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ABSTRACT 

 A recent study identified that approximately one in four women in the United States has 

experienced physical violence by an intimate partner during her lifetime, equaling approximately 

twenty-nine million women (Black, et al., 2011). Victims of domestic violence often are isolated 

and controlled by their partners and made to feel helpless and imprisoned.  Domestic violence 

shelters can provide a safe place for women to heal and begin again, and these shelters often 

have the goal of empowering their residents so that residents can begin to make positive life 

changes (Gengler, 2012).  Sheilds (1995) has identified three themes that characterize womenÕs 

empowerment:  

¥ the development of a strong sense of self;  

¥ the ability to base decisions on that sense of self; and,  

¥ a connection within a larger community.  

 Many domestic violence shelters have empowerment programs; however, some 

researchers note that many ÒempoweringÓ domestic violence shelter programs have an 

overabundance of rules and restrictions that residents may view as controlling or patronizing 

(Gengler, 2012; VanNatta, 2010).  Recently, many contemporary domestic violence shelters 

have begun to move away from this type of environment and replace it with a minimal rules 

policy (Tautfest, n.d.).  

 This interior environment study was driven by the notion held by some researchers that 

rules and restrictions are often created in response to the built environment, prompted in part by 

the many challenges of housing multiple people in one location (Tautfest, n.d.).  It is therefore 

possible that the design of shelter built environments may create unnecessary rules or improperly 

respond to minimal rules policies that in turn can negatively affect empowerment.  This study 
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sought to understand if domestic violence shelters might be better designed when empowerment 

is the goal. Interviews with domestic violence shelter staff focused on the current shelterÕs 

minimal rules policy and shelter architectural design in relation to resident empowerment.  

SheildsÕ themes of empowerment were used as an underlying framework throughout the study.  

Shelter staff members interviewed believed the built environment supported their minimal rules 

policy.  However, findings suggested the need for defined quiet spaces and structured design 

solutions that better support the minimal rules policy, particularly in the kitchen area.  Interviews 

also revealed that the studyÕs shelter could benefit from more areas that support resident goal 

setting and decision-making.  The existing built environment supported resident identity 

formation and community well.   

 The interviews led to the creation of a proposed design solution for a hypothetical 

domestic violence shelter as well as design guidelines intended to assist the creation of future 

shelters.  The guidelines and resulting design focus on resident empowerment and supporting a 

minimal rules environment by designing to accommodate multiple users and functions.  Some 

highlights of the design include custom storage and display space in resident bedrooms that 

encourage personalization and identity formation, large community areas with flexible furniture, 

and a myriad of quiet spaces that support resident decision-making and goal setting. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION  

 The National Intimate Partner and Sexual Violence Survey has reported that around one 

in four women in the United States has experienced physical violence by an intimate partner 

during her lifetime, equaling approximately twenty-nine million women (Black, et al., 2011).  

Domestic violence shelters provide a safe haven for women who flee their abusive partners.  

Shelters also offer programs that help women with their finances, court appearances, medical 

needs, job applications, and searches for permanent housing (Schechter, 1982).  Residents often 

attend counseling sessions and other workshops with staff as they begin their new lives away 

from their abusers.  Domestic violence shelters and the services these facilities offer can have a 

large impact on residents during this time (Shostack, 2001; VanNatta, 2010).  

Domestic violence shelters did not become prevalent until the 1970s.  The first domestic 

violence shelters were based on a non-hierarchical feminist framework and often operated out of 

small homes (Schechter, 1982; Shostack, 2001).  Then, the introduction of legislation in the 

United States in the early 1990s created funding for shelters and domestic violence programs, 

though some researchers believed it also altered the original non-hierarchical feminist model on 

which shelters were founded (Goodman & Epstein, 2008; Oths & Robertson, 2007).  These 

researchers were concerned that shelters had become more focused on providing services to 

residents that achieve results rather than creating individualized programs that meet residentsÕ 

needs.  Many of these researchers urged contemporary shelters to incorporate the ideas of the 

original feminist framework and create individualized empowerment programs for residents 

(Gengler, 2012; Goodman & Epstein, 2008; Latchford, 2006).  

Shelter programs often differ in their definitions of empowerment.  One definition for 
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women proposes that empowerment is achieved through the development of an internal sense of 

self, taking action based on that sense of self, and connecting to others (Sheilds, 1995).  Another 

measure of empowerment can be seen in MaslowÕs (1970) Hierarchy of Needs.  Domestic 

violence shelters can meet the first two levels in the hierarchy: the physiological and social needs 

levels.  Shelter empowerment programs and other resources offered to residents can also help 

women on their path to self-actualization, the ultimate goal within MaslowÕs hierarchy.  

Empowerment programs for domestic violence victims usually give choice back to 

victims, allow for individual goal setting, and provide resources for residents to meet their goals 

(Kasturirangan, 2008; McDermott & Garofalo, 2004).  These programs also can create a strong 

sense of community, help women build their identities, and find independence away from their 

abusers during their empowerment process (Haj-Yahia & Cohen, 2009; Marcus, 1995; Sheilds, 

1995).  However, some shelter programs implement an abundance of rules and restrictions that 

residents may find stifling or patronizing (VanNatta, 2010). These rules can make residents feel 

helpless and unsure of the strength of their decisions in a way that is contrary to empowerment.  

Similarly, excessive rules and restrictions can hinder a residentÕs identity formation process if 

residents feel the shelter does not view them as individuals (Gengler, 2012; Kasturirangan, 2008; 

VanNatta, 2010).   

 Shelters can be designed with these factors in mind, according to the 2012 guidelines and 

suggestions proposed by the Washington State Coalition Against Domestic Violence 

(WSCADV) and Mahlum Architects Inc.  These sources suggest that domestic violence shelters 

should be safe and secure, allow for identity formation, encourage independence, remove excess 

rules and restrictions, and create a community among residents and staff (Haj-Yahia & Cohen, 

2009; VanNatta, 2010; WSCADV & Mahlum, 2012). The subject of this study is to explore if 
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and how domestic violence shelters might be better designed to support empowerment and 

minimal rules policies.  

Significance of the Study 

 Domestic violence is a substantial problem in the United States and other areas of the 

world. The National Institute of Justice has reported that approximately 1.3 million women are 

assaulted by their intimate partners each year in the United States (Tjaden & Thoennes, 2000).  

An estimated 1,500 women are murdered by their husbands or partners each year and even more 

women are beaten, tortured, raped, and emotionally and psychologically abused (Shostack, 2001, 

p. x).  These violent actions often escalate through actions such as threats, slapping, shoving, 

punching, or strangulation.  Victims of domestic violence often suffer from injuries that include 

bruises, broken bones, burns, cuts, internal bleeding, concussions, or permanent handicaps 

(Hague & Malos, 2005).  Domestic violence shelters allow women to escape to safety, gather the 

resources necessary to begin a new life, and take the opportunity to heal physically, mentally, 

and emotionally (Dobash & Dobash, 1992).  It follows that the physical environment of a shelter 

has the potential to play a role in offering residents a place for respite, action, and change during 

their time of crisis.    The positive design of these facilities toward these ends may be helpful in 

assisting women more successfully in the future. 

Framework of the Study 

 Domestic violence shelters often have empowerment models that are designed to assist 

residents after they leave their abusers, and sources suggest that victims of domestic violence 

who often have been controlled by their abusers can benefit from empowerment programs 

(Kasturirangan, 2008; Shostack, 2001). SheildsÕ 1995 study on womenÕs empowerment 

processes identified three themes of empowerment: Òthe development of an internal sense of self, 
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the ability to take action based on their internal sense of self, and a salient theme of 

connectednessÓ (p. 15).  Other researchers identified similar traits in their discussions of 

domestic violence shelter empowerment programs (Gengler, 2012; Haj-Yahia & Cohen, 2009; 

Hall, 1992; Shostack, 2001; VaNatta, 2010; WSCADV & Mahlum, 2012).  A synthesis of these 

traits from domestic violence research and SheildsÕ empowerment research can be expressed in 

three categories: identity formation, goal setting/decision-making, and community. This study 

will use this empowerment framework as an analytical lens through which to both observe an 

existing shelter and propose a hypothetical new shelter design that applies the studyÕs research 

conclusions.  

Problem Statement 

Many shelters have the goal of empowering residents, but also have multiple rules and 

restrictions that residents find patronizing and controlling (Shostack, 2001; VanNatta, 2010).  An 

overabundance of rules and restrictions may make residents feel they do not have control over 

their lives, which can hinder their empowerment processes (Gengler, 2012; Goodman & Epstein, 

2008).  Excessive rules may also create tense relationships between staff and residents and can 

lead to resentment among the staff, especially if staff are constantly required to enforce rules 

instead of counseling and helping residents (Tautfest, n.d.; VanNatta, 2010).   

This author has observed that the design of a shelterÕs spaces may itself prompt the 

necessary creation of rules and restrictions.  For example, if multiple residents must share a 

bedroom, staff may be compelled to create rules about the use of the space, lights out, or storage 

of belongings with the intent of facilitating the efficient use of the space (Shostack, 2001; 

Tautfest, n.d.; WSCADV & Mahlum, 2012).  This author believes it is possible that some of 

these rules could be eliminated by thoughtful spatial design, which in turn could provide more 
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positive, empowering environments for residents.    

Due to the negative nature of rules, many domestic violence shelters have recently begun 

to implement minimal rules policies.  Some shelters have eliminated rules entirely, allowed 

residents to create their own rules, or removed unnecessary rules and restrictions (Adams & 

Bennett, n.d.; Curran, n.d.; MCADSV, 2012; Tautfest, n.d.).  A minimal or no rules policy has 

the potential to affect the design of the shelterÕs built environment as well, but currently little 

research exists that examines relationships between built space and minimal/no rules policies.    

Purpose 

The purpose of this study was threefold: first, to explore qualities of the built 

environment of a domestic violence shelter and how the design of such facilities interacted with 

the shelterÕs minimal rules policy and the residentsÕ empowerment processes.  Second, the study 

derived design guidelines from the original research data that could improve the design of 

domestic violence shelters.  Third, the study applied these guidelinesÕ ideas in a hypothetical 

shelter design. The goal in these steps was to envision a shelter that meets the needs of both 

residents and staff while also promoting a resident-empowering, minimal rules environment.  

Research Questions 

This study explored qualities of the built environment of a domestic violence shelter. The 

following ideas were addressed: 1) how the design of such facilities may be affecting the 

creation or removal of rules and restrictions that could negatively impact a womanÕs 

empowerment process (or, symbolically, cause and effect stated as shelter space --> 

rules/restrictions); 2) how a shelterÕs minimal rules policy affects the built environment of a 

domestic violence shelter (rules/restrictions --> shelter space); and, 3) the study identified design 

guidelines that can be applied to existing domestic violence shelters that employ a minimal rules 
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policy.  In order to address these ideas, this study addresses two primary questions and four 

secondary questions.  Like the purpose statements above, these questions examine sheltersÕ rules 

and restrictions, the built spaces of a shelter, and empowerment processes. The first primary 

question asks how does the domestic violence shelter built environment interact with the 

shelterÕs minimal rules policy?  

These subquestions activate the first primary question: 

1a) Is the studyÕs existing built environment promoting the need for rules and 

restrictions? If so, how? 

1b) What are the staff membersÕ perceptions of the features of this built environment in 

relation to the minimal rules policy? 

The second primary question asks are there implications for shelter environmental design in 

light of rules policies, and the desire for resident empowerment?  

The following subquestions activate the second primary question: 

2a) Can the built environment be improved in response to a minimal rules policy? If so, 

how? 

2b) What guidelines might be generated for future shelter environments with minimal 

rules that would support residentsÕ empowerment processes? 

Further discussion and justification of these questions can be found in chapter three. 

Finally, in an effort to show practical application of these guidelines, this study concludes with a 

hypothetical design of a domestic violence shelter, which supports minimal rules and 

empowerment policies, in chapters five and six.    

Project Description 

The hypothetical design for Saint AnnaÕs Domestic Violence Shelter is set in an existing 
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building in New Orleans, Louisiana.  The shelter houses approximately ninety people, both 

transitional and semi-permanent residents and their children.  The front portion of the shelter 

contains a womenÕs community center open to the larger New Orleans female community.  

Women in the surrounding area can attend art workshops, educational seminars, and visit the hair 

salon and spa in the shelter building.  The building is approximately 40,000 square feet and was 

hypothetically remodeled by the author to best accommodate the needs of shelter residents and 

staff.  The design focused on safety and security, creating a home-like atmosphere, encouraging 

resident empowerment, and accommodating multiple users and functions in order to minimize 

the need for rules and restrictions.     

Methodology Overview 

This study used a qualitative data collection method in the form of semi-structured 

interviews.  The author interviewed four staff members at a domestic violence shelter in the 

southeastern United States.  The staff members were asked about their existing shelterÕs design 

as well as their minimal rules policy.  The interviews explored if , and how, the design of the 

building interacted with the shelterÕs current minimal rules policy and how a different design 

solution might positively alter the environment.  Using the empowerment framework from 

SheildsÕ 1995 study, staff members were also asked about the residentsÕ empowerment processes 

and if the built environment encourages SheildsÕ three themes of empowerment: resident identity 

formation, decision-making/goal-setting, and community.  

The results of the interviews comprise the original research portion of this study. These 

results were then analyzed.  The author recorded the interviews, transcribed the results, then 

reviewed the responses for similarities and contrasts.  While a sample of four persons was small, 

the resulting answers provided deep, site-specific responses that yielded insights for the study.  
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The interview results led to the creation of proposed design guidelines for domestic violence 

shelters.  These guidelines in turn helped to shape an original design of a hypothetical domestic 

violence shelterÕs interior in this study. 

Assumptions, Limitations, and Delimitations 

It is assumed that staff gave truthful, accurate answers when interviewed; however, there 

is a chance that staff members altered their answers in order to place the shelter in a positive, or 

potentially negative, light.  Similarly, the staff may have answered in a certain way if they 

believed their superiors would have access to their answers despite the authorÕs reassurances that 

no other parties can view interview records and any names or identifiers will be held separately 

from interview records.  

A limitation of the study is that results may not be generalizable to other populations due 

to the small sample size and location at a single shelter, participantsÕ demographics, and the 

shelterÕs location in the southeast United States.  With regard to delimitations, the study did not 

address the residentsÕ treatment programs or the details of their abusive relationship.  The author 

did not interview residents themselves due to privacy restrictions, and instead focused on shelter 

staff members who have knowledge of multiple residentsÕ reactions to the built environment.  

The study focused primarily on the minimal rules policy in relation to the built environment.  

Definition of Terms 

Domestic Violence: ÒViolence between adults who are (or have been) in an intimate or family 

relationship with each other Ð most often a sexual relationship between a woman and a man, 

although other family members may sometimes be involvedÓ (Hague & Malos, 2005, p. 4). The 

violence often encompasses physical, sexual, psychological, and emotional abuse (Hague & 

Malos, 2005).  This study focuses on domestic violence in heterosexual relationships.     
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Domestic Violence Victims:  ÒPerson who is the target of violence or abuseÓ (Saltzman, 

Fanslow, McMahon, & Shelley, 1999, p. 11).  Other studies may also use the term battered 

women.  For the purposes of this study domestic violence victims will refer to women in 

heterosexual relationships.  In order to limit this study, it will not discuss abuse in same-sex 

relationships, abuse against children in the home, or abuse perpetuated by a woman against her 

male partner. 

Domestic Violence Shelter: A physical building housing victims of domestic violence who have 

left their abusers.  Shelters are often run by organizations and offer residents counseling services 

and other resources (Shostack, 2001).  For the purpose of this study, the shelters discussed are 

for female victims of domestic violence and will often be referred to simply as shelters.  

Intimate Partner:  Includes current, divorced, or separated spouses (including common-law 

spouses), current or former non-marital partners, and current or former dating partners.  This also 

includes cohabitating and non-cohabitating partners who participate or do not participate in 

sexual activities (Saltzman et al., 1999, p. 11).  For the purpose of this study, the term abuser will 

also be used to reference an abusive intimate partner.        

Empowerment: ÒA process, a mechanism by which people, organizations, and communities 

gain mastery over their affairsÓ (Rappaport, 1987, p. 122).  Empowerment will also be defined 

by SheildsÕ 1995 study on womenÕs empowerment processes and Òthe development of an 

internal sense of self, the ability to take action based on their internal sense of self, and a salient 

theme of connectednessÓ (p. 15). 

Steps of Change: The decision-making process a woman goes through when choosing to leave 

her abuser that includes pre-contemplation, contemplation, determination/preparation, action, 

maintenance, and termination (Burman, 2003). 
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CHAPTER TWO  

REVIEW OF LI TERATURE  

Domestic violence affects over one million women each year (Tjaden & Thoennes, 

2000).  The high number of domestic violence victims requires a large number of shelters and 

programs to help women after they leave their abusers.  In the United States, shelters and 

domestic violence services are located in over 2,000 communities and serve over 3 million 

women and children each year (Stark, 2007).  This review of literature will examine and report 

existing information on domestic violence victimsÕ empowerment processes and the built 

environment of domestic violence shelters. 

The prevalence of domestic violence has led to research in a variety of fields including 

social work, medical, and womenÕs studies.  It should be noted that due to the emotional and 

sensitive nature of this subject, many of the literature references discussed in this chapter are 

written from a persuasive, subjective viewpoint. In light of this, the author has taken steps to 

inform readers of their subjective nature as they are presented and also provide further objective 

information on these topics where feasible.  The author used various databases related to 

domestic violence, social work, and womenÕs issues to find journal articles and books.  These 

databases included Academic Search Complete, Psycinfo, Contemporary WomenÕs Issues, and 

Gender Watch.  The author also used online articles and various websites for current information 

on domestic violence shelter design and the trends in domestic violence programs.  The key 

words that yielded the most results were: domestic violence, shelter, empowerment, built 

environment, shelter design, and domestic violence shelter rules and restrictions.  

This review will first discuss the history of domestic violence shelters beginning in the 

1970s to present day shelters, as well as the introduction of domestic violence legislation and its 
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impact on shelters.  An in-depth analysis of a womanÕs empowerment process will be included as 

well as recent studies of effective and ineffective domestic violence empowerment programs.  

Next, this literature review will present information on the nature of shelter rules and restrictions 

and views of other researchers that identify that such rules disempower residents.  This review of 

literature will conclude with literature on design guidelines for effective domestic violence 

shelters, which will be discussed further in the project portion found in chapters five and six. 

A Brief History and Context of Domestic Violence and its Facilities 

 The general publicÕs acknowledgement of domestic violence as a widespread issue did 

not occur until the early 1970s in the United States.  Before this time, many people either refused 

to acknowledge this widespread practice or claimed it was a private family affair. Victims of 

domestic violence did not have dedicated shelters or programs to turn to in their times of need, so 

they often did not receive adequate specialized help from authorities or other organizations 

(Goodman & Epstein, 2008; Hague & Malos, 2005).  Feminists in the 1960s and 1970s were 

among the first to demand a change and create shelters and programs specifically for victims of 

domestic violence (Schecter, 1982).  

