
Fundamentals of Thematic Design 
 

Definition and Importance 

What is thematic design? Thematic design is the “design of a variety of 
recurring elements on any environmental level according to a set of 
organizing principles” (Kendal). Such consistency in elements can range from 
packaging and logos to color themes and furniture styles. When designing a 
space, theming and intentional interior design is what transforms a regular 
meeting space, office, and playground into an exciting place to make lifelong 
memories. With intentional theming, immediately walking in, emotions are 
influenced and the viewer's previous energy transformed. Thematic design is 
especially important for young children as they grow and learn more about 
our world.  
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Understanding Thematic Design 

http://www.open-building.org/gloss/the.html


Thematic design, like all design, is encapsulated in several elements. 
Coexisting with architectural, product, and interior design, good thematic 
design is roughly defined by these four main characteristics: 

Aesthetic Appeal 

From whimsical pink castles to bright, playful beach scenes, thematic design 
in children-centered spaces is meticulously crafted to evoke emotions and 
spark curiosity. These vibrant, aesthetically pleasing environments not only 
capture the attention of young minds but also create a sense of wonder and 
adventure. Consistency in theme is paramount, as it ensures that every 
element, from color schemes to decorative details, harmonizes to reinforce 
the chosen theme. This cohesive aesthetic fosters a deeper engagement, 
encouraging children to explore, interact, and fully immerse themselves in 
the environment. By building an aesthetic that is both inspiring and inviting, 
designers can create spaces that are not only visually appealing but also 
educational and enriching, stimulating the imagination and promoting 
creative play. 

Balance 

Creating balance and unity within your space is essential, considering the size, 
shape, and function of each element, whether in playgrounds or workstations. 
Consistency is key. Balancing large structures, props, and artwork that align 
with each other allows your theme to flow, building a visual narrative for the 
user. For example, in a pirate-themed playground, placing a sandbox on one 
side and a pirate ship play structure on the other, connected by water murals 
or lily pad floor art, creates a cohesive experience. This arrangement not only 
avoids safety hazards and messy transitions but also allows children to move 
smoothly from quiet, creative play to active play. Structural balance promotes 
emotional regulation, safe play, and a more visually appealing environment. 

Storytelling 

All aspects of thematic design contribute to the ultimate story you desire to 
tell. Whether linear or imaginative, such as the story of Moses or a wild west 
theme, the morals of your story should be visible throughout. From having 
themed activities highlighting creativity, listening, and innovative play the 
child becomes a part of the story. Creating characters that serve as mascots of 



the space or guide the child through the story is a fun way to keep them 
entertained and creates unity within new groups. 

Some great examples are teaching the importance of discovery through 
themes highlighting space, chemistry, geology, and travel. These themes are 
great in educational environments such as classrooms, museums, and 
playgrounds. Using characters such as guides or animals to share information 
and fun facts is a great way to engage children's curiosity.  

Emotional and spiritual themes used in churches, camps, and therapy 
settings easily guide the child through complex concepts like empathy, faith, 
mental health, and courage.  

Location-based themes, such as gardens, construction zones, or art studios, 
may not have a linear storyline like the history of space exploration or the 
journey of Jesus, but they still offer a narrative to explore. Using themed 
structures and designs, such as “Dig Zone” sandboxes or community gardens, 
helps children build pride in their environment, enhance problem-solving 
skills, and inspires them to create their own stories and adventures. 

Emotional engagement 

Similar to storytelling, emotional engagement is evoked through the use of 
color, characters, interactive features and the values portrayed in your theme 
such as innovation, discovery, faith, or teamwork. Like the characters that 
guide the child through a story, themes help children make meaningful 
connections between the various social, emotional, and sometimes spiritual 
lessons that the theme portrays. They encourage children to build 
transferable skills and behaviors that foster their emotional intelligence.  

By using social-emotional themes, you are teaching a child to build self 
awareness, empathy towards others, and improve emotional regulation. 
Theming goes far beyond a fun play-learn environment. It can be the first 
space a child can build a deeper understanding of themselves and others!  

The Role of Color in Thematic Design 

Color theory is the study of how colors work together and how they affect our 
emotions and perceptions. One of the first steps of thematic design is 
establishing a core color palette that will influence the mood, function, and 



overall aesthetic of the space. Each color has a specific mood and purpose you 
can use to create the desired energy and tone. For playgrounds, you may 
want to use warm vibrant colors encouraging action, play, and increase 
energy. If, however, you are designing a calm space such as a reading nook in 
a medical office, low lighting and soft cool tones can increase calmness and 
activate the child's imagination.  

Check out our blog on “ Color Theory and How it Impacts Mood and Behavior” 
to learn how to optimize your space through color! 

 
Creating Engaging Spaces 

Integrating Themes into Design 

For many theming is fun color themes with wall stickers and print materials. 
Though each of those may be integral to your theme, get creative! The 
opportunities are endless! Here are a few ways to elevate your theme into the 
layout of your space: 

Artwork 

If you have a lot of empty wall space or a smaller room with limited space to 
include props or play structures, wall art and murals are a great way to 
envelop the child in the theme without sacrificing space!  

Furniture and Interactive Props 

From Andy’s toy box in Disney’s “Toy Story” to the truffula trees in Dr. Seuss’ 
“The Lorax”, there are so many interactive designs that bring a theme to life in 
a child’s eyes. Theming functional furniture and playgrounds can be daunting 
but there are so many ways to create immersive environments. From 
transforming an X-ray chair to a sci-fi throne the opportunities are endless! 
With a little imagination and creativity, everyday furniture can be transformed 
into captivating, interactive props for your themed space. 

