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ABSTRACT  

The Covid-19 crisis has been described as the “greatest challenge that humankind has faced since the 

2nd World War,” having an impact on health, society, and the global economy. Houses and domestic 

spaces are key sites through which COVID-19 is experienced, thus, an interdisciplinary approach is 

needed. The goal of this research project is to forge an analytical approach while experimenting with 

micro-ethnography and auto-ethnography tools to analyse how we inhabit the domestic spaces in 

complex situations of confinement imposition in order to arrive at an outward reflection from within. 

The project reflects on an innovative social experiment that opens up new paths of design provoking to 

help us rethink the domestic space. This paper has the objective to compile, compare and explain the 

processes and results around the characterization of the domestic space, centring on the person in times 

of confinement through an ethnographic approach. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

The Covid-19 is impacting not only our health but society and economy globally [1]. In this context, 

protocols have been proposed such as self-isolation, social distancing, complete lockdown [2], border 

closures, travel restrictions, school and business closures, and quarantine [3] amongst others.  

Social isolation has posed a serious threat to people’s physical and mental health [4], causing a decrease 

in the general well-being [5], experienced by a large part of the population [6]. Emotional fluctuations 

and psychological discomfort are detected as quarantine duration elongates [7], reducing social 

connection [4]. Confinement endangers domestic coexistence [8]. Younger adults and women report 

higher distress during the COVID-19 [4]. For children, isolation entails a substantial risk [9] with direct 

consequences regarding health, safety, and well-being [10]. 

1.1 Domestic space and housing 
The subsequent measures have had implications on how we occupy our habitat and how we relate to the 

open environment and nature, observing the effects on our physical, mental, and emotional well-being 

[11]. This global crisis is an opportunity to question the role of designers as to rethink possible 

alternatives [12].  

Houses are key sites through which COVID-19 is experienced [13]. In confinement, houses became the 

only place we slept, ate, worked, practiced sports, and socialized [14]. The characteristics of the built 

environment within houses are directly associated with health [15], and well-being [16]. Domestic space 

designs play a fundamental role in this health crisis [17].  

As aforementioned, an interdisciplinary approach is needed [18], and in the school of Architecture, Art 

and Design of Tec de Monterrey in Mexico the idea of analysing our domestic spaces during 

confinement seemed a way to look at and re-signify our habitat while in confinement, but also to rethink 

for the new normal.  

The research project “Re-signify the Domestic Space in Times of Confinement,” hopes to be a guide for 

professionals in Design, from an analytical approach, while experimenting with micro-ethnography as 
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well as auto-ethnography to analyse how to inhabit domestic spaces inf confinement to arrive at a global 

reflection. The project reflects on a social innovation experiment that opens new paths to design, 

provoking the rethinking of the domestic space. 

This paper has the objective to compile, compare and explain the processes and results around the 

characterization of the domestic space, centring on the person in times of confinement through an 

ethnographic approach. 
 

2 METHODOLOGY 

This project was developed during short research stays where the background was established to analyse 

the current situation to question the inhabitants, while at the same time contrasting against the self-

experience.  

2.1 Micro-Ethnography and Auto-Ethnography 
Confinement implies new socio-spatial relations: of the subject with him or herself and with his or her 

family, as well as the subject with the domestic space. Ethnographies are used as a complex self-analysis 

that must be profound and critical to turn research into proposal and action.  

A micro-ethnography was carried out through social cartographies and an auto-ethnography was 

developed through cognitive-body mapping and experience mapping to get a closer relationship to the 

people and their domestic situations [19]. The micro-ethnography focuses on particular aspects in a short 

period [20] and it allows to add a spatial dimension to discover the particularities within a full immersion 

[21], while visualizing an added value based on personal motivations [19], to find particular needs [22]. 

The auto-ethnography allows to prospect a qualitative research strategy [23] suitable for confinement, 

to approach the context from a subjective perspective of the researchers -actors themselves [24]. There 

is a capitalization on the affective and cognitive “experiences” of the person who developed knowledge 

based on reality due to his or her direct participation [23]. Here, the researcher is subject and object, an 

active participant capable of narrating the scene in which he or she works, having particular access to 

the observation [23], between the personal and the other interpretations [24]. 

2.2 Social Cognitive Mapping 

Social cognitive maps are a way of telling stories where events are organized through visual, textual, or 

other means [25], and a way of communicating spatial information [26]. The narrative is fundamental, 

it is a way of finding the relationships between place, person, and time [27]. This includes narrated 

events, expressions, and interpretations of maps [28], critical reflections [29], dissemination of findings, 

data visualization, communication of information, and the exchange of stories [30]. This was used to 

approach family dynamics regarding shared spaces in specific time frames. The objective is to form 

socio-spatial cartography including different domestic spaces around the relations of the people who 

live there. The maps show the representation of conditions before and during confinement.  

2.3 Body Cognitive Mapping 
To represent new inhabited spaces through relations in confinement signifies working with the body. 