The Feminist Movement 

 Susan Schechter (1982), an activist during the early days of the anti-domestic violence 

movement chronicles the public acknowledgement of domestic violence in Women and Male 

Violence.  The issue of domestic violence was first brought to the publicÕs attention during the 

feminist movement in the 1960s.  During this time, many women began to feel confident as they 

attended sit-ins, protest rallies, and marches to help fight for civil rights, protest against the 

Vietnam War, or fight against poverty.  In 1963, Betty FriedanÕs The Feminist Mystique also 

outlined the problems many women were facing during that time.  This book and the emerging 
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feminist movement encouraged women to communicate more effectively and share their 

experiences with each other.  During this process, many began to understand that other women 

also faced similar problems with domestic violence.  The feminist movement encouraged women 

to speak out about violence and other issues facing women throughout the world including low 

wages, poverty, and other forms of gender discrimination (Schechter, 1982).  

The First Domestic Violence Shelters 

Schechter (1982) has described the history of domestic violence shelters in the United 

States, and dated their origin to the 1970s.  It wasnÕt until this time that groups of women across 

the country were able to create advocacy programs, crisis hotlines, and domestic violence 

shelters.  Before this time, there were no shelters specifically for domestic violence victims.  If a 

woman left her home, she would have to stay at a shelter for the homeless, victims of 

catastrophes, or recovering alcoholics.  Often, these shelters would reach full capacity and turn 

away victims of domestic violence.  Others made women feel the abuse was their fault and 

questioned why they would not return home.  

Schechter (1982) further described that the first domestic violence shelters were built on 

a feminist model and were run by survivors of domestic violence.  Staff of these shelters 

believed that the poor response from institutions such as medical facilities, homeless shelters, 

and the police proved that victims of domestic violence needed further help from their peers.  

Staff would often become close friends with residents and invite them to reside at staff membersÕ 

homes when the shelter reached full capacity.  This close-knit community led many shelter 

organizations to be wary of hierarchical structures.  Shelters at this time often employed a 

rotating cycle of leadership.  This cycle allowed many women to hold multiple positions within 

the organization and ensured that responsibility would not fall on one individual (Gengler, 2012; 
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Latchford, 2006; Schechter, 1982).  These shelter programs placed the majority of their focus on 

the individual victim and her needs rather than the general needs of all domestic violence 

victims.  This individualized focus provided many women with the help they desperately needed 

(Goodman & Epstein, 2008). 

 One of the first major domestic violence shelters in the United States was WomenÕs 

Advocates in St. Paul, Minnesota.  This organization began as a consciousness-raising group, 

which became a hotline, and then led to a physical domestic violence shelter in 1974.  Around 

the same time, the first domestic violence shelter in Britain entitled Chiswick WomenÕs Aid 

opened and housed thirty women and their children within the first year (Dobash & Dobash, 

1992).  Like these examples, most of the first domestic violence shelters in the 1970s and 1980s 

operated out of historic homes or shared spaces with other organizations, like the Young 

WomenÕs Christian Association (YWCA) (Schechter, 1982).  These homes could often only hold 

five to ten families and each woman was expected to help with cooking, cleaning, and 

maintenance of the home.  Due to space restrictions, many shelters would place multiple families 

in a single bedroom.  The condition and design of the shelter often led to rules about curfew, 

childcare, and safety.  In the beginning, rules were often agreed on by both staff and residents.  

However, when shelters began experiencing a high resident turnover, most shelters recognized 

the need for an overarching set of rules for all residents.  These first shelters set the stage for 

todayÕs shelters, and many of these are still housed in similar conditions of small residential 

houses or repurposed buildings (Schechter, 1982; Shostack, 2001).     

United States Domestic Violence Legislation 

 Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, the anti-domestic violence movement grew and began 

to have an impact on a federal level.  In 1993, the United Nations created the Declaration on the 



14 
 

Elimination of Violence Against Women, which stated, Òdomestic violence is a violation of 

human rights and results from the historically unequal power relationships between men and 

womenÓ (Hague & Malos, 2005, p. 3).  One year later, the United States federal government 

passed the Violence Against Women Act, which created state offices to distribute approximately 

$1.62 billion over six years in the fight against domestic violence and sexual abuse.  Twenty-five 

percent of the funds were allocated to domestic violence organizations and shelters in 

communities throughout the United States (Oths & Robertson, 2007; Stark, 2007).  This political 

attention resulted in increased funding, awareness, and validation for the cause.  However, some 

believe it also altered the original feminist ideals the movement was started on (Goodman & 

Epstein, 2008).  Many shelters could no longer focus on individual women and their goals; 

instead, they were forced to hire professional staff, develop hierarchical command structures, and 

follow government-mandated frameworks.  These shelters began to operate on a strict business 

model.  They became focused on measurable results and placed all residents in a certain type of 

program regardless of the residentsÕ individual needs.  Sources suggest these domestic violence 

shelters became focused on short-term changes rather than long-term societal change.  While 

funding was certainly beneficial and allowed shelters to assist more people, many critics have 

argued that the victims of domestic violence suffered from this new business focused model 

(Gengler, 2012; Goodman & Epstein, 2008; Latchford, 2006; Schechter, 1982).  

A Return to the Feminist Framework 

Some domestic violence shelter workers and researchers argue that shelters should return 

to the feminist example set by the first shelters.  For example, professionals with social work 

degrees often run contemporary shelters, rather than previous survivors of domestic violence.  

Some researchers believe past victims of domestic violence should play a larger role (Latchford, 
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2006).  However, in one study, many staff members with social work degrees reported feeling 

more confident in their abilities than the staff that did not possess higher degrees (Kolb, 2011).  

Therefore, one argument hypothesizes that a return to the nonhierarchical feminist structure 

would allow all staff, regardless of their credentials, to contribute equally to the cause 

(Latchford, 2006).   

Time limitations may also come into play in shelters. That is, many shelters today focus 

on helping women heal and move on as quickly as possible, which often limits residents to a 

specific period of time.  In these cases, a woman may be asked to leave the shelter even if she is 

not able to find affordable housing or a job within this time.  Therefore, a woman may 

experience an extreme amount of pressure while staying at a shelter.  She may not have time to 

decompress and focus on the changes that are coming in her life (VanNatta, 2010). 

 The problem of domestic violence still exists today and some shelters believe that society 

will need to change before any significant improvements can be made (Goodman & Epstein, 

2008; Kasturirangan, 2008; VanNatta, 2010).  Hoff (1990) relates that throughout the centuries, 

society has consistently told women that their place is in the home.  However, when women and 

children are beaten violently, they are expected to leave their homes while the abusers are 

allowed to stay.  Similarly, when someone asks why a woman did not leave her abuser, he or she 

may inadvertently place blame on the victim and shift responsibility away from the abuserÕs 

actions and onto the victimÕs response.  A change in how society views domestic violence could 

alter these perceptions (Burman, 2003; Gengler, 2012; Hoff, 1990; Latchford, 2006).  Shelters 

can offer support for women and children in abusive situations, but the long-term goal of many 

of todayÕs shelters is to change the way society views domestic violence (Kasturirangan, 2008; 
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VanNatta, 2010). However, until this shift occurs, domestic violence shelters strive to help 

victims by providing a safe place for them to heal and regroup. 

 Domestic violence shelters generally focus on helping their residents cope and move on 

after an abusive relationship.  Shelter staff and volunteers strive to understand the larger context 

of domestic violence and identify issues victims face before and after entering a shelter.  

Research suggests that by understanding the various stages a woman goes through during an 

abusive relationship and when she decides to leave, shelter staff can potentially provide the best 

care possible (Burman, 2003; Goodman & Epstein, 2008).  These stages are further discussed in 

the following section.  

Making the Decision to Leave 

 After being abused by a partner, many women will contact authorities and seek shelter.  

Some women leave temporarily to end the abuse, but do not plan to terminate the relationship.  A 

woman may think she cannot survive on her own because of financial issues, substance abuse 

problems, her children's needs, societal pressure, or a lack of safe shelter (Goodman & Epstein, 

2008; Oths & Robertson, 2007).  Domestic violence shelter staff members are often trained to 

handle these issues and positively reinforce a residentÕs decision to leave (Ben-Porat & Itzhaky, 

2008).  Domestic violence shelters must take into consideration the enormity of the decisions a 

battered woman faces when leaving an abusive relationship.  As discussed previously, people 

may question why women stay in abusive and potentially lethal situations. At times this doubt 

can also negatively impact victims (Gengler, 2012; Hoff, 1990; Latchford, 2006).  Outsiders may 

not understand the different factors a woman must consider before choosing to terminate her 

relationship.  This line of questioning could imply that the victim is making poor decisions, when 

many of the factors may be out of her control (Burman, 2003; Kasturirangan, 2008).  When 
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deciding to leave her abuser, a woman will often experience multiple emotions and take certain 

actions throughout the process outlined below (Burman, 2003).  

Stages of Change 

There are six stages a battered woman goes through when leaving her abuser.  The stages 

are pre-contemplation, contemplation, determination/preparation, action, maintenance, and 

termination (Burman, 2003).  These stages were originally recognized in studies of people who 

changed their negative behaviors.  The stages were first applied to people who quit smoking, but 

have since been applied to domestic violence victims and other populations.  The stages can be 

completed in a linear fashion or participants may revisit stages (Prochaska & DiClemente, 1982).  

During the first stage, pre-contemplation, a woman will  often minimize the severity of 

the violent actions and refuse to see her partner as a violent person.  A woman often dismisses 

the first violent incident as an anomaly and tries to rationalize her partnerÕs violent behavior.  If 

confronted by her family or friends, she often hides or denies any bruises.  She may also believe 

that the violence is somehow her fault and altering her behavior will end the violence.  This 

contradicting experience of denial and responsibility often results in a weakening sense of self-

worth (Burman, 2003; Ferraro, 1997).  During this stage, a womanÕs partner may also begin to 

slowly isolate her from others and control her finances and activities, which in turn forces her to 

rely on him more.  Often this isolation is not initially interpreted as oppressive.  Instead it can be 

seen as an expression of affection and mutual ardor (Ferraro, 1997).  However, a woman may 

eventually accept the abuse and begin to feel powerless (Burman, 2003).   

 Next, in the contemplation stage, the woman begins to realize how the violence could 

potentially become lethal.  During this stage, she will consider leaving, but she will not make a 

firm decision.  If she does attempt to leave, she is often unsuccessful at this stage (Burman, 2003; 
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Oths & Robertson, 2007).  Women experiencing domestic violence often cope with abuse in a 

variety of ways that seek to preserve their self-empowerment.  During this stage, a woman may 

fight back, attempt to calm her partner, predict violent episodes, or passively combat violence 

(Goodman & Epstein, 2008).  

 Moving forward to stage three, determination/preparation, the woman has decided to 

leave and must decide on the best plan of action.  She may begin to save money, gather contact 

information for support, find a local domestic violence shelter, or make any necessary 

preparations for her children and herself.  The average woman may attempt to leave between five 

to seven times before being successful (Burman, 2003; Ferraro, 1997).   

During the fourth stage, entitled action, the woman will leave the violent situation.  She 

may stay at a shelter, get help from friends or family, or contact the authorities.  However, 

completion of this step may not eliminate the danger of a violent partner. In fact, women are 

often in more danger of abusive behavior when trying to leave or after leaving the relationship.  

After the action stage, the woman may feel more confident and closer to ending the abusive 

relationship (Burman, 2003; Ferraro, 1997).     

 In the fifth stage, a woman may experience symptoms of post-traumatic stress, including 

nightmares, flashbacks, and hyper vigilance (Burman, 2003; Goodman & Epstein, 2008).  These 

symptoms could reinforce her conviction that she made the right decision to leave.  In contrast, 

distance from the relationship could also weaken her resolve.  When removed from the situation, 

she may experience feelings of ambivalence, guilt, or remorse and could begin to doubt her 

decision (Schechter, 1982).  

 In this final stage, termination can often be a difficult step because the abuser will claim 

to have changed or beg his partner to return.  An abuser may also threaten to kill his partner, 
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their children, her family, or her friends if she leaves him (Ferraro, 1997).  However, if a woman 

can terminate the relationship she will often feel empowered, self-confident, and have a positive 

self-image (Burman, 2003).  Termination of the relationship allows a woman to move on and 

begin to form her new identity and set goals for her future.  The domestic violence shelter staff 

must be aware of these stages of change in order to understand what a woman has gone through 

before arriving at the shelter.  This understanding also allows shelter staff to anticipate any needs 

residents may have after entering the shelter (Burman, 2003). 

MaslowÕs Hierarchy of Needs 

After a domestic violence victim flees to a domestic violence shelter, she may need to 

achieve certain necessities, for example safety and physical shelter, before she can proceed in her 

process of empowerment and self-actualization (Haj-Yahia & Cohen, 2009).  Abraham 

MaslowÕs (1970) Hierarchy of Needs proposes that a person cannot reach self-actualization if 

their other needs have not been met.  The hierarchy of needs can be seen in Figure 2.1.   

 In order to ascend the hierarchy, a person must first meet their physiological needs such 

as food, water, and shelter.  For example, if a person is starving, they will most likely think of 

nothing else but finding sustenance.  The next level requires a person to find safety, stability, and 

freedom from fear (Maslow, 1970).  Shelter can be placed on either the physiological level or the 

safety level.  Shelter can be viewed as a basic physiological need, as in the example of shelter 

from the elements, or as a safety need, as in shelter from predators (Moore, 2000).   

 MaslowÕs framework suggests that after effectively meeting the first two levels of the 

hierarchy, shelters can help women on their path to self-actualization. Others agree that shelters 

can be viewed as an integral part of this empowerment process (Hoff, 1990; Kasturirangan, 

2008).  A shelter is able to meet the belonging level by providing a strong community with other 
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domestic violence victims and between residents and staff members (Hoff, 1990).   Shelters can 

also meet the needs found on the self-esteem level of the hierarchy by allowing residents to have 

independence, set their own goals, and providing resources so they can meet those goals 

(Kasturirangan, 2008; WSCADV & Mahlum, 2012).   

 

     

 
Figure 2.1: MaslowÕs hierarchy of needs (Maslow, 1970) (illustration by author). 

 

  

 In summation, a resident may only be able to reach self-actualization or empowerment 

through her own experiences and decision, but researchers suggest a shelter can aid this process.  

The domestic violence shelter staff and residents must determine the proper empowerment 

programs, activities, or resources in order to meet the needs of each individual resident as well as 

the shelter (Kasturirangan, 2008). As a primary element in a victimÕs self-perception, 

empowerment is a central idea and is further discussed in the following section. 
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Defining Empowerment 

 Empowerment can be defined in many different ways and the definition may be altered for 

various populations.  In the field of community psychology, empowerment is defined as Òa 

process, a mechanism by which people, organizations, and communities gain mastery over their 

affairsÓ (Rappaport, 1987, p. 122).  Dr. Laurene Sheilds, an associate professor at the University 

of Victoria, discussed empowerment and womenÕs perceptions of empowerment in her 1995 

study.  She conducted multiple in-depth individual interviews and one group interview with 

fift een female participants, ages twenty-one to seventy-one, who identified with the concept of 

empowerment.  She found three common themes in a womanÕs empowerment process: Òthe 

development of an internal sense of self, the ability to take action based on their internal sense of 

self, and a salient theme of connectednessÓ (p. 15). These themes are shown in figure 2.2 and 

further discussed below. 

 

 

 
Figure 2.2: SheildsÕ themes of empowerment (Sheilds, 1995) (illustration by author). 
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Internal Sense of Self 

 Creating an internal sense of self involved four components for the women in SheildsÕ 

study: Òclaiming pieces of their identity, the development of self-value, the development of self-

acceptance, and the development of trust in terms of self-knowledgeÓ (1995, p. 23).  The fifteen 

study participants discussed how they claimed their identities by making positive life changes. 

These actions included ending a relationship, returning to school, or changing jobs.  Their value 

of self often increased after making these changes.  They began to trust their judgments and 

intuition instead of relying on others.  Similarly, subjects reported that they also stood up to 

others and valued themselves and other women.  The Sheilds study essentially proposed that 

self-acceptance allowed women to unapologetically love their identities, ideas, and themselves 

(1995).     

Action Based on Sense of Self 

 Another theme was the ability for women to take action based on their internal sense of 

self.  The women in SheildsÕ study were able to trust their intuition and choices and also 

communicate more effectively with others.  They began to take more positive risks, such as 

speaking out in conversations based on their internal sense of self.  Similarly, they developed 

critical thinking skills and an increased sense of competency in their lives.  They were able to 

perceive more available choices and make their own decisions based on their selves rather than 

societyÕs expectations (Sheilds, 1995).  

Salient Theme of Connectedness 

Two levels of connectedness, intrapersonal and interpersonal, were also present in each of 

SheildsÕ (1995) interviewed participants.  Intrapersonal connectedness was mostly intangible but 

was described as integration between a womanÕs sense of self and her ability to take action.  
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Interpersonal connectedness related to a womanÕs perception of commitment and responsibility 

to herself and others.  Many women in the study began to realize that they were responsible for 

their happiness and not everyone elseÕs.  These women were still supportive of others, but held 

themselves and their individual needs in higher regard than before the study.  Concurrently, the 

women became more committed to their relationships within the community.  ÒInterpersonal 

connectedness occurred on a community level as well as a relational level.  The women in the 

study described this connectedness in terms of history, contribution, connectedness to other 

women, and political activitiesÓ (p. 31).  They began to see the potential to create lasting changes 

in the larger community, similar to the individual changes they had achieved (Sheilds, 1995). 

Empowerment for Domestic Violence Victims 

 It may be logical to consider SheildsÕ (1995) conclusions about empowerment for women 

in general with specific regard to female victims of domestic violence.  Researchers of domestic 

violence seem to agree with SheildsÕ premises. Empowerment for domestic violence victims is 

similarly Òoften defined in terms of giving choice back to victims whose choice has been taken 

away by their batterersÓ (McDermott & Garofalo, 2004, p. 1248), which echoes SheildsÕ point of 

taking action based on sense of self.  Offering residents choices, including voluntary 

participation in programs, options for meal preparation, and a variety of activities, is often a large 

part of domestic violence empowerment programs (McDermott & Garofalo, 2004).  However, 

empowerment programs for domestic violence victims may also go beyond offering women 

choices. Gill Hague and Ellen Malos (2005), director and senior consultants of the Violence 

Against Women Research Group at the University of Bristol respectively, define empowerment 

for domestic violence victims as follows:      
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Empowerment for abused women means becoming more powerful on a personal and 

psychological level in order to develop the strength and emotional resources to break 

away from or to change violent relationships, if they choose to. Importantly, it also means 

having the economic and other resources to do so . . . Empowerment also means women 

being [sic] able to help each other in a collaborative way in refuges and support groups to 

deal with violent relationships and to embark on violence-free lives (p. 41). 