Stress- free Design 

For a child, entering a new space can be scary especially with new kids and 
experiences. Using familiar themes  such as animals or fairy tales may  help 
alleviate stress and anxiety. The dentist is one space that is always daunting 

https://youtu.be/Xznku7FpFU0


for a child, by using child friendly theming such as wall art showcasing an 
alligator getting braces may entertain and help the child adjust to the new 
environment. 

Designing for Specific Environments 

There are so many exciting themes to create and choose from when 
designing a space, but making sure that the theme reflects the needs of the 
children using that space is of the utmost importance! Here are some 
examples of thematic design that is fun for children but remains central to 
their needs and safety. 

Children's Play Areas 

Theme: Under the Sea! 

Design: Decorate your space using vibrant cool tones with murals of sea 
creatures and sea themed toys like turtles and fish! Sensory games and toys 
are a great way to stimulate a child's motor development, including sand 
tables, a pirate ship structure, or a coral themed climbing wall. 

Intention: 

This deep sea theme not only makes the play area visually exciting but 
encourages imagination and play. Sensory games and toys such as the sand 
table or ocean themed games are a great way to stimulate a child's motor 
development and push the bounds of their creativity! 

Educational Spaces 

Theme: Space Exploration 

Design: Decorate a classroom with hanging planets and constellation maps. 
Involve the element of play with bright colored rockets and astronaut 
characters. With deep blues as your base colors the bright stars and planets 
will shine imitating the wonder of the cosmos. Use fun astronaut wall 
graphics to display space trivia and a soothing star themed reading nook. 

Intention: 



Learning can be worlds of fun with engaging thematic design. Sparking 
curiosity and interest in topics such as space, science, and exploration is a 
great way to enhance a students educational experience and focus without 
sacrificing the joy of play and discovery. 

Community and Public Spaces 

Theme: Urban Garden 

Design: Design the space with green walls, plants, and benches from 
reclaimed wood. Using an earthy planet creates a calm natural environment. 
Include a community garden and decor imitating the local animals of your 
area. Include playgrounds that imitates rock walls and other natural elements 
with signage sharing gardening tips and environmental education. 

Intention: 

This design can work for any type of community and promotes relaxation and 
reconnection with each other through nature. 

 

Case Studies  
 
Blast Off To Bright Smiles 

 



Dentists offices can be a scary place for children and Bright Smiles Dentistry 
was determined to transform the perspective of young kids through unique 
and engaging theming. The office does not look like a dull dentist office at all 
but an entire different dimension of fun and creativity. From the moment 
patients walk through the door they are transported into an intergalactic 
universe. The high ceilings are zooming with energy as suspended rockets 
hang from the sky with an interactive play structure that lets waiting children 
relieve energy and stress. This space themed city is fully functional with 
maximum seating space and a futuristic reception desk. The bustling 
metropolis is filled with warm space families and friendly robots to help make 
each child feel comfortable and excited about the dentist!  
 
The Happiest Place on Earth 
 
Another well known example is DisneyLand. 
Their entire park is built for functional 
theming. From cone shaped food stands to 
immersive rides Disney's attention to detail is 
extraordinary. Every door, railing and room is 
covered in thematic artwork, small designs in 
doorknobs referencing the subject of the 
theme. As seen in the photo, disney has 
created a fully functional street adorned with 
buildings imitating the wonder and playfulness of the film Zootopia. In each 
of these buildings are fully functional restaurants, amusement park rides, 
stores each adorned with the brightly colorful funky theming of the film. The 
beauty of Disney's approach to thematic design is that everything is 
functional and seamlessly blends throughout the park.  
 
 
Practical Tips for Thematic Design 

●​ Step-by-Step Guide 

1. Define the Theme and Objectives 

Identifying the purpose and mission of your space will influence your theme 
tremendously. Choose a central theme that aligns with the objectives of your 

https://www.wackyworldstudios.com/portfolio/bright-smiles


design such as fostering creativity, promoting calmness, or encouraging 
participation and play. 

2. Research and Inspiration  

With a chosen theme what colors, images, and storyline do you want to build. 
Want to promote focus and calm storytelling? Make sure your theme isn't too 
overstimulating and naturally calming such as a woodland forest. Explore 
various sources for inspiration, including nature, art, history, and other 
thematic designs. 

3. Develop a Design Plan 

Mood boards are a great way to organize the various thematic and tactile 
pieces you want to include in your storytelling and design. Select a consistent 
color scheme and materials to support your chosen mood. Finally, start 
sketching! Drafting layouts and floor plans for your space will help create 
better balance within your theming. 

4. Implement the Design 

Start incorporating your key elements, from large murals or themed 
playgrounds are the focal point of your space and should be the main focus. 
In order to build an all encompassing theme, adding small details like smaller 
games, artwork, and lighting will transform the space into a functional and 
immersive play and learning hub. 

5. Review and Refine 

When evaluating the space, consult with your community members, industry 
leaders, and users of the space. Taking a step back and reevaluating its 
functionality and emotionally engaging is of the utmost importance. Take 
feedback from your stakeholders and assess whether the finished design 
states your objectives clearly. 

Lasting Memories 
 
Thematic Design is all around us, from restaurants to your child's bedroom it 
is what transforms a room into a space. There are endless theming 
opportunities from educational lessons to the emotional and cognitive 
developmental opportunities when you put children in a colorful creative 



environment. Essential for children's growth, thematic design evokes 
emotions and stimulates curiosity through aesthetically appealing and 
consistent themes. It integrates aesthetics, balance, storytelling, and 
emotional engagement, fostering creativity, social skills, and emotional 
intelligence.  
​
Thank you for joining us on this educational journey, to learn more about 
optimizing your themed space be sure to check out our other blogs on color, 
inclusion, and innovative play for more practical tips and tricks! 

 

 