The body is the first territory on which to experience affective and emotional fluctuations and the first 

interphase in-between the subject and space [31]. The elaboration of a body cognitive mapping is based 

on the idea that when there is conflict in the lived spaces, there are pains that materialize directly on the 

body [31]. The researcher participants are prompted to develop their cognitive mapping where they play 

with the space and the emotions in direct relation to their bodies.  
2.4 Experience Mapping 

Mapping the experiences allows creating a relation between domestic spaces, the activities, and 

emotions, as its objective is to describe an effective method to understand and improve the user 

experience. This technique facilitates collaboration between stakeholders and designers, giving way to 

co-creation processes [32]. In this research, the experience maps were used to reach a deeper 

understanding of the mood of each family member regarding their family activities and relationships.  

The tools aforementioned were applied within two months in confinement, with a total number of 17 

people. The group was made up of undergraduate students (Industrial Design and Architecture students) 

and graduate students of Architecture. Most of them belong to a medium-high socioeconomic group, 
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and they live in medium to large size houses which allow for open spaces such as patios or terraces. 

Seven of them live by themselves, and the rest of the students shared inhabited spaces with their families. 

3 RESULTS AND DISCUSSION  

The used tools provide the identification of patterns that emerge from the phenomenon itself, from the 

individual analysis. The first finding refers to a progressive awareness around the issues of uses of space 

(before and during Covid-19). This is when clear socio-spatial dynamics around the definition of new 

personal and collective envision opportunities for change. Understanding the experience of each of the 

family members enables agreements, considerations and in many cases, through reflection on the 

proximity/privacy or inside/outside dualities, actions that lead to the resignification of spaces. 

 

Figure 1. Example of Socio-Spatial Cartography (A). Relationships between housing areas 

Unravelling the emotions, from the mapping of the body, allows for changes not only in the relationship 

with the inhabited space but with the body itself, establishing and increasing self-love. 

These processes show the transition from an initial condition of bewilderment (at the beginning of the 

confinement), to a moment of empowerment and improvement based on creativity that allows the space 

to be adapted to new demands, to reappropriate it, and to regain security and serenity. The feeling of 

bewilderment and anxiety, in some cases, is accompanied by a greater concern for "the other,” in a more 

socially conscious approach with attention to common spaces that are no longer usable. The repetition 

of domestic and work actions in a single space becomes an obsessive condition that transcends the limits 

of its inhabited space and overflows into an external space marked by the absurd, oppressive and 

monotonous, due to housing model conditions. 
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Figure 2. Example of Body Cognitive Mapping (B) 

For some students, there was an awakening of a gender consciousness linked to spatial appropriation: 

before confinement, the individual room was essential for privacy and autonomy. During the 

confinement, leaving the room and expanding to other more public spaces in the house created a feeling 

of emancipation and liberation. The domestic space is analysed as the place of the process of role 

attribution, as was found by reviewing the conditions imposed by confinement. 

Using experience mapping helped researcher students to understand the importance of self-e insights. 

They discovered that spaces could improve by allowing for self-awareness tools, which lead to redesign 

the domestic space improving their daily interaction with others. 

 

 

Figure 3. Example of Experience Mapping (C) of a common day in confinement 

4 CONCLUSIONS 

Family relationships were affected by space, and space was affected by the type of relationships. The 

confinement implies new socio-spatial relationships: that of the subject with himself or herself, and that 

of the subject with their family, also of the individual with the house itself. Analysing the above is 

possible with the use of auto-ethnography tools and micro ethnography: the first allows self-reflection 

in the confinement and reflection with the other in the same space, while the second allows the reflection 

on the specific problem of coexistence in the confinement (from the self to the we-family). Both tools, 

when used in a spatial context, can have a high value of "truth" and authenticity by eliminating the 

interpretation of others and judgment value. In addition, self-experimentation produces a greater 

understanding of the tools that will undoubtedly lead to a more empathetic attitude when collaboratively 

returning to fieldwork or when designing new domestic spaces. 

The results obtained contribute to rethinking the domestic space beyond confinement. From academic 

experience, the use of autoethnographic and micro-ethnographic tools helped student researchers to 

understand how they experienced the theory of spaces first-hand. There was no need for interpretations, 

but self-knowledge and self-awareness. In addition, focusing on the specific topic of micro-ethnography 

allows one to reach a detailed and deep understanding of where new questions arise regarding the 

conception and categorization of spaces to satisfy new needs and desires. The application of the 

aforementioned tools within the family domestic space allowed researchers to articulate possible 

solutions based on an analysis that was not only experienced first-hand but also helped understand the 

terms of other relatives through their interactions and the space they share. For both students’ researchers 

and teachers, new questions were triggered regarding the role assigned to the designer in confinement 

and beyond confinement, where roles are exchanged and assumed in new ways. Where spaces are 

transformed through self-awareness and observation. 
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Figure 4. Autoethnographic analysis model and re-signification of space 
As a final conclusion, as explained graphically according to the model in Figure 4, it can be observed 

how the ethnographic tools of cognitive and experience mapping, self-applied by the same research 

subject, facilitate reflection on the body/space relationships mediated by emotions, and close 

relationships with other people, in the same space, mediated by activities and other emotions. Also, 

some encounters can represent positive or negative experiences, thereby generating self-awareness 

leading to change. This, in turn, has repercussions on the initial space/person relationship in the form of 

learning that implies the resignification of the domestic space. 
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