 Effective domestic violence empowerment programs also acknowledge that 

empowerment is an ongoing, personal process that will vary with each woman (Kasturirangan, 

2008).  These programs help domestic violence victims develop a strong sense of self, or 

identity, away from their abusers by providing choices, resources, and a sense of community.  

Creating and strengthening an identity, also known as a sense of self, is one of the major 

components of SheildsÕ themes of womenÕs empowerment.  A womanÕs sense of personal 

identity could lead to strong decision-making and goal setting abilities within the empowerment 

process (Hoff, 1990; Sheilds, 1995).  This author believes a domestic violence shelterÕs 

contribution to womenÕs empowerment can be seen in the development of a residentÕs identity, 

or sense of self, both away from her abuser and within the context of the shelter as home.  The 

shelter can encourage identity formation by allowing women to personalize their spaces and 

form a connection with their surroundings (Haj-Yahia & Cohen, 2009; Marcus, 1995; Sheilds, 

1995).  Identity is examined with more detail in the sections below. 

Identity Creation 

 Empowerment is often defined for women in terms of their sense of self or identity 

(Sheilds, 1995).  MaslowÕs (1970) Hierarchy of Needs, which represents a path to self-

actualization, can also be interpreted as a path to forming a strong identity.  For example, the 
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next to last level of self-esteem, or self-respect, relies heavily on a personÕs interpretation of their 

sense of self.  Similarly, to reach self-actualization, a person Òmust be true to his own natureÓ 

(Maslow, 1970, p. 46).  Therefore, an important factor in the empowerment process for victims 

of domestic violence includes creating a strong identity both away from their abusers and within 

a framework of home.  The experiences of victims of domestic violence directly relate to both 

Maslow (1970) and Shields (1995) as outlined in table 2.1.    

 

 

Table 2.1: Relationship between domestic violence victimsÕ experiences, MaslowÕs (1970) 
hierarchy of needs, and SheildsÕ (1995) themes of empowerment (table by author). 

Domestic Violence Victims MaslowÕs Hierarchy of Needs SheildsÕ Empowerment 
Themes 

Isolated by abusers & 
Negative perceptions of home Physiological & Safety levels Developing Sense of Self 

Becoming aware others have 
experienced similar abuse 

Belongingness & Self-Esteem Sense of Self & Connectedness 

Becoming Independent 
Self-Esteem & 

Self-Actualization 
Sense of Self & Taking Action 

based on Sense of Self  

 

 

Creating an Identity Away from the VictimÕs Abuser 

 While residing in an abusive environment, women often blame themselves for their 

partnerÕs violent actions.  Women may begin to believe the negative comments and accusations 

made by their abusers and slowly lose their sense of self-worth.  Some women stop speaking out 

or sharing opinions if these actions lead to violence.  A combination of these perceptions, as well 

as physical and emotional abuse, can lead to Òan internalization of the battererÕs denigration of 

the womanÕs core sense of selfÓ (Ferraro, 1997, p. 128).  In contrast, the empowerment process 

allows victims of domestic violence to create an identity away from their abusers.  As suggested 
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by MaslowÕs (1970) hierarchy, the safety of a domestic violence shelter can provide an 

environment that allows women to move closer to self-actualization. Within this environment, 

women can re-discover their inner strength and establish long-term goals (Sheilds, 1995).     In 

one study, researchers reported that after leaving their abusers, residents felt they were in a 

constant state of change.  When interviewed, residents discussed how after terminating the 

relationship, they felt a sense of freedom that they did not experience with their abusers.  Often 

victims felt they had lost their identity during their relationships.  They may have been entirely 

focused on survival before entering the shelter (Haj-Yahia & Cohen, 2009), which is a notion in 

accordance with MaslowÕs (1970) Hierarchy of Needs.  After leaving her abuser and finding safe 

shelter, a woman is able to move up the hierarchy towards self-actualization.  Shelters can 

empower women by creating a strong community among residents and staff, which meets the 

third level of belongingness of MaslowÕs hierarchy as well as SheildsÕ (1995) third theme of 

connectedness (Hague & Malos, 2005; Hall, 1992; Kasturirangan, 2008; WSCADV & Mahlum, 

2012).  This allows women to continue to the fourth level of self-esteem.  People with high-self 

esteem often feel strong, confident, and independent.  They also feel useful and believe they have 

a place in the world (Maslow, 1970).  This author believes a shelterÕs empowerment program 

that encourages identity formation and community may be able to place women closer to the 

final step of self-actualization in MaslowÕs Hierarchy (Hague & Malos, 2005; Hall, 1992; 

Kasturirangan, 2008; Sheilds, 1995; WSCADV & Mahlum, 2012). 

Staying at a domestic violence shelter can allow a woman to cultivate her neglected 

identity and self-image and find independence away from her abuser (Haj-Yahia & Cohen, 

2009).  After entering a shelter, a womanÕs feelings may fluctuate from being helpless or 

imprisoned to being in control and free.  Most women in Haj-Yahia & CohenÕs (2009) study also 
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reported that they had become more optimistic, assertive, confident, and in control of their lives 

during their shelter stay.  Others felt the shelter did not directly impact the formation of their 

identities; however, they felt stronger than when they first arrived.  This independence and sense 

of control can be seen in SheildsÕ (1995) themes of empowerment where women create a strong 

sense of self and take action based on their sense of self.  Residents are also able to develop their 

sense of self, or identity, through the shelter as a temporary home.  The physical surroundings of 

the shelter can encourage residentÕs identity formation by allowing them to establish a 

connection with their surroundings, through personalization of spaces or other means (Marcus, 

1995).  This connection is discussed further below.      

 Creating an Identity Within the Framework of Home 

The meanings of home are complex, varied, and the subject of many research studies.  

The symbolic meaning of home is often portrayed with images of warmth, happiness, family, 

and security.  A home is more than a physical dwelling and the meanings associated with home 

are affected by societal, historical, gender, and personal interpretations (Bowlby, Gregory, & 

McKie, 1997; Moore, 2000).  People directly influence their homes, but the Theory of Place 

Identity (Kopec, 2006) claims that places can also influence and form a personÕs self-identity.  

Places are also able to make people feel distinctive from others or a sense of belonging with 

others (Kopec, 2006; Moore, 2000). 

After a resident begins to form her identity away from her abuser, the shelter can 

contribute to her identity formation, and empowerment process, through its home-like 

environment and sense of community (Haj-Yahia & Cohen, 2009; Marcus, 1995).  This process 

of identity formation and a strong sense of community also fulfill SheildsÕ (1995) themes of 

womenÕs empowerment.  Women who have left an abusive relationship may experience negative 



28 
 

memories and feelings towards their homes.  A shelter can encourage a more positive 

relationship to home through its nurturing environment and supportive empowerment programs 

(WSCADV & Mahlum, 2012).  Shelters can encourage place identity and place attachment by 

creating a home-like atmosphere with non-institutional furnishings and encouraging 

personalization through bulletin boards, display areas, and secure storage for personal 

possessions (Grieder & Chanmugam, 2013).     

 Conversely, the homes of domestic violence victims often can become symbols of 

imprisonment and oppression.  This environment can have a negative impact on a womanÕs 

sense of identity.  Therefore, a domestic violence shelter, along with a womanÕs first home or 

apartment after she leaves her abuser, can play a large role in reinforcing her identity and self-

worth (Haj-Yahia & Cohen, 2009).   

 Homes and the possessions within homes allow people to showcase their identity, their 

personality, and the person they hope to become.  In House as a Mirror of Self (1995), Clare 

Cooper Marcus discusses how homes and residential design can impact people.  She states that 

Òa home fulfills many needs: a place of self-expression, a vessel of memories, a refuge from the 

outside world, a cocoon where [someone] can feel nurtured and let down [their] guardÓ (p. 4).   

Creating a home can be an opportunity for victims of domestic violence to reclaim parts of their 

identity that have been hidden or lost.  Forming a strong identity away from her abuser and 

within a shelter and its community is a large step for a woman during her empowerment process 

(Sheilds, 1995).  She may accomplish these goals using a variety of ways depending on her 

individual process and her shelterÕs programs.  For example, by offering personalization, quiet 

areas, and community areas shelters can encourage identity, goal setting and decision-making, 

and community (Sheilds, 1995; WSCADV & Mahlum, 2012).     



29 
 

 SheildsÕ themes of empowerment are centered on the formation of a strong sense of self 

or identity (1995).  Victims of domestic violence have often been controlled by their abusers and 

in the process have lost or changed their personal identity and sense of self (Ferraro, 1997; Haj-

Yahia & Cohen, 2009).  The built environment can allow for resident personalization and 

encourage residents to form a connection with their surroundings.  A domestic violence shelterÕs 

built environment and empowerment program can aid residents in the formation of their 

identities and the resulting decisions and actions taken based on that identity.  Shelter 

empowerment programs can help women in other ways as well, including the creation of a strong 

community.  The inclusion of various shared community spaces or shared bedrooms can 

encourage residents to share their stories with each other (Sheilds, 1995; WSCADV & Mahlum, 

2012).   

 In summation, domestic violence sheltersÕ empowerment programs vary.  They are most 

effective when they are able to individualize the process for each resident (Kasturirangan, 2008).  

These empowerment programs can encourage identity formation, goal setting and decision-

making, and a strong shelter community (Sheilds, 1995).  Shelter empowerment programs allow 

residents to utilize the necessary resources in order to overcome the obstacles they face and meet 

their individual goals (Gengler, 2012).  The ways domestic violence shelters can create a sense 

of home and identity through the built environment will be discussed later along with other 

design solutions. A discussion of effective and ineffective programs follows.  

Existing Domestic Violence Shelter Empowerment Programs 

The sections above introduced MaslowÕs (1970) and SheildsÕ (1995) theories of 

empowerment and how they relate to empowering victims of domestic violence through the built 

environment.  However, there is often variation among sheltersÕ empowerment programs and 
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definitions of resident empowerment.  A discussion of existing effective and ineffective shelter 

empowerment programs is outlined below.  This is useful to this study because effective 

empowerment programs often allow individualization in the program for each residentÕs needs, 

offer resources that enable residents to meet their goals, and provide residentsÕ choices in 

activities and program (Kasturirangan, 2008). Pertinent to this study, these programs in turn can 

potentially influence the effective design of shelter facilities, in this authorÕs view.  

Effective Programs 

 Domestic violence shelters often have the goal of empowering residents (Shostack, 

2001).  For example, the Washington State Coalition Against Domestic Violence (WSCADV) 

(2012) hopes to create Òwelcoming, accessible environments that help to empower survivors and 

their childrenÓ (Welcome, para 1).  Shelter programs may hope to achieve the themes of 

empowerment discussed previously by providing choices, resources, and a sense of community 

while allowing residents to develop their identities.  However, the components of shelter 

empowerment programs can vary greatly (Kasturirangan, 2008; Sheilds, 1995).     

While residents share the commonality of domestic violence, they also often come from 

different backgrounds and cultures.  Effective empowerment programs allow for residents to 

make their own decisions and tailor the process to their individual needs and goals.  According to 

one researcher familiar with this tactic, Òempowered individuals . . . engage in a process of goal 

setting, assessment, inquiry, analysis, and action that may lead to self-determination and 

distributive justiceÓ (Kasturirangan, 2008, p. 1472).  Similarly, in follow-up interviews from a 

research study where shelter advocates helped domestic violence victims feel empowered, by 

helping them determine their individual needs and goals, Òwomen reported having a higher 

quality of life and perceived themselves as more effective in obtaining needed resources and 
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interpersonal supportÓ (Goodman & Epstein, 2008, p. 43).  These women also reported more 

success in terminating their relationships with their abusers than women in the control group who 

did not create individual empowerment goals (Goodman & Epstein, 2008).  

Shelter programs can provide the proper resources and guidance for residents to meet 

their individual goals.  Moreover, successful empowerment programs often encourage 

community building and consciousness-raising activities.  These community groups allow 

women to feel less isolated and more aware of the widespread prevalence of domestic violence 

(Hague & Malos, 2005; Hall, 1992; Kasturirangan, 2008). Dr. Lee Ann Hoff (1990), founder of 

the Life Crisis Institute has offered a case study of one shelter in Battered Women as Survivors.  

Upon entering an empowerment program at the shelter, residents reported many positive 

experiences and received individual attention and support from staff.  Many also created strong 

bonds with other residents.  The majority of residents enjoyed learning about conflict resolution 

and decision-making and reported a positive change in their lives.  One resident stated, Òno man 

will ruin my life anymoreÓ (Hoff, 1990, p. 153).  

Ineffective Programs 

Researchers have observed that shelter models that intend to empower women, but are 

instead inadvertently oppressing women, also often share a few traits.  First, poor shelter 

empowerment programs may not acknowledge the limited resources available to many residents.  

For example, if a woman cannot find a job, childcare, or permanent housing, she may not be able 

to reap the full benefits of empowering activities, like group discussions or counseling (Gengler 

2012; Kasturirangan, 2008).  Second, these shelter programs also may be too focused on 

predetermined goals and activities in order to obtain certain results.  These more Òservice-
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definedÓ programs rather than Òwoman-definedÓ may not help residents solve their problems or 

meet their goals (Goodman & Epstein, 2008, p. 42).      

Third, ineffective shelter programs may assume that empowerment means a woman will 

terminate her relationship with her abuser.  Therefore, if a woman returns to her abuser, the 

shelter staff may not be supportive of this decision.  Effective shelters acknowledge that women 

often face a myriad of other problems related to poverty, substance abuse, racism, classism, and 

other issues.  Women may choose to make empowering changes in other areas of their lives 

before they confront the issue of domestic violence.  For example, a woman may set the goal of 

achieving economic independence or gaining access to affordable housing before she terminates 

her abusive relationship.  Some researchers advocate that shelter staff members must be 

understanding in these situations and acknowledge that residents may use shelter resources to 

achieve other goals before terminating their abusive relationships (Ben-Porat & Itzhaky, 2008; 

Goodman & Epstein, 2008; Ferraro, 1997; Kasturirangan, 2008; McDermott & Garofalo, 2004). 

Shelter Rules and Restrictions 

Ineffective domestic violence shelters may also have an overabundance of rules and 

restrictions that residents view as oppressive or programs that residents think are patronizing.  In 

these cases, some residents may resist the system, which can create resentment and power 

struggles between staff members and residents (Gengler, 2012; Kasturirangan, 2008; VanNatta, 

2010).  Shelters often enforce multiple rules and restrictions that relate to curfew, cooking, 

cleaning, childcare, participation in counseling, and other activities.  Shostack (2001) explains 

that some example rules include  

¥ residents Òmust be out of bed and fully dressed by 9:00 a.m.Ó (p.189);  

¥ televisions Òmay only be used between 10:00 a.m. and 10:00 p.m.Ó (p. 190); and,  
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¥ Òovernight leaves require permission of the staffÓ (p. 188).   

 Rules and programs are often put in place to help residents feel productive, maintain 

order, and to help run the shelter (Shostack, 2001; VanNatta, 2010).  The intent of domestic 

violence shelter rules are often Òto preserve the confidentiality and external safety of the shelter; 

to assure the health standards and internal safety of the shelter; and to provide an environment of 

mutual respect for residents and staff from different backgrounds and cultures and with a wide 

variety of personal living habitsÓ (Olsen, n.d., p. 2).  However, if there is an overabundance of 

rules or a strict reward/punishment system, residents may begin to feel oppressed or controlled, 

which in turn could hinder their empowerment process (Gengler, 2012; Goodman & Epstein, 

2008; Oslen, n.d.).  Similarly, abusers often create and enforce rules their partners must follow 

during their relationships (Hart, 1996).  An overabundance of controlling rules in a domestic 

violence shelter may mimic the previous abusive environment (Adams & Bennett, n.d.; Gengler, 

2012; MCADSV, 2012).  These rules can also place more pressure on staff members, who in 

turn must spend more time enforcing rules and less time counseling and advocating (MCADSV, 

2012; Tautfest, n.d.).     

 One researcher believes rules may be created based on an ideal resident, from a certain 

social class or cultural background. This stereotype seldom accommodates all residents 

(VanNatta, 2010).  For example, some residents may be unhappy if a shelter allows residents to 

discipline other residentsÕ children or forces residents to attend meetings on childcare or 

finances.  If middle-class Caucasian women teach all classes, residents who do not associate with 

that background may not feel they can relate to the subject matter (VanNatta, 2010).    

Rules may also dictate a residentÕs time, activities, relationships, and financial decisions.  

Dr. Michelle VanNatta (2010) discusses the overabundance of rules in her study Power and 
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Control: Changing Structures of Battered WomenÕs Shelter.  She believes the overabundance of 

rules can make residents think that shelters believe they cannot make strong decisions and do not 

have control over their lives.  This negative perception could cause them to question their own 

decision making capabilities, which would not allow them to reach the stage of empowerment 

where they trust their self-knowledge (Maslow, 1970; Sheilds, 1995).  

 A study of an eighteen-bed facility in the Southeast that was believed to perpetuate a 

cycle of control and resistance showed similar results (Gengler, 2012).  The women in this 

facility often complained of a faulty point system that awarded or deducted points based on 

adherence to the shelterÕs rules and restrictions.  The erratic nature of the point system created 

feelings of anxiety that mirrored their previous controlling, abusive environments.  Residents 

were also required to attend meetings and participate in activities, including drawing and playing 

games, which they viewed as demeaning.  The studyÕs researcher believed these activities 

reinforced the perception that residents need assistance to make positive choices.  Many residents 

complained about being treated like children during these activities.  In this program, shelter 

residents often found ways to assert their independence by forcing the direction of group 

discussions or voicing their doubt on the validity of activities.  The researcher concluded that the 

empowerment model the shelter employed was not viewed as empowering by the majority of the 

residents (Gengler, 2012).  

 Multiple domestic violence shelters in the United States have begun to re-evaluate their 

existing rules, dismiss ineffective rules, and implement a more empowering framework (Adams 

& Bennett, n.d.; Curran, n.d.; MSCADV, 2012; Olsen, n.d.; Tautfest, n.d.).  The YWCA Pierce 

County shelter, located in Tacoma, Washington, evaluated their rules and determined that many 

were related to the design of their historic 1920s building and a resulting lack of space.  They 
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changed rules related to curfew, kitchen use, and laundry room use, which created a more 

positive environment for both shelter staff and residents.  The residents were able to have more 

control of their lives and decisions and the shelter staff were no longer required to monitor usage 

of these spaces, resulting in a better focus on advocacy (Tautfest, n.d.).   

