

 

REFERENCES 

 

Amigo, Maria, 1997. “A Theoritical and Methodological Approach to the Study of Residential 

satisfaction”, Journal of Environmental Psychology, Academic Press Limited. 

Buhyoff, G.J., W.A. Leuschner and J.D. Wellman, 1979. “Aesthetic Impacts of Southern Pine Beetle 

Damage”, Journal of Environmental Management 8. 

Gimlette, D. John, 1971. Malay Poisons and Charm Cures, Oxford University Press, London. 

Experience of Nature: Psychological Perspectives, Cambridge University Press, New York. 

Kaplan, Rachel, Stephen Kaplan and R.L Ryan, 1978. With People in Mind: Design and Management of 

Everyday Nature, Island Press, Washington. 

Laurie, Ian C., 1975. “Aesthetic Factors in Visual Evaluation”, Landscape Assessment: Values, 

Perceptions, and Resources, Dowden, Hutchinson and Ross, Inc., Pennsylvania. 

Lynch, Kevin, 1960. The Image of The City, Cambridge, MA, MIT Press. 



31 

 

Nor Atiah Ismail, Nangkula Utaberta, Mohd Yazid Mohd Yunos, Sumarni Ismail, 2015. Malaysia Going 

Greens: A study on Community Commitment Towards a Greener Urban Living Environment. Advances in 

Environmental Biology, 9(95): 498-503. 

Nor Atiah Ismail, Nangkula Utaberta, Mohd Yazid Mohd Yunos, Sumarni ismail, 2015. “Ruralizing” 

Urban Residential Landscape: A Paradigm Shift in Urban Landscape Design., pp: 525-530. 

Taylor, J.G., E.H. Zube and J.L. Sell, 1987. “Landscape Assessment and Perception Research Methods”, 

Methods in Environmental and Behavioral Research, Van Reinhold Company, New York. 

 