 Similarly, the YWCA SafeChoice Domestic Violence Program in Vancouver, 

Washington realized that their strict warning system punished residents without acknowledging 

extenuating circumstances.  So, they eliminated unnecessary rules such as Òeveryone must wear 

shoes at all times when out of their bedrooms, including children (even at night going to the 

bathroom) [and] women and children cannot go into any one elseÕs room, for any reasonÓ 

(Adams & Bennett, n.d., p. 5).  The shelter also created a more lenient warning system that 

allowed residents to discuss and contest warnings with staff (Adams & Bennett, n.d.).  Multiple 

shelters in Missouri also reduced their rules and created individualized rules that allowed for 

dialogue between residents and staff.  They also created voluntary programs rather than requiring 

residents to attend every program (MCADSV, 2012).  Many shelters have begun to realize that 

an overabundance of rules and restrictions is often not empowering, not necessary, and does not 

create a positive environment for residents or staff (Adams & Bennett, n.d.; MCADSV, 2012; 

Tautfest, n.d.).  

 In summation, the formation of an overabundance of rules and restrictions can make 

residents feel controlled and uncomfortable (Gengler, 2012; VanNatta, 2010).  A program with 

an abundance of rules may also mimic the previous abusive environment (Hart, 1996).  In 

contrast, an effective shelter empowerment program creates a comforting environment for 

residents to heal and achieve their goals (Hoff, 1990), and can support a minimal rules 

environment.  The shelterÕs built environment can also contribute to the shelterÕs goals and 
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empowerment programs (WSCADV & Mahlum, 2012). These facilities are discussed in the 

following section.  

The Design of Domestic Violence Shelters  

 Domestic violence shelters are often housed in existing buildings that have been donated 

or bought for use by organizations.  Therefore, these shelters are rarely designed with a shelterÕs 

needs in place (Shostack, 2001).  The Washington State Coalition Against Domestic Violence 

(WSCADV) and Mahlum Architects, Inc. have conducted focus groups with staff members and 

residents and compiled helpful guidelines for designing or renovating domestic violence shelters.  

These sources suggest that when designing or renovating domestic violence shelters, architects 

and interior designers should consult previous case studies in order to create a design solution 

that accommodates both resident and staff needs and preferences.  All shelters should be 

designed to be safe and secure both from outside abusers and within the shelter.  Shelters should 

also allow residents to be independent and assist in their identity formation and empowerment 

processes.  The design of a shelter can also encourage community among residents as well as 

staff (WSCADV & Mahlum, 2012).  Positive shelter design can aid in lowering resident stress, 

supporting the need for solitude, accommodating children and adolescents, and allowing for 

secure storage of personal possessions (Grieder & Chanmugam, 2013).     

 Resources on domestic violence shelter design are sparse.  However, the Washington 

State Coalition Against Domestic Violence (WSCADV) and Mahlum Architects, Inc. (2012) 

offer multiple design guidelines for architects and interior designers.  These guidelines and 

design solutions also embody the qualities found in an empowering shelter environment.  Many 

guidelines also respond to a minimal rules policy by aiming to reduce conflicts through the 

design.  The following sections detail domestic violence shelter design suggestions and 
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guidelines from WSCADV & Mahlum Architects, Inc. in the following categories: safety and 

security, identity formation, independence, and community.  

Safety and Security  

Safety is often the biggest concern for both domestic violence shelter residents and staff.  

Hague and Malos (2005) state, Òone of the most important needs of women leaving home due to 

violence is access to safe, secure permanent housingÓ (p. 109). Shelters must be able to keep 

residents safe from potential retaliation by their abusers.  WSCADV and Mahlum Architects Inc. 

suggest many different design solutions that help to ensure resident safety.  Generally, most 

shelters are closed to the public and many are in private, undisclosed locations.  These shelters 

often have keys, swipe-card access, security cameras, and/or security guards at entrances and 

exits.  Similarly, the path to and from the parking lot must be safe for residents.  Safe paths are 

well lit, have no areas where someone could hide, and, if possible, are situated away from the 

street (WSCADV & Mahlum, 2012).     

 Similarly, the design of the interior and exterior of the shelter can provide residents with 

clear sightlines so they can feel comfortable and aware of their surroundings.  When possible, 

shelters can allow residents and their children to stay in individual locked apartments.  By 

securing their rooms, residents are able to feel safe and in control of their environment.  The staff 

can also have access to these apartments in case of an emergency.  Offering private spaces could 

potentially help reduce stress and allow women to relax and focus during their time at the shelter.  

The design can also include a safe outdoor area, screened from the street and surrounding 

buildings, for children to play under supervision.  The design of the physical domestic violence 

shelter can often help women feel more comfortable, less stressed, and safer during their shelter 

stay (WSCADV & Mahlum, 2012).  Once these basic security needs are met, residents are able 
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to concentrate on forming their identities and achieving their goals within the empowerment 

process (Maslow, 1970).   

Reinforcing Identity Formation Within a Sense of Home 

Shelter design can mimic a residential setting rather than an institutional one.  Creating a 

residential design solution can include Òoffering varied human-scaled settings and room sizes 

that are distinct in character and orientation. Room layouts should not appear large and 

institutional but rather broken up into smaller elementsÓ (Grieder & Chanmugam, 2013, p. 373).  

As discussed previously, domestic violence victims are able to begin to form their identity by 

creating a home away from their abusers.  According to some sources, transient domestic 

violence shelters can encourage this home-making process even before women find their first 

home or apartment. For example, if residents have their own rooms, it can help to restore a sense 

of normalcy amongst the chaos of living with multiple people; however, researchers also agree 

that if residents share a bedroom it can encourage a sense of community within the shelter (Hoff, 

1990; WSCADV & Mahlum, 2012).  Residents can also personalize these spaces with their 

possessions, artwork, and other meaningful objects (Grieder & Chanmugam, 2013; WSCADV & 

Mahlum, 2012).  Conversely, if shelters restrict personalization, they may suppress any 

opportunities for identity formation (Kopec, 2006).   

Often women who have been forced to leave their homes may feel resentful or depressed.  

Having their own individual spaces can reinforce the theme of regeneration and starting fresh. 

Marcus (1995) suggests that, Òthe setting of a neutral apartment can be a significant ÔscreenÕ onto 

which new images of self can be projected, reflected upon, manipulated, discarded, or, perhaps, 

eventually embracedÓ (p. 233-234).  A woman experiences a multitude of emotions after leaving 

her abuser.  She may feel overwhelmed, alone, and scared.  A safe, warm, home-like 
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environment can help to soothe her nerves.  Shelters can likely provide safe spaces for women to 

form their identities, heal, reflect, and begin again. 

Removing Rules/Restrictions and Encouraging Independence 

 Some writers suggest that thoughtful shelter design may be able to anticipate user needs 

and remove excess rules and restrictions in domestic violence shelters (Tautfest, n.d.; WSCADV 

& Mahlum, 2012).  WSCADV and Mahlum Architects Inc. (2012) have suggested a variety of 

design solutions for domestic violence shelters.   

¥ Planning for multiple users in kitchens, restrooms, and common areas can eliminate strict 

schedules that limit the times these spaces may be used.   

¥ Similarly, accommodating children in the kitchen or establishing clear sightlines from the 

kitchen to a childrenÕs play area can eliminate childcare problems. 

¥ Multiple different common areas, for example, a library, a quiet room, and a large 

meeting room, may be able to reduce arguments by allowing women to choose where to 

spend their time.   

¥ Individual resident apartments may also allow staff to alter curfews and other rules that 

dictate residentsÕ time including lights out or strict mealtime policies.   

¥ Similarly, by incorporating clear sightlines, residents will be able to supervise their 

children while performing shelter tasks.  By accommodating small children through 

thoughtful facilities design, shelters may not need as many rules regarding childcare. 

Shelters may also be able to assist in encouraging independence and empowering women during 

their shelter stay (Grieder & Chanmugam, 2013; WSCADV & Mahlum, 2012). 

¥ Shelters can incorporate clear wayfinding to help residents and children quickly navigate 

the building independently after arriving.   
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¥ When possible, storage of communal items can be easily accessible to residents without 

requiring help from staff.   

¥ Flexible seating and the availability of quiet areas can allow women to manipulate spaces 

to their preference and assert their independence by allowing them to choose if they wish 

to socialize with other residents.   

¥ In order to gain control, abusers often disrupt mealtimes or homework time between 

domestic violence victims and their children.  Individual apartments can allow victims to 

reestablish a routine and a sense of control over their lives.  This sense of control over a 

residentÕs space and routine can also assist her when forming her new identity and self-

image by allowing her freedom of self-expression and the ability to make her own 

decisions.     

Creating a Community 

 SheildsÕ study of empowerment identified a salient theme of connectedness within 

womenÕs individual relationships as well as the larger community.  The design of a shelter can 

aid in building community between residents and staff, according to some writers.  A strong 

community can have a large impact on a womanÕs empowerment process as she develops her 

sense of self and begins making decisions and setting goals (Sheilds, 1995; WSCADV & 

Mahlum, 2012).  As discussed previously, part of the empowerment process includes 

consciousness-raising groups within a community (Hall, 1992; Kasturirangan, 2008).  In service 

to this need, the design of shelters should include multiple spaces for counseling, group 

activities, socialization, and relaxation.  Within the large community rooms, flexible seating can 

allow women to feel connected to the larger group while also creating smaller conversation 
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areas.  Flexible seating can also create spaces that can be reconfigured for a variety of uses 

(WSCADV & Mahlum, 2012).   

 Some researchers believe the shelter should interact with the larger community 

(Barrilleaux, 2013; Goodman & Epstein, 2008; WSCADV & Mahlum, 2012).  Offering activities 

like craft or cooking classes may lessen or remove the stigma related to domestic violence 

shelters.  These types of activities and the support of the surrounding community can make 

residents feel more comfortable when entering or exiting the shelter.  The community knowledge 

of the existence of the shelter could also lead to neighborhood surveillance, either formal or 

informal, which could potentially protect the residents from any attempted attacks by abusers.  

By involving the community in certain spaces separate from the general shelter area, the 

residents may feel less isolated.  These spaces could also allow residentsÕ families and friends to 

visit them during their stay without breaching the private shelter areas (Barrilleaux, 2013; 

Goodman & Epstein, 2008; WSCADV & Mahlum, 2012).      

Conclusion  

 Sources suggest domestic violence shelters can play a large role in a womanÕs 

empowerment process after she leaves her abuser.  Effective shelters offer a variety of resources 

to help women begin their new lives.  Empowerment programs and a well designed built 

environment can assist residents as they develop a strong sense of self, or identity, as they begin 

to make decisions and set goals based on this identity, and as they form bonds within a 

supportive shelter community.  Empowerment programs can help women to become stronger 

and more confident in themselves and their decisions both during their shelter stay and after the 

stay has concluded  (Sheilds, 1995).  The built environment of the shelter can also help residents 

to feel safe, comfortable, and in control (WSCADV & Mahlum, 2012).  Shelter design can have 
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a large impact on residentsÕ experiences.  One article states, Òa paradigm shift is needed that 

values the built physical environment as a meaningful element in empowerment of DV 

survivorsÓ (Grieder & Chanmugam, 2013, p. 375).  The following chapters will further 

investigate the removal of excess rules and restrictions through the design of the built 

environment in order to encourage residentsÕ empowerment processes and support a minimal 

rules policy. 
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CHAPTER THREE  

METHODOLOGY  

 Domestic violence shelters often have empowerment programs in place for their residents 

(Shostack, 2001).  However, these programs can define empowerment in a myriad of ways and 

may have an overabundance of rules and restrictions that residents find stifling (Gengler, 2012; 

Goodman & Epstein, 2008; VanNatta, 2010).  As shown in Figure 3.1, this study intended to 

research the impact of rules and restrictions in a domestic violence shelterÕs built environment on 

residentsÕ empowerment processes.   

 

 

 

Figure 3.1: The potential relationship between the built environment, rules and restrictions, and 
resident empowerment that will be explored in this study (illustration by author). 
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Purpose 

The purpose of this study was to examine potential connections between three elements: 

sheltersÕ rules and restrictions, the built spaces of a shelter, and empowerment processes. It did 

so by addressing these points: 1) The study explored qualities of the built environment of a 

domestic violence shelter and how the design of such facilities may be affecting the creation or 

removal of rules and restrictions that could negatively impact a womanÕs empowerment process 

(or, symbolically, cause and effect stated as shelter space -> rules/restrictions); 2) this study 

evaluated how a shelterÕs minimal rules policy affects the built environment of a domestic 

violence shelter (rules/restrictions -> shelter space);  3) it also sought to create design guidelines 

that can be applied to existing domestic violence shelters that employ a minimal rules policy.  

For point three, minimal rules policies, rather than an overabundance of rules, were chosen as the 

subject of this studyÕs guidelines, as minimal rules policies are being increasingly embraced by 

domestic violence shelters (Adams & Bennett, n.d.; MCADSV, 2012; Tautfest, n.d.).  These 

guidelines were then applied to the proposed interior design solution of a theoretical shelter with 

the goal of meeting the needs of both residents and staff while promoting an empowering 

environment.  

Research Framework 

This study used SheildsÕ three major themes as a guide to ascertain the nature and 

presence of empowerment:  

¥ Òthe development of an internal sense of self;  

¥ the ability to take action based on their internal sense of self; and,  

¥ a salient theme of connectednessÓ (1995, p. 15).   

ShieldsÕ themes were selected for reference in this study, as they are ideas common to 
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many researchers in their discussions of domestic violence shelter empowerment programs 

(Gengler, 2012; Haj-Yahia & Cohen, 2009; Hall, 1992; Shostack, 2001; VaNatta, 2010; 

WSCADV & Mahlum, 2012).  For the actionable purposes of this study, the synthesis of these 

authorsÕ domestic violence research with SheildsÕ (1995) empowerment theory is as follows:  

¥ identity formation;  

¥ decision making/goal setting; and,  

¥ sense of community. 

These three categories are present in the studyÕs shelter staff interview instrument, as a goal of 

the study was to determine how the minimal rules policy and the facilityÕs physical design are 

interacting with the goal of instilling empowerment in the shelterÕs residents.  

Research Questions 

To explore the impact of domestic violence shelter design on victims of domestic 

violence, this study addressed two primary questions and four secondary questions.  This section 

will further explain these questions and justify their use.  

The first primary question was how does the domestic violence shelter built environment 

interact with the shelterÕs minimal rules policy? (shelter space -> rules/restrictions)  

These subquestions activate the first primary question: 

1a) Is the studyÕs existing built environment promoting the need for rules and 

restrictions? If so, how? 

Justification:   This question determines if the design of the existing built environment 

has itself prompted the creation of or need for rules and restrictions regardless of the 

shelterÕs embrace of a minimal rules policy.  The author comments on this subquestion in 

relation to her perceptions from the interview data and shelter tour.  The answer to this 
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question then guides the second research main question and impacts this studyÕs 

hypothetical design. 

1b) What are the staff membersÕ perceptions of the features of this built environment in 

relation to the embraced minimal rules policy? 

Justification:   This question sought to understand the staff membersÕ thoughts on the 

built environment, the minimal rules policy, and any rules or restrictions that exist in 

order to accommodate the built environment.  Staff members were queried because of 

their knowledge of their facilityÕs resident population.  Similarly, staff members were 

able to share details about multiple resident and staff interactions over a longer period of 

time in contrast to an individual residentÕs limited view of the shelter.  

The second primary question was are there implications for shelter environmental design in 

light of rules policies, and the desire for resident empowerment? (rules/restrictions -> shelter 

space) 

The following subquestions activate the second primary question: 

2a) Can the built environment be improved in response to a minimal rules policy? If so, 

how? 

Justification:   This question allowed staff to give their opinions on the existing design 

and any alterations that could be made to improve the existing design in relation to the 

minimal rules policy as well as the residentsÕ empowerment processes.      

2b) What guidelines might be generated for future shelter environments with minimal 

rules that would support residentsÕ empowerment processes? 

Justification:   This question, along with the staff membersÕ suggestions from the above 

question, provided data for the creation of design guidelines.  Resident empowerment 
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was studied through SheildsÕ (1995) three tenants of empowerment.  These guidelines 

were in turn operationalized in the studyÕs hypothetical design solution that sought to 

reduce rules and restrictions and improve residentsÕ empowerment processes.       

Methodology Overview 

A qualitative data collection method of semi-structured interviews was used in this study. 

The interview questions and protocol are provided in Appendix B. The author interviewed four 

staff members at a domestic violence shelter in the southeastern United States.  The individual 

interviews lasted an average of thirty minutes and focused on the existing shelterÕs design, the 

minimal rules policy, and resident empowerment.  The interviews explored if and how the design 

of the shelter building interacted with the minimal rules policy and how a different design 

solution might positively alter the rules policy.  Staff members were also asked about the 

residentsÕ empowerment process and if the built environment encouraged resident identity 

formation, decision-making/goal setting, and community.  These three themes are discussed in 

SheildsÕ (1995) study on womenÕs empowerment processes. Conversely, rules and restrictions 

within a domestic violence shelter can potentially aid or hinder a residentsÕ empowerment 

process (VanNatta, 2010).  This study supposes that the built environment of a shelter could 

impact the necessary rules and restrictions and in turn the residentsÕ empowerment process. 

The results of the interviews comprise the original research portion of this study. These 

interview results also enabled the author to create a series of guidelines, which take the form of 

statements that offer pragmatic directives on issues of space planning, selections, security 

systems, or other physical facilitiesÕ features.  These statements are similar to those by 

WSCADV & Mahlum ArchitectÕs Inc. (2012), for example: ÒFlexibility within communal spaces 

stimulates and encourages a variety of usesÓ (Communal Space, Empower, para. 7). The content 
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of some or all of these guidelines were then incorporated into this studyÕs culminating design of 

a domestic violence shelterÕs interior. This project response was not based on the original 

research shelter site, and instead describes an original shelter design for an existing building in a 

different location that responded to the research data as well as the current literature.  The project 

portion of this study is discussed in chapters five and six.    

Site and Sample Selection 

 The site selected for this studyÕs original research was a domestic violence shelter in the 

Southeast that serves multiple counties.  The emergency shelter building houses approximately 

thirty-five residents in a community-living arrangement and the transitional shelter building has 

an additional ten rooms for long-term stay.  The emergency shelter is staffed 24/7 and 

approximately ten staff members work there daily along with interns and volunteers.  The shelter 

houses around 400 residents each year and receives around 4,000 calls on the shelterÕs crisis 

hotline annually.   

 Four staff members participated in voluntary individual interviews.  Due to the sensitive 

nature of the population and location, the shelter does not allow outside persons to interview 

residents.  However, the author deemed staff interviews valuable, as the staff members chosen 

were able to provide a unique, first person perspective on the topic, had in-depth knowledge of 

facility rules and regulations, and shared knowledge of multiple residentsÕ needs over a longer 

period of time than residents themselves could.    

Interview Protocol 

 The author secured approval from Florida State UniversityÕs Institutional Review Board 

(IRB) for the interview protocol and questions (detailed in Appendix A).  The interviews 

followed a guided script (detailed in Appendix B) also approved by the IRB.  The author also 
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obtained approval from the domestic violence shelter director.  All voluntary participants signed 

a separate consent form (see Appendix C).  The author provided the consent forms and interview 

questions to the shelter director. The director then distributed them to the potential participants 

who met the criteria of having worked at the shelter for one and a half years or more.  The author 

and director then scheduled appointments with each staff member individually.  At the beginning 

of each interview, the author explained the interview process, provided an additional copy of the 

consent form, and asked for permission to record the interview. The author assured staff 

members that participation was voluntary and would not affect their employment.  Each 

interview lasted an average of thirty minutes.    

 To help facilitate frank discussion, the interviews were conducted individually with the 

author in a private office at the shelter away from residents and other staff members. The 

interviews were recorded and transcribed and all data was stored in a confidential, locked 

physical location and a password protected electronic location. Both of these locations were only 

available to access by the author. Each participant was ensured that no names or other identifiers 

would be published and shelter directors and employees would not be able to access their 

answers. The participantsÕ names were changed if referenced or quoted in this thesis or any other 

publications. The name and location of the shelter and its residents are not disclosed.  

Data Analysis 

  After recording the interviews as detailed in the consent form, the author thoroughly 

analyzed the data by transcribing all  interviews into written text and examining all participantsÕ 

responses on each question. This data was grouped and answers were compared across 

participants to determine trends in responses and to derive, where applicable, descriptive 

statistics (i.e. averages and percentages).  In the cases where answers differed, varying responses 
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were included in the text analysis. This analysis data is reported in chapter four.  Criteria for the 

design guidelines and design solution were derived from the trends and other points detected 

from the data analysis and are reported in chapters five, six, and seven.  

Project Description 

 This study culminates in the hypothetical application of the derived design guidelines 

in a domestic violence shelter. The hypothetical design for Saint AnnaÕs Domestic Violence 

Shelter is set in New Orleans, Louisiana.  The shelter houses approximately ninety people, which 

includes both transitional and semi-permanent residents and their children.  The front portion of 

the shelter contains a womenÕs community center open to the larger New Orleans female 

community.  Women in the surrounding area can attend art workshops, educational seminars, 

and visit the hair salon and massage rooms in the shelter building.  The building is approximately 

40,000 square feet and was remodeled to best accommodate the needs of shelter residents and 

staff.  The design focused on safety and security, creating a home-like atmosphere, encouraging 

resident empowerment, and accommodating multiple users and functions in order to minimize 

the need for rules and restrictions.   Further details on the program for this project are provided in 

chapter five.   

Assumptions, Limitations, and Delimitations 

Assumptions 

It is assumed that staff gave truthful, accurate answers when interviewed; however, there 

is a chance that staff members could have altered their answers in order to place the shelter in a 

positive, or potentially negative, light.  The staff also could have answered in a certain way if 

they believed their superiors would have access to their answers; however, the author reassured 

staff members that no other parties could view interview records and any names or identifiers 



51 
 

would be held separately from interview records.  The author also assumed that domestic 

violence shelters are one of the most effective resources for abused women and therefore has 

limited the context of this study to these programs.   

Limitations 

A limitation to the study is the sensitive nature of this subject matter and persons affected 

by domestic violence.  This sensitive topic could limit the staff membersÕ ability to share certain 

details about the shelter and the residents with the author.  Another limitation of the study is that 

results may not be able to be generalized to other populations due to the small sample size and 

location at a single shelter, participantsÕ demographics, and the shelterÕs location in the southeast 

United States.  This study also focuses on women from heterosexual abusive relationships and 

therefore may not be generalizable to homosexual relationships or abuse perpetuated by females 

against their male partners.   

Delimitations 

This study does not address the residentsÕ treatment programs or the details of their 

abusive relationship.  The author did not interview residents due to privacy restrictions, and 

instead focused on shelter staff members who have knowledge of multiple residentsÕ reactions to 

the shelter.  The study focused primarily on rules and restrictions in relation to the built 

environment.  It does not examine the details of all shelter rules and restrictions or shelter 

policies, for example, hiring staff members or the paperwork completed for entry to the shelter.         

IRB Approval Statement 

 The Florida State UniversityÕs Institutional Review Board reviewed and approved the 

semi-structured interview protocol, interview questions, and consent forms on July 31, 2014 

(HSC No. 2014.13118) (See Appendix A).  
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Conclusion 

 This study used in-depth interviews with experienced domestic violence shelter staff to 

better understand the built environmentÕs impact on existing shelter rules and restrictions.  The 

author analyzed the built environment and the resulting rules and restrictions with the synthesis 

of SheildsÕ (1995) and other domestic violence researchers empowerment framework of identity 

formation, decision making/goal setting, and community.  The results of the interview provided 

content for a series of resulting design guidelines for existing shelters, which were applied to an 

original domestic violence shelter design solution shown in chapter six.          
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CHAPTER FOUR 

RESULTS 

 This chapter reports on the data collected during interviews with domestic violence 

shelter staff members.  The purpose of the interviews with these individuals was to gain 

knowledge and staff insight on the shelterÕs current minimal rules policy, the built environment, 

and how these factors interact with resident empowerment.  The interview results will be 

discussed in this chapter in relation to the built environment, its interactions with the minimal 

rules policy, and SheildsÕ three themes of empowerment (1995). As discussed in chapters two 

and three, Sheilds found that empowered women often developed a strong sense of self, were 

able to make decisions based on their sense of self, and felt connected to a community.  These 

themes were synthesized with other domestic violence research to create the categories of 

community, personal identity development, goal setting, and decision-making that formed the 

heart of the interview instrument and were explored with participants in relation to the shelterÕs 

minimal rules policy and the built environment.  

Description of the StudyÕs Completed Interview Protocol 

 The shelter accessed in this study did not allow external researchers to interview 

residents.  Staff members were chosen as the interview sample population instead because of 

their knowledge of the shelter design, the minimal rules policy, and how residents use the space.  

Staff members were also able to provide a better understanding of how multiple different 

residents have interacted with the shelterÕs built environment over time.   

 Four shelter staff members were interviewed individually at a minimal rules, 

empowerment-based domestic violence shelter in the Southeast.  Each interview took place in a 

private office in the shelter.  Each interview lasted an average of thirty minutes and all were 
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completed in one day.  The four staff members interviewed had a variety of experience and job 

responsibilities as directors, case managers, and residential coordinators and their length of 

service at their shelter ranged from one and a half years to ten years.  Each staff member 

interacted with residents on a daily basis. In order for the interview participants to remain 

anonymous, all of the names referenced in this study have been changed.  Similarly, in order to 

protect their identities, the pseudonyms assigned to each participant will not be associated with 

their titles or experience.   

 The author also participated in a walking tour of the emergency shelter facility with the 

Director of Emergency Services.  This tour lasted approximately one hour and allowed the 

author to experience each space and ask questions about how each space is used by residents and 

staff.  Due to the sensitive nature of this population, photographs of the facility were not 

permitted.  Also, the name and location of the shelter is not revealed here to ensure the safety of 

program participants.       

Shelter Details 

 The domestic violence shelter examined in this study serves multiple counties and houses 

approximately 400 women annually. It also receives approximately 4,000 calls annually on the 

shelterÕs crisis hotline. The shelter offers residential, daycare, and counseling services to 

residents and their children.  The case managers also help residents set and achieve goals, 

connect residents with community resources, and advocate on behalf of the residents.   

 The emergency shelter building is roughly 10,000 square feet in size and can house 

approximately 35 women at one time in a community living setting.  Domestic violence victims 

can stay in the emergency shelter for up to 45 days.  The emergency shelter bedrooms each have 

two bunk beds and two pull out trundle beds so that a total of six women or two families can stay 
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in each room.  The emergency shelter building also has a large common living room, smaller 

group rooms, a tutoring room, computer room, playroom, dining area, two double kitchens, a 

pantry/donation room, two laundry rooms, offices, and outdoor spaces.   

 The shelter also has separate buildings with a licensed childcare center and a transitional 

shelter for women.  The transitional shelter houses fewer women in each room than the 

emergency shelter and allows residents to stay for a total of two years.  If needed, transitional 

shelter residents can also be housed in the emergency shelter building.  In these cases, 

transitional residents often only share a bedroom with one other transitional resident.  They also 

have a separate kitchen and laundry room within the emergency shelter building.   

 The emergency shelter building is the focus of this study and its interview questions and 

responses.  This is because the short length of stay in this shelter is similar to many example 

shelters discussed in the literature review.  The resulting design of this studyÕs hypothetical 

shelter will also primarily house emergency-stay shelter residents.  

Shelter Policies 

 The domestic violence shelter observed in this study has both empowerment and minimal 

rules policies.  Shelter staff members explain these factors to residents before they enter the 

shelter and reinforce these ideas during the residentsÕ shelter stay.  The following two sections 

explore these frameworks and how the interview participants viewed each policy.  

 Shelter Empowerment Framework 

 The interview participants were asked if their shelter considers empowerment a priority 

and what steps, if any, the shelter staff members take to empower residents.  Participants 

identified the studyÕs targeted domestic violence shelter as empowerment-based.  The shelter 

staff members emphasized that the empowerment framework encourages residents to set their 
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own goals and make their own decisions.  Similarly, there were no restrictive rules that may 

impede resident empowerment. One of the staff members, Beverly, clarified the meaning of 

empowerment during her interview.   

 ÒWe are first and foremost empowerment based.  And basically what that is, is that, we  

 try very hard, and weÕre proud of it, not to model behaviors that abusers have. And so,  

 abusers like to have power and control over an individual so they instill and insist upon  

 these rigid, barbaric rules. And we counter with, we try to counter that by saying to the  

 women you have the right, which she does, to make her own choice."  

Beverly also explained that when domestic violence victims first call the shelterÕs crisis hotline 

and meet the eligibility criteria for residential services, hotline advocates explain the community-

living and empowerment-based nature of the program.  The shelter staff members then further 

discuss the programÕs empowerment-based nature during the first intake meeting, the first case 

management meeting, and throughout the twice weekly group sessions.   

 Another staff member, Tanya, shared a story about one of the residents who was 

accustomed to things being done for her and therefore did not realize she can accomplish things 

by herself.  In this case, the shelter staff assisted her and encouraged her to take small steps 

towards her goals until she realized she had the potential to accomplish these goals herself.  For 

example, this resident was unsure how to call to discuss an issue with someone over the 

telephone.  Therefore, the staff members helped her make the call, sat with her during the call, 

encouraged her, and assisted when necessary.  Afterwards, Tanya said that staff would 

emphasize that the resident reached her goal and completed her task.  However, the resident 

would often state, ÒNo, you did it.Ó  In this case, the staff would point out that the resident 

completed the task by herself while they supported her.  Tanya said, Òand thatÕs what I love to 
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see, is when they come to reality that ÔYeah, I did do this.Õ And then we tackle the next path. 

And so thatÕs the major thing, is just helping them see that you can do this and then weÕre here as 

a support but youÕre going to be the one to actually do it.Ó  Thus, participants identified that the 

empowerment-based model encourages residents who have often not been supported or believed 

in by others in the past.  

 Shelter Minimal Rules Policy 

 In order to support the empowerment-based program, the shelter also has a minimal rules 

policy.  The first research question and multiple interview questions focused on the shelterÕs 

minimal rules policy and the staff membersÕ perceptions of the built environment in relation to 

the minimal rules policy.  Tanya discussed this policy during her interview.  

 ÒWe really only have one rule [participantÕs emphasis] and that is no weapons,  

 guns, or alcohol is permitted on the property.  You know, for me thatÕs what I just state as  

 the sole rule because everything else is really just where we just encourage them and  

 empower them.Ó   

The minimal rules policy is discussed with residents when they enter the shelter.  Another staff 

member, Laura, explained that the shelter often suggests or encourages residents rather than 

creating rules.  For example, the shelter has a chore list in order to keep the property clean; 

however, if a resident chooses not to clean there are no repercussions.  If necessary, the staff will 

clean after residents or another resident may ask that person to clean any mess left behind.  Staff 

member Emily also pointed out that the residents often regulate themselves because they expect 

each other to clean up after themselves.  However, when necessary, the staff also assists with 

conflict resolution and moderates house meetings between residents.     
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 Similarly, the shelter does not have a schedule or curfew that residents must abide by.  

Instead, the shelter institutes wellness checks with each resident.  A wellness check occurs when 

a resident states they will be back by a certain time and if they have not returned within one or 

two hours, the shelter staff will call and check on them.  Shelter staff emphasize to residents that 

they are not controlling residents who each have the right to stay out as late as they would like.  

The shelter staff members explain to residents that the wellness checks exist for safety reasons.  

Similarly, residents are able to make their own decisions about where they want to go, how they 

want to parent their children, what they want to eat, and similar matters.  Beverly stated  

ÒÉthatÕs the greatest part of the empowerment based model is letting women, or modeling to 

women, that we value that youÕre going to take care of yourself and whatever needs [you have], 

whatever you feel is important for you, without someone saying youÕve got to do it.Ó   

 Beverly also stated that sometimes residents discuss matters with staff and ask for more 

rules or regulations.  When this occurs, staff will explain the empowerment-based model and try 

to uncover why the resident feels they need more rules and how the staff can help them feel more 

comfortable.  One staff member, Laura, admitted that the minimal rules policy could be 

frustrating at times.  For example, though it is encouraged, residents are not required to attend 

group sessions.  Laura said she would often see women in their rooms or watching TV rather 

than attending group sessions.  This type of behavior became frustrating to her because she knew 

the group sessions could be beneficial for these residents.  She suggested perhaps an incentive 

program could encourage members to attend sessions and participate in activities.  She also 

acknowledged that she understood that the empowerment-based program provides residents the 

option to attend meetings or not.   The following sections review the interview findings in 

categories related to Sheilds (1995) three themes of empowerment: identity, goal setting and 
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decision-making, and community. This discussion in turn informs the answers to the research 

questions that follow.   

Community Within the Shelter 

 The interview participants were asked questions about the interaction of the built 

environment with the themes of empowerment: community, identity, goal setting, and decision-

making.  The purpose of these types of questions was to respond to the second primary research 

question and determine the interaction of the built environment with the shelterÕs empowerment 

framework.  The author intended that the answers to these questions would also better explain 

the usage of spaces and interactions among residents.  For example, the staff members 

interviewed were asked if any shelter spaces, or details within spaces, encouraged or discouraged 

a sense of community between residents.          

 All  four of the interview participants agreed that the general layout of the shelter and the 

sizes of the shared spaces encouraged community.  Tanya believed the entire shelter building 

emphasizes community because the residents share all spaces including the bedrooms, kitchens, 

and living spaces.  Each staff member also highlighted the living/family room space as a good 

source of community.  They all discussed how the large size and central location encourages 

community activities.  Beverly discussed how the size allows families to create sub-groups 

within the larger community group.  The many sofas in this room allow for multiple families to 

share the television and large space, yet also focus on their smaller family unit.  Similarly, the 

shelter hosts a variety of community activities in this space.  Beverly said,  

ÒItÕs so large that IÕve seen kids turn cartwheels in there. We have done hip-hop dancing 

in there. WeÕve done yoga in there. WeÕve done meditation in there. WeÕve had family 



60 
 

pajama night and popcorn in there. So, I think that space is really inviting as a part of the 

built-in environment for community living.Ó 

 All resident bedrooms are shared in the studyÕs shelter, and four to six women share most 

rooms.  When asked if they believed shared bedroom spaces rather than private rooms or 

apartments created more positive community interaction, two of the four participants believed 

shared bedrooms were more effective.  The other two participants highlighted the difficulties 

associated with community living; however, they were unsure if private rooms would be the best 

solution.  Sharing spaces can create tension and arguments among residents.  However, this 

layout can also create strong bonds.  In her interview, Tanya shared a recent interaction between 

residents.  A new resident entered the shelter who was relatively young and had a severe injury 

that prevented her ability to walk. Tanya observed how ÒÉevery woman in that shelter gathered 

around her.Ó  Tanya believed that private rooms could have possibly prevented this type of 

interaction and support among residents.  Victims of domestic violence are often isolated by their 

abusers, so the chance to have a strong community among women who have experienced similar 

problems can be a turning point for many residents.  Beverly shared that often women enjoy 

getting to know the other women they share a room with.  She explained that victims of domestic 

violence have often experienced strained relationships where they feel they are constantly 

Òwalking on eggshells.Ó  Beverly said many residents enjoy having a roommate who they can 

talk to about their hopes, dreams, and wishes without any backlash, arguments, or violence.  In 

this way, the residents are able to support each other and aid in the healing process.    

 Overall, each interview participant agreed that the general layout of the shelter 

encouraged community because of the widespread availability of shared spaces.  All four 

participants also highlighted the main living area as a strong community space.  The large size, 
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flexible furniture, and many activities offered encourage residents to use this space together.  

Tanya and Beverly both agreed that shared bedroom spaces can help support domestic violence 

shelter residents and create lasting friendships and support systems.  However, Laura and Emily 

also stressed that shared bedrooms often lead to increased conflicts and stress.  This stress can 

then negatively impact residents as they are forming their identities away from their abusers.  

Developing Resident Identities Within the Shelter 

 Participants were asked if any spaces, or details within spaces, support or discourage 

residents in forming their identities.  Forming a strong identity is an important step in the process 

of empowerment (Sheilds, 1995).  Beverly thought the community-living aspect of the shelter 

assisted women as they formed their identities because residents will often see other women 

wrestling with the same issues.  She explained that, Òevery story has the commonality of either 

domestic violence or sexual violence but it is individualized or set apart by the experiences that 

each woman or child has had.Ó  She also believed that the group sessions and meetings with case 

managers helped women to form their identities.  ÒAll those groups are centered around finding 

you, knowing who you are, self-empowerment, self-motivation, self-efficacy, self-knowledge.Ó  

Beverly has noticed that many times residents are afraid to be alone and truly evaluate 

themselves. The environmentÕs relationship to this point is discussed at further length below. In 

general, the shelter empowerment groups encouraged this type of introspection and provided 

women with guidance and support to become the people they hoped to be.   

 All four interview participants said the residents of the shelter were also allowed to bring 

items from home to use in their shelter bedrooms.  Residents often displayed photos and 

childrenÕs artwork on the walls and staff members have encouraged residents to frame 
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documents representing important milestones, like a college acceptance letter or scholarship 

announcement.   

 The hotline encourages women to bring social security cards, birth certificates, and other 

important documents; however, women often must abandon photographs and other personal 

items when leaving quickly to seek shelter.  To counter this problem, Beverly often takes 

pictures of the residents and their children at Christmas parties and other activities.  She then 

gives the photographs to residents and many women display the photographs in their bedrooms.  

Beverly said that many times residents have never had a photograph of their child or it has been a 

long time since they have seen their children happy.  At the Christmas party and other large 

activities, residents often tell staff that they think they do not deserve such nice treatment.  When 

this occurs, staff will try to take this time to empower residents and stress that they do deserve 

positive treatment and more.  Beverly believed this type of reinforcement could also positively 

affect resident identity formation.  Research agrees that personalization can allow residents to 

form their identity and a sense of attachment to their new home (Marcus, 1995; WSCADV & 

Mahlum, 2012).     

 With regard to the physical environment of the shelter, however, Tanya, Emily, and 

Laura all thought that the shelter lacked enough quiet, private spaces for women who are forming 

their identities.  They all agreed that residents could personalize their rooms, although Emily and 

Laura both emphasized that the forty-five day stay for emergency residents saw significantly less 

personalization than the two year transitional residents.  When the author of this study toured the 

shelter, she similarly observed this difference in the two types of rooms.  Tanya believes that 

though there may be multiple spaces available where residents can have alone time, these spaces 

may be hard to find for new residents.  She stated,  
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ÒI think maybe they may feel not supported [in forming their identities] because 

sometimes as youÕre forming who you really are, because you lost that person to 

domestic or sexual violence, sometimes you want some alone space.  And if you just go 

through the building on your own trying to discover that space, you may not find it on the 

interior because youÕll see these doors closed and youÕll think Ôok, well these are all 

offices.ÕÓ 

Because of the minimal rules policy, there were no rules about when each space could be used or 

what it can be used for. Therefore, it could sometimes be difficult for residents searching for a 

quiet space.  This author suggests this is a time when a sign delineating quiet spaces could be 

helpful for the shelter and make the living experience more enjoyable.  Designing the built 

environment with assigned quiet rooms, rather than a rule of quiet hours, could provide residents 

with structure without impeding the minimal rules policy.     

 Overall, all four interview participants discussed how residents can personalize their 

bedroom spaces.  However, Emily and Laura also emphasized that the 45-day emergency stay 

residents often have significantly less personalization due to the shorter length of their stay.  

Beverly believed that the community spaces and group sessions also encouraged resident identity 

formation.  The support from other residents, seeing residents struggle with similar issues, and 

attending groups focused on identity could all impact residents positively.  These community 

areas allow residents to form bonds with each other.  However, three of the four participants 

emphasized that the shelter lacked private, quiet spaces that encouraged personal reflection or 

provided a stress-free environment.  Quiet spaces would provide residents a sense of solace and 

refuge from the sometimes overwhelming, busy shelter activities.  The lack of private spaces 

could also negatively impact resident goal setting and decision-making.     
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Resident Goal Setting Within the Shelter Environment 

 The shelter observed in this study has encouraged residents to set individual goals and 

take steps to reach their goals while residing at the shelter.  Residents often establish these goals 

with the case managers, who are able to help residents make a plan and connect them to 

community resources.  Staff members try to prepare residents for various potential situations that 

may occur on the path towards their goal in case their journey does not go as planned.  Beverly 

and Laura discussed this process and described that goals can vary from small goals like 

mastering the bus routes, to large goals that include returning to school, finding a job, or securing 

permanent housing.  

 All four interview participants agreed that goal-setting occurs primarily in the case 

managersÕ offices.  Many times these conversations may be the first time residents have had 

someone believe in them and become invested in their future.  The case managersÕ offices offer 

privacy and abundant natural light.  Emily stated that often residents will choose to have the 

office lighting off to create a more intimate setting infused with natural light.  There is also a 

computer room where residents can take steps to meet their goals by applying for jobs, searching 

for housing, or completing classwork for school.  Beverly noted that many times residents will 

also go outside or find a quiet unoccupied space to work, such as the entry or the play room.  

Laura stated that the few transitional women staying in rooms within the emergency shelter often 

become caught up in conflicts between emergency shelter residents.  She believed this focus on 

emergency shelter ÒdramaÓ could hinder goal setting for these more long-term transitional 

residents.  The case managers then must try to focus the transitional residentÕs attention back to 

her long-term goals rather than any short-term arguments.   
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 Generally, residents were encouraged to create individual goals while residing in the 

shelter.  Each interview participant agreed that goal setting occurs primarily within the case 

managerÕs offices and is often discussed with the case managers.  Beverly also has observed 

residents outdoors or in unoccupied areas, like the playroom, when they need quiet spaces.  

Residents often use similar types of spaces when making large decisions in order to meet their 

goals as well as small decisions.  Based on these findings, the author believes creating more quiet 

spaces, computer rooms, or library spaces could encourage goal setting and decision-making 

outside of the case manager offices.             

Resident Decision-Making Within the Shelter Environment 

 The participant responses to the interviews suggest that the minimal rules policy allows 

women to make their own decisions daily as well as set their own goals.  Decision-making in this 

sense can mean both large decisions that relate to reaching a goal and small daily decisions.  For 

example, the shelter does not tell women how to parent their children, what schedule to follow, 

what to feed their children, when to go to sleep, or place any other restrictions on residents.  

Therefore, women are able to make these small decisions based on the needs of themselves and 

their children.  For example, Tanya discussed how women often collaborate with their 

roommates and make decisions on how their bedroom furniture should be arranged.  Beverly 

also shared a story about how one woman wanted to cook chicken noodle soup for her child; 

however, the shelter pantry did not have any canned soup.  A staff member explained to the 

resident that she could make homemade chicken noodle soup using the ingredients available in 

the pantry.  In this type of situation, shelter staff were able to both empower residents and 

support their decisions.  Similarly, staff members may make suggestions to residents if they see 
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them struggling with decision-making; however, due to the empowerment and minimal rules 

policies, residents are not required to abide by these suggestions.   

 When discussing the spaces where decision making most commonly occurs, all of the 

interview participants named the same type of quiet spaces where goal setting occurs, including 

the case managersÕ offices, the tutoring room, and the computer room.  They also named the 

single womenÕs living room, which does not allow children, as a space where residents make 

decisions.  Although this space has a television and other entertainment options, women 

primarily use it as a quiet space to read or think.  Similarly, Beverly shared a story of a woman 

sitting in the large living room during the day when many people were not at the shelter.  

Beverly walked past and saw the woman deep in thought staring at a painting on the wall in the 

living room. Beverly commented on this scene, saying  

Òthat always concerns me because I know that it is challenging being removed from 

everything that is what you consider as a stable or a constant in your life, even when 

violence is present. So, women sometimes will sit in there and just stare at that painting 

or stare at the wall and theyÕre in deep thought about Ôwhat is my next move.ÕÓ   

In this way, a community area, when not inhabited by other residents, can also be a quiet space 

for reflection and decision-making during the day.  However, when asked about identity 

formation, three of the four participants noticed a lack of quiet, private spaces.  It is possible, 

then, that perhaps residents are forced to use unoccupied spaces, as mentioned multiple times 

during the interview, in reaction to the lack of dedicated quiet spaces.  The author suggests 

labeling quiet rooms and having staff enforce that those spaces are only to be utilized for quiet 

activities.  The shelter can either make a quiet room rule or the design could encourage this 

behavior.    
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 Overall, each interview participant named the case managerÕs office, the tutoring room, 

and the computer room as areas where decision-making primarily occurs.  When questioned, 

they also stated that small decisions are made daily in all spaces.  The lack of quiet spaces also 

led to residents using unoccupied spaces, or the single womenÕs living room, for reflection.  This 

finding suggests that an ideal shelter would create more private areas where residents can be 

alone, relax, and think.   

An Ideal Empowering Minimal Rules Domestic Violence Shelter 

 The last question all interview participants were asked was if you had an unlimited 

budget and could build an ideal, minimal rules domestic violence shelter that supported resident 

empowerment, what features might it have?  Though all staff members believed their shelter was 

well designed, they also offered suggestions for improvement.  Beverly and Tanya both first 

focused on the bathroom design.  Beverly said that sharing a community bathroom with six 

women is often continually a source of conflict.  She suggested creating larger bathrooms or 

adding double-vanity sinks to the existing bathrooms.  Tanya also suggested this and also added 

that the bathroom design should create a more relaxing atmosphere.  She suggested less people 

could share each bathroom and if possible, each bathroom could contain a large tub or shower.  

However, Beverly also emphasized the importance of sharing plumbing to reduce costs.  This 

suggestion is in keeping with WSCADV and Mahlum (2012), who suggested that better 

bathroom facilities could potentially aid in removing the need for shower schedules and rules, 

while also minimizing roommate disputes in order to create a more empowering environment.  

Tanya, Emily, and Laura also each suggested creating a more spacious kitchen.  The 

shelter has two double kitchens, which have a total of four ranges, refrigerators, microwaves, and 

sinks.  Emily and Laura believed that the double kitchens accommodated multiple users well; 
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however, they thought the overall kitchen space was too small.  They both suggested adding 

more kitchen storage and larger, industrial style refrigerators.  WSCADV and Mahlum (2012) 

similarly suggest adding more locked storage and accommodating multiple users in the kitchen 

in order to minimize disputes.      

Laura also preferred to see the transitional shelter separated from the emergency shelter.  

A separate building, or dedicated spaces, would allow the transitional shelter residents to form a 

stronger community without being distracted by any conflicts in the emergency shelter.  She also 

volunteered she would like to add more private spaces where residents can work on homework, 

job searches, and reflect.  WSCADV and Mahlum (2012) similarly suggest creating quiet spaces 

or designing a dedicated Òquiet roomÓ where residents can escape the chaos of communal spaces.  

Beverly suggested larger beds, because children who have experienced domestic violence often 

want to be near their mothers in response to the trauma they have witnessed or experienced.  

However, the author notes that co-sleeping is dangerous and can lead to infant death.  She also 

suggested installing individual televisions with headphones, like those seen in some assisted 

living facilities.  This would allow women to make decisions about what they want to watch on 

television and also offer a sense of privacy within the communal bedrooms.  The shelter also 

currently houses the hotline office in the same office as the other advocates.  Creating a separate 

hotline office would be beneficial for all staff members, because it would allow staff members to 

focus better on their tasks and better assist shelter residents.   

Beverly suggested providing an area for children to play while their mothers meet with 

staff members during the intake process.  Due to the sensitive topic of abuse, many women do 

not want their children to hear information they share about their abusive situation with staff.  

She also suggested adding a pet kennel, because pets are often harmed by domestic violence and 
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many women do not want to leave their pets behind.  All four interview participants suggested 

adding more storage in bedrooms and throughout the shelter for resident possessions.  The 

residents at this shelter are told to bring only two pieces of luggage per person. However, if 

someone brings more luggage or furniture, they are not told to return it due to the minimal rules 

policy.  All four of the staff members agreed that though it can often cause conflict and stress, 

community-style living was the best option for victims of domestic violence.  They believed that 

it allowed residents to bond and support each other during their shelter stay.   

To summarize, the interview participantsÕ ideal empowering minimal rules shelter would 

have larger bathrooms and kitchens which accommodate multiple users, more quiet spaces, and 

abundant storage.  Individual participants also named smaller details that would make the shelter 

more comfortable for residents and staff, including individual televisions with headphones, a 

separate transitional shelter building, and a separate hotline and advocate office.  WSCADV and 

MahlumÕs (2012) guidelines agree with many of the points the interview participants stated.  An 

empowering shelter accommodates multiple users while also preserving their dignity within a 

communal setting.  It also provides them safe storage of personal items and quiet spaces for 

reflection.  WSCADV & Mahlum similarly cite these design features as minimizing conflicts and 

the need for excessive rules while also empowering residents.   

Conclusion 

 In conclusion, the interview participants all believed that the shelterÕs minimal rules 

policy and empowerment-based programs were beneficial to residents.  However, in response to 

research sub question 1a, the author believes that some areas in the shelter are promoting the 

need for rules and restrictions.  The author believes in certain spaces, like the kitchen and 

designated quiet spaces, rules or more structure could be beneficial to residents.  In response to 
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research question 2a, the staff members all believed that the built environment was supporting 

the minimal rules policy; however, they had trouble directly relating features of the built 

environment to the policy.  This confusion could be related to the interpretation of the terms, 

their inability to deeply analyze spaces they are accustomed to, and the relationship between 

their minimal rules and empowerment policies.   

In response to the second primary question, the built environment of the shelter was 

discussed in relation to the themes of empowerment of community, identity formation, goal 

setting, and decision-making.  The shelter supported community through activities held in the 

large living room area.  It also encouraged personalization in bedrooms; however, it lacked 

multiple quiet spaces for reflection and resident identity formation.  Residents were encouraged 

to set goals and make decisions in the case mangers offices.  The author believes this type of 

behavior could be encouraged with the addition of quiet areas throughout the shelter.  The author 

believes that empowerment and the existence of rules and restrictions can be helped or hindered 

by the discussed physical facilityÕs features.     

The participating staff members agreed that the design of the shelter was successful, but 

also had a variety of suggestions on how to improve the shelter.  These included adding more 

storage space, creating more quiet areas, designing larger bathrooms, and larger, more efficient 

kitchens.  However, all staff members agreed that community-style living was the best solution 

for this particular population.  They believe that shared bedrooms and public spaces allow 

residents to create strong bonds with other women who have experienced similar trauma.  
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CHAPTER FIVE  

DESIGN PROGRAM 

 The design of a hypothetical domestic violence shelter was created based on the review 

of literature in chapter two, precedent studies (provided in Appendix D), and results from 

interviews with shelter staff members discussed in chapter four.  This chapter outlines the design 

program that provided guidelines and directives for a hypothetical domestic violence shelter 

called Saint AnnaÕs, forming a connection between this studyÕs literature review, research 

findings and the resulting design response.  It will include the details of the project, client, users, 

space planning considerations, and reference applicable building codes (Appendix E). 

Project Description and History 

 As discussed in chapter two, domestic violence is a widespread problem that affects over 

one million women each year (Tjaden & Thoennes, 2000) and domestic violence shelters often 

have the goal of empowering their residents (Kasturirangan, 2008; Shostack, 2001).  In response 

to this need, many shelters have begun to remove controlling and restrictive rules in favor of new 

minimal rules policies (MCADSV, 2012; Tautfest, n.d.).  This design project entitled Saint 

AnnaÕs Domestic Violence Shelter will create a facility that seeks to empower residents and 

utilizes design features to minimize the need for unnecessary rules and restrictions.  In this way, 

this new hypothetical shelter is mindful of this studyÕs research findings and seeks to improve 

upon the original research locationÕs minimal rules environment.   

 The domestic violence shelter is located in New Orleans, Louisiana.  According to the 

Violence Policy Center (2013), Louisiana has often ranked in the top ten states, with a number 

one ranking in 2007, for the highest percentage of female homicide victims murdered by male 

perpetrators.  Of the victims, 94% personally knew their killers and 61% were killed by a current 
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or previous intimate partner.  There is currently no large domestic violence shelter within the city 

of New Orleans, Louisiana.  There are small shelters and programs in surrounding areas; 

however, these shelters may not be easily accessible to women needing immediate shelter within 

New Orleans. 

Client and User Profiles 

Client  

 Saint AnnaÕs ShelterÕs mission is to protect and empower domestic violence victims and 

their families in New Orleans, Louisiana.  This hypothetical shelter strives to free its residents 

from oppression and help them to lead strong, independent lives.  For the purposes of this 

project, it is supposed that a collective of counselors, women previously affected by domestic 

violence, and community members own and operate the shelter.  The shelter offers lodging as 

well as counseling, medical, legal, career, and childcare services for its residents.  The shelter is 

also open to women in the surrounding community and encourages community involvement 

through art classes, spa services, and classroom spaces.   

Residents  

 The decision to leave a violent situation and seek shelter involves many different factors 

and is often a difficult step for domestic violence victims (Burman, 2003).  Saint AnnaÕs 

residents come from diverse backgrounds and circumstances and deserve individualized care.  

Therefore, Saint AnnaÕs houses both emergency, up to six weeks, and long-term, up to eight 

months, female residents in order to meet the needs of both populations.  The long-term residents 

are housed on the third floor and if necessary a portion of the second floor.  Emergency residents 

are housed on the first and second floors.  The shelter environment is similar for both types of 

residents; however, each floor and neighborhood has a difference color palette.  Saint AnnaÕs can 
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accommodate approximately ninety people: 60 emergency residents and 30 transitional residents 

or a combination of residents and their children.  Residents attend individual meetings with case 

managers, group sessions, and participate in community-style living.    

ResidentsÕ Families  

 Residents may also bring their children or other female family members who may be in 

danger to the shelter.  Saint AnnaÕs accommodates the needs of all female children and male 

children up to the age of eighteen who have been affected by abusive relationships by providing 

childrenÕs counseling and daycare services.  Similarly, if a female parent, sibling, or other female 

family member lives with the resident and is in danger, they are welcome to stay at Saint AnnaÕs 

for a limited time as they search for permanent housing.  Counseling and other services are also 

available to these family members if needed.  Residents can also bring their pets and house them 

at the shelterÕs pet kennel.  The pet kennel is an important addition because many domestic 

violence victims are reluctant to leave their pets behind in an abusive situation.  

Staff  

 Shelter staff members are trained professionals as well as former victims of domestic 

violence who are passionate about helping the residents of Saint AnnaÕs.  Based on precedent 

cases investigated for this study, Saint AnnaÕs employs 30 staff members and also accepts 

trained volunteers (Lyon, Lane, & Menard, 2008).  The shelter is staffed 24 hours a day, seven 

days a week and staff work closely with residents encouraging and empowering each resident to 

meet her individual goals for her life after leaving her abusive relationship.  Staff members 

include directors, case managers, counselors, social workers, and support staff.  Staff members 

hold individual meetings with residents as well as group meetings and activities.  They are 

responsible for overseeing all shelter activities and are always available to residents.   
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Community 

 Women from the wider New Orleans community are also welcome to use the shelter 

facilities for art classes, hair salon and spa visits, educational opportunities, or meetings.  Some 

researchers believe including the larger community in the shelter may lessen or remove the 

stigma related to domestic violence shelters (Goodman & Epstein, 2008).  By hosting 

community classes, domestic violence victims may be more aware of the existence of the shelter 

and also be more comfortable seeking shelter there.  The residents may feel less isolated and the 

neighboring area may also be able to provide informal surveillance (Barrilleaux, 2013; Goodman 

& Epstein, 2008; WSCADV & Mahlum, 2012).        

Existing Site Conditions 

 The design for this project is located in the existing Saint AnnaÕs building on Prytania 

Street in New Orleans, Louisiana.  Saint AnnaÕs was constructed in the early 1850s and 

originally served as a refuge for women and their children (Figure 5.1). It was established by a 

group of women who created the ÒSociety for the Relief of Destitute Females and Their Helpless 

ChildrenÓ (Wilson & Benard, 1971).   

 

 

 
Figure 5.1: Historic image of Saint AnnaÕs asylum. Image courtesy of studioWTA. 
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 The building was most recently renovated in 2007 and served as an assisted living 

facility.  At the beginning of this project, the building was unoccupied; however, studioWTA, a 

local architecture firm, is currently renovating the building into apartments.  StudioWTA shared 

their information on the building and its existing conditions for this study.  In the view of the 

author, the grand fa•ade and historically sensitive orientation towards women could allow this 

building to become an empowering domestic violence shelter as well as a strong womenÕs 

community center.  The buildingÕs prominent profile is not in conflict with the security needs of 

a domestic violence shelter due to the level of community involvement anticipated with this 

shelter.  The buildingÕs impressive fa•ade can symbolize strength, allow the building to become 

a fixture in the local community, and allow residents to easily discover the building when 

seeking shelter.  The building will be known as a womanÕs community center and the domestic 

violence program will not be advertised to the general public.  In this way, it is intended that 

domestic violence victims residing in the shelter will feel secure from their abusers.  

 The building footprint is approximately 16,000 square feet with three stories and a total 

building area of approximately 40,000 square feet (Figure 5.2). The interior square footage 

available for renovation includes approximately 13,000 square feet on the first and second floor 

and approximately 8,000 square feet on the third floor. The interior courtyard is approximately 

4,500 square feet and represents an additional part of this design.  The southeastern facing 

entrance is historically referential and large-scale (Figure 5.3).  There is a parking lot on the 

eastern side of the building (Figures 5.4).  The building is in a primarily residential area and 

within walking and driving distance to multiple amenities.  The author acknowledges that many 

domestic violence shelter designs have strict budgets; therefore, the author adhered to a $60 per 

square foot budget not including installation.   
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Figure 5.2: Saint AnnaÕs is located on Prytania Street in New Orleans, Louisiana. Northern 
orientation, ©Googlemaps, 2014. 
 
 

 

 
Figure 5.3: Saint AnnaÕs southeastern facing fa•ade and entrance (photo by author). 
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Figure 5.4: Parking lot on eastern side of Saint AnnaÕs (photo by author). 

 

 

Window Orientations and Views 

 As shown on the floorplans (Figures 5.5-5.7), the building has a southeastern orientation 

and there are multiple opportunities for abundant natural light with many windows on each side 

of the building and windows overlooking the interior courtyard.  The view from the southeastern 

fa•ade across Prytania Street includes a small three-story apartment complex located directly 

across from the buildingÕs entrance. A large tree is located at the buildingÕs entrance, which 

could potentially obstruct views but also provides shade and a connection to nature. The view 

from the western fa•ade is of an apartment complex, its private parking lot, and town homes on 

Saint Mary Street. The northern fa•ade looks over the commercial building and small parking lot 

located directly behind this building. The view from the eastern fa•ade is of Saint AnnaÕs green 

space and private parking area on Felicity Street and to the large institutional building beyond. 

The interior windows look on the buildingÕs interior courtyard.  The present views are typical of 

a New Orleans residential area close to a larger commercial area.  
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Quality of Existing Layout 

 The building was most recently an assisted living facility with private residential rooms, 

so this author believes the building will easily be able to accommodate a domestic violence 

shelter.  The existing spaces are predominately square or rectilinear.  Many of the larger spaces 

are located on the first floor with smaller offices and resident rooms on the second and third 

floors.  It is anticipated that this hierarchical division of spaces will be beneficial to the safety 

needs of the population.  Many of the staircases and elevators meet the minimum code 

requirements and the others will be altered accordingly.  A list of applicable building code 

considerations is included in Appendix E.          

Anticipated Changes 

 Though the previous usage incorporated a similar layout, the specific needs of the 

residents for this new use will dictate changes to the building.  There are multiple exits that will 

need to be closed for security reasons.  Exterior windows and doors will be added or removed as 

necessary for security reasons.  For these reasons, the interior courtyard will need to be closed 

from Saint Mary Street.  The parking lot must also be shielded for residentsÕ safety and a secure 

path to the building must be established.  Existing non-load bearing interior walls will be 

removed and new walls will be added to define the appropriate spaces.  Corridors will be 

configured to meet ADA and egress requirements. The exterior walls, elevators, vertical shafts, 

and four of the stairs will remain.  One of the middle smaller stairs will be demolished and the 

other will be enlarged to meet the minimum code requirements.   

 The exterior will also be cleaned and restored through historic preservation methods as 

close to the original condition as possible.  Where possible, the stucco will be removed to expose 

the existing brick underneath.  The remaining stucco will be painted white.  The design will 
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honor the historic nature of the building and repair or accommodate the existing materials when 

possible.  The current bathrooms and kitchens will also be demolished.  Additional bathrooms 

will be added due to a higher occupancy load.  More storage spaces will also be added to meet 

the needs of the shelter.  New flooring, ceiling materials, and lighting will be added.  New 

furniture, fixtures, and materials will also be added to each space to reflect the design intent and 

accommodate functions of the domestic violence shelter. 

 

 
 

Figure 5.5: Existing floor plan Ð first floor. Not to scale. Courtesy of studioWTA.  
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Figure 5.6: Existing floor plan Ð second floor. Not to scale. Courtesy of studioWTA. 



81 
 

 
Figure 5.7: Existing floor plan Ð third floor. Not to scale. Courtesy of StudioWTA. 
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Analysis of General Space Requirements 

Design Criteria 

 This author has generated design criteria that will potentially aid in creating an 

empowering domestic violence shelter environment.  These criteria are listed below along with 

explanations and justification from both the studyÕs literature review and original findings:  

¥ The design should create a comfortable home-like environment for residents. 

Many victims of domestic violence have negative experiences associated with their homes. The 

domestic violence shelter can create an empowering home-like environment where women are 

able to reclaim their identities, create routines, and personalize their environment (Haj-Yahia & 

Cohen, 2009; Marcus, 1995).  A home-like environment can be achieved through the interior 

with warm lighting, furniture that does not look institutional, and residential style accent pieces.   

¥ The design should be safe and secure for residents and staff.  

The domestic violence shelter must provide a secure place for domestic violence victims and 

staff members.  Security measures can be taken within the design such as security cameras, 

swipe card access, and establishing clear sightlines.  A well-lit path, hidden from the street, and 

from the parking lot to the building can also help residents to feel secure (Hague & Malos, 2005; 

WSCADV & Mahlum, 2012). 

¥ The design should support resident independence and identity formation.  

During their shelter stay, residents are able to form their identities away from their abusers.  The 

design can aid in this process and foster independence by allowing residents to personalize their 

spaces, create routines, and easily navigate the shelter through clear wayfinding.  Flexible 

furniture, display areas, and a variety of spaces residents can use within the shelter can help to 

achieve this design consideration (Marcus, 1995; WSCADV & Mahlum, 2012).  The results 
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from this studyÕs original research also indicate the need for abundant quiet spaces and the 

option for residents to personalize their living spaces in order to encourage identity formation.   

¥ The design should encourage a strong sense of community.  

The design should also foster a strong sense of community among residents.  Participation in 

consciousness-raising groups, the strong bonds between domestic violence victims, and a sense 

of connectedness to a larger community can be very beneficial to a womanÕs empowerment 

process.  This sense of community can be aided by large group rooms, flexible seating, and a 

variety of communal spaces (Hall, 1995; Kasturirangan, 2008; Sheilds, 1995; WSCADV & 

Mahlum, 2012).  The original research also found that the studied shelter had large spaces that 

were centrally located, which interview participants believed fostered a strong community.  The 

shelterÕs shared bedrooms also helped to establish bonds between residents. 

¥ The design should aid in minimizing rules and restrictions.  

The design of a shelter can also support minimal rules policies by anticipating the needs of 

multiple users in highly trafficked areas, providing a variety of spaces for different user needs, 

and accommodating children and the resulting parenting needs through the design of a flexible 

layout and clear sightlines between spaces (WSCADV & Mahlum, 2012).  Through the original 

research, the author also found that more structured spaces or labeled areas (for example, quiet 

rooms) could be beneficial in minimizing rules and restrictions.  Quiet rooms could negate the 

need for strict hour scheduling to avoid noise conflicts in rooms (WSCADV & Mahlum, 2012).    

Space Sizes and Adjacencies  

 The estimation of space sizes has been created based on a review of literature and 

precedent studies (provided in Appendix D). The suggested size for the major spaces (Table 5.1) 

and the minor spaces (Table 5.2) are in response to the building shell and the requirements of the 
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hypothetical domestic violence shelter occupancy load.  Forty percent of the gross building area 

will be used for circulation, leaving a remaining 27,050 square feet for the design.  By allocating 

forty percent of the building for circulation, the hallways and paths throughout the shelter are 

wide (most are four to five feet).  This allows residents to feel more comfortable and creates 

safer exit paths for the occupancy load.  Table 5.3 also outlines the adjacencies between the 

spaces.  These adjacencies are ranked as high adjacency, medium adjacency, undesirable 

adjacency, or no adjacency needed.  The estimated adjacencies were determined based on 

precedent studies, interview data, the spacesÕ needs, necessary sightlines, and security features 

necessary for this population.   

 

 
Table 5.1: Estimated square footage for major spaces. 
 

 

Major Spaces Estimated Sq. Footage 

Resident Rooms 24 rooms x 230 sq. ft each = 5,520 

Resident Bathrooms 16 bathrooms x 60 sq. ft. = 960 

Kitchen(s) 4 kitchens x 275 sq ft. = 1,100 

Dining Area 4 dining x 480 sq. ft. = 1,920 

Living Room(s) 4 living x 896 sq. ft. = 3,584 

Children's 
Daycare/Indoor Play 

1 daycare center = 1,320 

Courtyard 1 interior courtyard = 2,500 

 
TOTAL = 16,904 
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Table 5.2: Estimated square footage for minor spaces. 

Minor Spaces Estimated Square Footage 
Entries 870 
Intake Area 300 
Offices 11 x 130 = 1,430 
Classroom 250 
Neighborhood Nooks 10 x 77 sq. ft = 775 
Serenity Garden 500 
Art Classroom 600 
Family Room 275 
Community Classroom 375 
Storage 350 
Pantry 130 
Pet Kennel 550 
Reflection Room(s) 3 x 175=525 
Massage Rooms/Hair Salon 825 

Public Restrooms 400 
Children Outdoor Play 500 
Laundry 3 x 250=1,000 
Hotline Office 500 
  TOTAL = 10,155 

 

 

Furniture and Technology Needs 

 The estimated furniture and technology needs for all spaces were also based on the 

review of literature and precedent studies.  Table 5.4 describes the anticipated primary pieces of 

furniture needed for all major and minor spaces.  The estimated lighting and technology needs 

for all major and minor spaces are also included in Table 5.5.  The lighting levels and technology 

needs vary for each space depending on usage and resident or staff preferences.  By including 

this in the program, the design can better anticipate each spaceÕs needs.  These tables were 

created based on the userÕs needs and space requirements.   
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Table 5.3: Estimated adjacencies for all spaces. 
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Table 5.4: Anticipated furniture needs for all major and minor spaces.  

Space/privacy Furniture Qty. 
Entry Reception Desk 1 
(Public) Loveseat 2 
  Chairs 8 
  Side Tables 4 
Intake Desk 1 
(Public/Semi-Private) Chairs 3 
  Children's furniture 4 
Offices (10) Desk 10 
(Private) Chairs 30 
Group Rooms (4) Sofa 2 
(Public-Residents) Lounge Chairs 8 
  Side Tables 4 
Classrooms (4) Large Tables 2 
(Public-Community & 
Residents) Chairs 6 
  Whiteboard 1 
  Computers 4 
Clinic Examination Table 1 
(Public-Residents) Stool 1 
  Guest Chairs 2 
Daycare/Play Children's desks 40 
(Public-Residents) Children's chairs 40 
  Play Equipment N/A 
Courtyard Benches 10 
(Public-Residents) Covered picnic Tables 6 
Arts Facility Desks 10 
(Public-Community & 
Residents) Chairs 20 
  Art Equipment/Supplies N/A 
Fitness (Public-Community 
& Residents) Fitness Equipment N/A 
Community Areas (2) Large Tables 4 
(Public) Chairs 16 
Serenity Garden (Public) Benches 4 
Office Storage (Private) File Cabinets N/A 
Pet Kennel (Private) Pet Housing/Equipment N/A 
Reflection Rooms (3) Sofas 3 
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Table 5.4 Ð Continued 

Space/privacy Furniture  Qty. 
Spa 

Massage Table 1 
(Public-Community & 
Residents) Chairs 2 
Public Restrooms 
(Public) Built-in cabinetry N/A 
Outdoor Play 
(Public-Residents) Play Equipment N/A 
Hotline Office 

Open desking systems 6 
(Private) 

Chairs 6 
Resident Rooms (40) 

Twin bunk beds & Full beds 80 
(Private) 

Dresser storage 80 
  

Nightstands 80 
Resident Baths 
(Private) Built-in cabinetry 20 
Laundry (4) 

Washers & Dryers 24 
(Public-Residents) 

Table for folding 4 
Living Rooms (4) 

Sofas 8 
(Public-Residents) 

Lounge chairs 16 
  

End Tables 16 
Kitchens (4) 

Built-in cabinetry N/A 
(Public-Residents) Commercial grade 

equipment N/A 
Dining Rooms (4)  

Large Tables 21 
(Public-Residents) 

Dining Chairs 88 
Donation Storage 
(Private) Built-in cabinetry N/A 
Resident Storage 
(Private) Built-in cabinetry N/A 
Pantry 
(Private) Built-in cabinetry N/A 
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Table 5.5: Anticipated lighting and technology needs for all major and minor spaces. 

Space D
ay

s 

T
im

es
 

T
ec

hn
ol

og
y 

Lighting 
Needs Users 

Entry 
Sun-Sat 24/7 N 

Ambient, 
Task Residents & Staff 

Intake 
Sun-Sat 24/7 1, 2 

Ambient, 
Task Residents & Staff 

Offices 
Mon-Fri 8 to 5 1, 2 

Ambient, 
Task Staff 

Group Rooms 
Sun-Sat 24/7 2, 3  

Ambient, 
Task Residents & Staff 

Classrooms 
Sun-Sat 24/7 

1, 2, 
3  

Ambient  
Residents & Staff 

Daycare/ Play 
Mon-Fri 7 to 6 2, 3 

Ambient 
Residents & Staff 

Courtyard 
Sun-Sat 24/7 N 

Outdoor 
Residents 

Arts Facilities 
Sun-Sat 24/7 N 

Ambient, 
Task 

Residents & 
Community 

Community 
Sun-Sat 24/7 2, 3 

Ambient, 
Task 

Residents & 
Community 

Serenity 
Garden 

Sun-Sat 24/7 N 
Outdoor 

Residents 

Office 
Storage 

Mon-Fri 8 to 5 N 
Ambient 

Staff 

Pet Kennel 
Sun-Sat 24/7 N 

Ambient 
Residents & Staff 

Reflection 
Rooms 

Sun-Sat 24/7 N 
Ambient 

Residents 

Spa 
Mon-Fri 8 to 7 N 

Ambient Residents & 
Community 

Public 
Restrooms 

Sun-Sat 24/7 N 
Ambient Residents, Staff, 

Community 

Outdoor Play 
Sun-Sat 24/7 N 

Outdoor 
Residents 
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Table 5.5: Continued 

Space F
ur

ni
tu

re
 

D
ay

s 

T
im

es
 

T
ec

hn
ol

og
y 

Lighting 
Needs Users 

Hotline Office 
Y 

Sun-
Sat 

24/7 1, 2 
Ambient, 
Task 

Staff 

Resident Baths 
Y 

Sun-
Sat 

24/7 N 
Ambient 

Residents 

Laundry 
Y 

Sun-
Sat 

24/7 N 
Ambient 

Residents 

Living Rooms 
Y 

Sun-
Sat 

24/7 2, 3 
Ambient 

Residents 

Kitchens 
Y 

Sun-
Sat 

24/7 N 
Ambient 

Residents 

Dining Rooms 
Y 

Sun-
Sat 

24/7 N 
Ambient 

Residents 

Donation 
Storage 

Y 
Sun-
Sat 

24/7 N 
Ambient 

Residents & Staff 

Resident Storage Y 
Sun-
Sat 24/7 N 

Ambient 
Residents 

Pantry Y 
Sun-
Sat 24/7 N 

Ambient 
Residents & Staff 

       LEGEND       
    Y   Yes 

      N   No 
      1   Computer 
      2   TV/Cable   

     3   Speaker 
      *WIFI throughout 

building 
       

 

 

Analysis of Individual Space Requirements 

 The author studied the following major spaces further: resident rooms, dining and kitchen 

areas, the childrenÕs daycare and play area, and the art classroom.  These spaces were chosen 
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because they are the most vital and often used by shelter residents and their children.  These 

spaces will also have significant focus in the resulting design discussed in chapter 6.  Each 

spaceÕs purpose, space requirements, and needs were based on the review of literature, the 

original research interview results, and precedent studies.  The anticipated square footage, 

adjacencies, furniture, technology, and lighting needs were also created based on this data and 

were reported above.  The design criteria listed previously applies to the entire shelter.  The 

design considerations listed in the following sections, allowed the author to study individual 

spaces within the shelter more closely.  

Resident Rooms 

 The resident rooms are some of the most important spaces in this domestic violence 

shelter design.  The bedrooms allow residents time to reflect, heal, and form their identities away 

from their abusers (Haj-Yahia & Cohen, 2009).  This studyÕs author created the following design 

considerations for the resident rooms: 

¥ The design should create a feeling of safety and security.  !

Safety is one of the most important concerns for shelter residents.  The shelter design should 

utilize security measures as well as clear sightlines to keep residents safe.  If possible, residents 

should be able to lock their personal rooms and storage for their possessions.  This allows 

residents to feel safe and in control of their environment (WSCADV & Mahlum, 2012). 

¥ The design should allow for personalization.!

Shelter residents are beginning to form their identities away from their abusers.  Their bedrooms 

offer them a chance to build and display this identity.  The resident rooms should encourage 

personalization with objects, pictures, etc.  The addition of bulletin boards, bookcases, shelves, 

or other display spaces can encourage personalization (Haj-Yahia & Cohen, 2009; Marcus, 1995; 
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WSCADV & Mahlum, 2012).  The shelter studied in the original research encouraged 

personalization in their bedrooms.  Staff would often take photographs of the residents and their 

children and print them so residents could display them.  They also encouraged residents to 

collaborate with their roommates and reorganize the layout of furniture in shelter bedrooms.     

¥ The design accommodates quiet, personal reflection.    !

Shelter residents are often working towards large goals that may include finding a job, securing 

permanent housing, or returning to school. They are also in a new potentially stressful 

environment while forming their new identities. Therefore, shelter residences should 

accommodate quiet spaces that encourage personal reflection.  Nooks, separate sitting areas, or 

room dividers can help to create private spaces for residents seeking quiet conditions 

(Kasturirangan, 2008; WSCADV & Mahlum, 2012).  The studyÕs interview participants agreed 

that their shelter lacked quiet spaces that could be vital for domestic violence victims.   

¥ The design encourages community among residents. !

The communal-living aspect of many domestic violence shelters allows residents to form a 

strong community within the shelter and talk with other women who have also experienced 

domestic violence (Hague & Malos, 2005; Haj-Yahia & Cohen, 2009; Hall, 1992).  Community 

plays a large part in both Shields (1995) and MaslowÕs (1970) empowerment models.  Resident 

bedrooms can be designed where multiple women comfortably share the same living space. 

 The precedent studies also yielded the following design suggestions: 

¥ The design should feel residential rather than institutional.  The incorporation of 

natural light, natural materials, and color can create a warm, inviting atmosphere.  *

¥ If multiple residents share a bedroom, the design should incorporate a variety of 

storage options to more effectively use the space.*
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¥ The resident rooms can also incorporate a living room or sitting area that allows 

residents to leave the bedroom area to relax or socialize if their roommates are in the 

bedroom.  This could help avoid unnecessary lights out or quiet time rules.  *

Kitchen and Dining Areas 

 The residents will all share the kitchen and dining areas in order to foster a sense of 

community. Centralizing these amenities also decreases plumbing and appliance costs (Hague & 

Malos, 2005; Hall, 1992). The following kitchen and dining area design considerations were 

created based on a review of literature, interview results, and precedent studies. 

¥ The design should accommodate multiple users and functions.!

In order to avoid an overabundance of rules, the shelter dining room and kitchen should 

accommodate multiple users and a variety of functions. Shelters will often use dining spaces for 

meetings and other uses.  Similarly, multiple people may cook in the kitchen at once. If the 

design accommodates these potential situations, shelter staff will not have to constantly monitor 

these spaces or create rules for usage of the space.  The addition of multiple appliances and 

abundant counter and storage space can achieve this design consideration (VanNatta, 2010; 

WSCADV & Mahlum, 2012).  The interview participants in the original research portion of this 

study also suggested accommodating concurrent users through large spaces and the addition of 

multiples of all major appliances.    

¥ The design should encourage community among residents.  !

Domestic violence victims have often been isolated by their partners and taught to believe that 

any resulting violence is their fault. A strong community within the shelter can remove this false 

idea by raising awareness that many other women have dealt with the issue of domestic violence. 

The other residents and staff members are able to support and comfort each other during these 
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hard times (Hague & Malos, 2005; Hall, 1992; Kasturirangan, 2008; Sheilds, 1995).  The kitchen 

and dining areas can be centrally located to encourage community.  Similarly, if the shelter has 

multiple kitchens, staff can encourage each group of residents to use an assigned kitchen and 

dining area near their bedrooms, resulting in strong sub-communities within the larger shelter 

community.      

¥ The design should offer clear sightlines between the kitchen and dining areas. !

Victims of domestic violence are often concerned about their safety and their childrenÕs safety. 

Clear sightlines between the kitchen and dining areas will help residents feel at ease and safe in 

the space. Similarly, it will allow them to watch their children while preparing meals without 

being required to keep them in the kitchen. This will also eliminate the need for abundant 

childcare rules during dinnertime (WSCADV & Mahlum, 2012). 

¥ The design should create a warm, comforting atmosphere. !

Abusers often control their partners and assert this control by disrupting their routines. They may 

interrupt dinnertime between a mother and her child by being verbally, emotionally, or 

physically abusive. The domestic violence shelter can allow women to regain a dinnertime 

routine both on their own and with their children. The warm, home-like atmosphere in the 

shelterÕs dining and kitchen area can make meal time less stressful and an excellent opportunity 

for bonding and reflection.  Ambient lighting, large communal tables, and comfortable chairs can 

aid in creating a comfortable dining space (Haj-Yahia & Cohen, 2009; WSCADV & Mahlum, 

2012). 

 The following design suggestions were gleaned from the precedent studies:  

¥ An open or combined kitchen and dining area can allow for conversation and a sense 

of community among residents who are cooking and others who are eating.   *
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¥ The use of natural materials and abundant natural light can help to create an inviting 

atmosphere. *

¥ Double appliances and a larger kitchen, as discussed in the original research, can 

accommodate multiple users well and diminish potential conflicts.   *

ChildrenÕs Daycare and Play Area  

 Saint AnnaÕs shelter will have a licensed daycare and play area for residentsÕ children. 

The daycare will accommodate children up to the age of 12.  Older children can use the space if 

they would like; however, the author assumes they would rather use the community areas 

instead. The following design considerations were created for the childrenÕs daycare and play 

areas: 

¥ The design should create a safe and inviting space for children of various ages. !

Children who have experienced domestic violence are often vulnerable and may require special 

quiet areas for solitary activities or counseling services within their play and learning spaces.  

Various activity zones can allow for playtime as well as quiet time.  Certain shelter staff offices 

can also better accommodate children and their mothers for counseling sessions.  The daycare 

area should make children feel comfortable and safe and clearly exhibit that safety to parents 

who may be reluctant to leave their children. Similarly, the shelterÕs daycare must be able to 

accommodate a wide variety of childrenÕs ages and needs through a variety of activity zones and 

different sizes and types of furniture (Signs, n.d.; WSCADV & Mahlum, 2012).   

¥ The design should create clear sightlines for parents. !

Many victims of domestic violence have become very protective of their children and are wary 

of leaving them. The design of the day-care should accommodate parentsÕ needs by either 

providing spaces for them to sit and observe within the classroom and play areas or allowing 
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clear sightlines from outside the area (WSCADV & Mahlum, 2012).  The shelter studied in the 

original research allowed parents to take their children into the shelterÕs play area at any time 

during the day or night.  This could be especially beneficial for parent and child bonding. 

¥ The design should encourage both group and individual play and learning.!

The space should accommodate a variety of learning and play activities and allow children to 

participate in programs individually as well as with other children. The wide range of ages and 

personalities accommodated in this space requires a flexible learning environment (Burnett, 

2014; Signs, n.d.).  A variety of stations or zones within the daycare area can accommodate a 

variety of ages up to twelve years as well as quiet, individual play and group play.  Similarly, 

having the daycare area open outside of normal daycare hours can allow children to play 

individually with parental supervision.   

¥ The design should provide quiet spaces for children and parents. !

Children who have experienced domestic violence may feel the need for more quiet time and 

may require comforting spaces for counseling. These spaces should accommodate parents, if 

they are involved in these activities, through larger seating or room for standing or kneeling with 

their child (WSCADV & Mahlum, 2012). 

 The precedent studies also yielded the following design suggestions: 

¥ The design should incorporate bright colors, interesting shapes, and appropriately 

scaled childrenÕs furniture to make the space more welcoming to young children. *

¥ The design should incorporate a variety of nooks and crannies that children can use as 

quiet areas if they want to retreat from the larger play areas. This can be especially 

important for children who have suffered trauma related to domestic violence 

(WSCADV & Mahlum, 2012).   *
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The adjacency matrix, shown in Table 5.6, outlines the connections between the learning and 

play spaces as well as the smaller areas in the childrenÕs daycare and play area.  

 

 

Table 5.6: Adjacency matrix for childrenÕs daycare and play areas. 
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Conclusion 

 The design program for Saint AnnaÕs domestic violence shelter was created based on the 

review of literature, interviews with domestic violence shelter staff members, and precedent 

studies.  Multiple design considerations focused on making the space safe, comfortable, and 

accessible to a variety of users.  Many spaces within a domestic violence shelter may be used by 
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multiple people at one time or may be used for various functions.  The design of spaces is also 

intended to minimize rules and restrictions and establish structure for residents and staff.  The 

design program establishes the parameters for the design solution outlined in chapter six and is 

intended to allow the author to create a resident-centered, empowering shelter environment.  
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CHAPTER SIX  

PROPOSED DESIGN SOLUTIO N 

 The design of Saint AnnaÕs domestic violence shelter was based on the review of 

literature from chapter two, the interview results described in chapter four and the program 

developed for the project discussed in chapter five.  This chapter provides a detailed description 

of the resulting design described through text and graphics created by the author.  

Design Criteria 

 The goal of the design was to create an empowering, resident-centered environment that 

minimizes the need for excess rules and restrictions.  As discussed in the previous chapter, the 

resulting design criteria sought to emphasize the creation of a comfortable, safe atmosphere that 

supports community and resident identity.  This chapter will provide the solutionÕs overall floor 

plan solution, and also specifically explain the resulting design for the shelter entry, resident 

bedrooms, the living room, dining area, and the daycare in response to the literature review, 

original research findings, and design criteria.  This chapter also will introduce practical 

applications of the design guidelines that might be used in future domestic violence shelter 

design projects.  These design guidelines will be further detailed in chapter 7. 

Design Concept  

 Designers often create concepts to guide the design solution.  This process informs 

various design decisions including the mood or feeling of the space, program needs, space plans, 

and selections.  The strength of women throughout the centuries and the community between 

women inspired the design of Saint AnnaÕs.  Women possess immeasurable reserves of strength.  

However, violent relationships can make women feel their strength has been stolen (Goodman & 

Epstein, 2008; Haj-Yahia & Cohen, 2009; Oths & Robertson, 2007).  Residents of Saint Anna's 
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may feel vulnerable or weak before entering the shelter.  The interiors of Saint Anna's are 

designed to represent and encourage strength in shelter residents and staff.  The interiors will aid 

in reflecting the strength of previous victims of domestic violence as well as strong women 

throughout history.  In this way, the historical images may serve as a reminder that women are a 

community of strength, and residents are not alone in their journey, and the support of other 

women can help build confidence and inspire introspection (Sheilds, 1995; WSCADV & 

Mahlum, 2012).  The relationship between the concept and the design solution will be discussed 

throughout this chapter.  

Proposed Design Solution 

 Saint AnnaÕs was built as an asylum for women and their children in the early 1850s 

(Wilson & Benard, 1971).  As shown in Figure 6.1, the 40,000 square foot building is located on 

Prytania Street in New Orleans, Louisiana between I-10 and the historic garden district.  Saint 

AnnaÕs is located near various bus stops and one block away from the streetcars on Saint Charles 

Avenue.  This access to public transportation is important for victims of domestic violence who 

may not have access to a car.  The shelter accommodates 30 transitional residents on the second 

and third floors and 60 emergency residents on the first and second floors.  The shelter also 

houses a community center (Figure 6.2) that residents and women in the surrounding area can 

use for art classes, meetings, and beauty services.  Shelter residents and staff park in the private 

lot while visitors to the community center can park along the street and in a small portion of the 

private parking lot behind the shelter.  The entrance to the shelter is located adjacent to the 

parking area while the community center is housed at the front of the building on Prytania Street. 

As identified in the program in chapter five, the space planning and resulting design must 

efficiently accommodates multiple users and functions in order to support the various needs of 
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the shelter.  The individual floorplans of levels one (Figure 6.3), two (Figure 6.4), and three 

(Figure 6.5) that resulted from this studyÕs original research and programming activities are 

shown below.   

 

Figure 6.1: Site plan of Saint AnnaÕs shelter on Prytania Street. Illustration by author. 
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Figure 6.2: Parti diagram showing domestic violence shelter and community center. 
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Figure 6.3: Level one of Saint AnnaÕs domestic violence shelter. Scale as noted. 
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Figure 6.4: Level two of Saint AnnaÕs domestic violence shelter. Scale as noted. 
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Figure 6.5: Level three of Saint AnnaÕs domestic violence shelter. Scale as noted. 
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Major Spaces 

 The following sections will discuss each of the major spaces within the shelter including 

the community spaces intended for all persons. Generally, the discussion of these spaces will 

follow a residentÕs path through the shelter. Parti diagrams will also illustrate the residentÕs path 

on the first and second floors.  

Saint AnnaÕs Community Center 

 Many of todayÕs domestic violence shelters have begun to interact with the community 

rather than housing residents in a secret location.  Some researchers believe that interaction with 

the community can help remove the stigma related with domestic violence, provides informal 

neighborhood surveillance, and allows residents to feel more connected with the larger 

community (Barrilleaux, 2013; Goodman & Epstein, 2008; WSCADV & Mahlum, 2012).  

Therefore, Saint AnnaÕs southeastern grand fa•ade houses the entrance to the first floor 

community center, which is open to residents and women in the New Orleans community.  It is 

intended that the fa•ade of the building, and its historically sensitive nature towards women 

represents strength to the women and residents who use the community center.  The design of the 

community center includes an art facility, a classroom, a small hair and nail salon, and two 

massage rooms.  These areas focus on wellness for both the mind and body.  It is intended that 

the community center can help restore residentsÕ spirits through classes, art therapy, and spa 

services.  Visitors pay to use the community centerÕs facilities and programs.  In this way, the 

community center generates a small amount of funds for the shelterÕs use.  The shelter combines 

these funds with existing funds from the state or other organizations in order to offset the 

shelterÕs various program and operational costs.    
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 The placement of the community center at the front of the building, as shown in figure 

6.6, allows the shelter behind to go unnoticed by passerby.  It is intended that the residents are 

able to feel secure because the shelterÕs use is not advertised openly and the community center 

provides a level of informal neighborhood surveillance.  Interaction between the community and 

shelter residents also could help to remove the stigma related to domestic violence and allows 

residents to find support from other women in the community (Barrilleaux, 2013; Goodman & 

Epstein, 2008; WSCADV & Mahlum, 2012).  These interactions could make residentsÕ 

transitions smoother after leaving the shelter.  This design decision also creates a shared room in 

the community center where residents can meet their family members, lawyers, or others without 

comprising the security of the shelter.  

 

 

 
Figure 6.6: Saint AnnaÕs community center. Scale as noted. 
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Shelter Entry 

 Residents enter the shelter from the eastern private parking lot, which is shielded from 

view of the street by a fence and landscaping.  This is intentionally separate from the community 

center entrance. As discussed in the review of literature, this location allows residents to feel 

secure and ensures that abusers will not be able to see residentsÕ cars.  This area is well lit and 

monitored by security cameras.  The main entrance door has swipe card access for residents and 

a video-monitor buzzer system for potential residents to gain entry.  As shown in the parti 

diagram in figure 6.7, a resident will first visit the entry, then meet with staff in the intake area.  

Residents also can bring their children to the daycare center upon arrival, during the initial 

meeting, or afterwards. 

 

 

 
Figure 6.7: ResidentÕs path when entering the shelter. 
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 After entering the shelter, residents are greeted by a shelter staff member at the reception  

desk.  As shown in figure 6.8, an undulating felt cloud installation in vibrant colors leads 

residents to the seating area and the intake office beyond.  This overhead installation is intended 

to physically represent the shelter offered to residents by Saint AnnaÕs.  The warm colors and 

non-institutional furniture allow residents to feel comfortable when first entering the shelter.  

New residents then enter the intake office where they discuss their experiences and their needs 

with a shelter staff member.  As seen in the original research, this area, and other staff offices, is 

where many women participate in goal setting.  

 

 

 
Figure 6.8: Saint AnnaÕs shelter entry.  
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Design Criteria for Shelter Entry 

 The design of the entry sought to meet all of the overall project design criteria outlined in 

chapter five.  The following section will list each design criteria and discuss how the design 

solution meets those criteria.  The first design criteria suggested: 

¥ The design should create a comfortable home-like environment for residents.!

The designÕs use of non-institutional furniture and finishes creates an inviting space.  Similarly, 

the warm colors and lighting creates a comfortable, welcoming atmosphere.  The furniture 

arrangement encourages community and allows residents to talk with the receptionist.  The 

vintage photographs and artwork relate to the design concept of strength by highlighting strong 

women throughout history.  It also highlights community between women.    

¥ The design should be safe and secure for residents and staff!

The design emphasizes security through the presence of a receptionist and security measures at 

the front entrance.  The half wall at the back of the entry and the windows in the intake office 

also offer clear sightlines for standing staff members in the intake office.  However, the height of 

these windows also ensures privacy when staff members are sitting while working or meeting 

with residents. 

¥ The design should support resident independence and identity formation.!

The design supports residence independence through the cloud installation that serves as a 

wayfinding guide for new residents.  This feature leads residents from the front door to the intake 

area.  It also serves as a recognizable focal point if new residents have trouble finding the 

entrance/exit or surrounding rooms.  

¥ The design should encourage a strong sense of community.!
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The furniture configuration allows residents to sit and talk with other shelter residents and staff 

members.  The flexible nature of the smaller chairs also allows them to be brought over to the 

larger group seating if needed.  Upon entering, the immediate interaction with the shelter staff 

members at the reception desk and in the intake office also welcomes residents to the Saint 

AnnaÕs community.    

¥ The design should aid in minimizing rules and restrictions.!

The monitoring of the entrance by the receptionist and intake staff, as well as the security 

measures, minimizes the need for curfews and designated times for entering and exiting the 

building.  The author acknowledges that the 24/7 staffing of the facility will increase the shelterÕs 

operational costs.  However, she believes that residents and staff members will feel more secure.  

Daycare Center 

 The daycare center shown previously in figure 6.7 provides a welcoming and comforting 

area for residentsÕ children to play and learn.  As shown in figures 6.9 and 6.10, colorful walls, 

dropped ceilings, interesting nooks, and children-scale furniture creates an inviting space for 

children who have experienced domestic violence.  Children cope with trauma in various ways, 

so the daycare center is divided into different activity zones.  These zones accommodate solitary 

and group play, as well as a variety of age groups up to age twelve.  The quiet reading area has 

nooks shown in figure 6.11 that are built into the wall where children can read or retreat from the 

larger group, yet still be under the supervision of the childcare professionals.  The daycare 

supervisor can oversee all areas from her designated seat in the classroom area.   

 The daycare center provides a safe place for residentsÕ children during the day while 

many residents are working or attending classes.  The daycare center is also open to residents 

after hours and on the weekend so residents can play with their children.  Domestic violence can 
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often disrupt daily routines and family relationships, and for this reason this area allows residents 

to regain a sense of normalcy with their children.  The daycare is also located adjacent to the 

screened-in porch and the courtyard.  This location allows the daycare staff to take the children 

outdoors to play in this fenced-in area.  

 The daycare center provides a safe place for residentsÕ children during the day while 

many residents are working or attending classes.  The daycare center is also open to residents 

after hours and on the weekend so residents can play with their children.  Domestic violence can 

often disrupt daily routines and family relationships, and for this reason this area allows residents 

to regain a sense of normalcy with their children.  The daycare is also located adjacent to the 

screened-in porch and the courtyard.  This location allows the daycare staff to take the children 

outdoors to play in this fenced-in area.       

          

 

 
Figure 6.9: Daycare center classroom area. 
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Figure 6.10: Daycare center play area.  

 

 

 
Figure 6.11: Daycare center nooks and quiet reading area for children. 
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 Design Criteria for Daycare Center 

 The design responded to specific design criteria outlined for the daycare area in chapter 

five.  The first design criteria suggested:  

¥ The design should create a safe and inviting environment for children of various 

ages. !

The daycare center accommodates children up to the age of twelve through various activity 

zones, educational material, and play equipment.  The colorful clouds and natural light create a 

warm and inviting space for residentsÕ children.  Nooks and small activity areas allow children to 

feel secure.  Supervision by licensed childcare professionals also ensures children will be able to 

play and learn safely under supervision.   

¥ The design should allow clear sightlines for parents.!

Many victims of domestic violence are extremely protective of their children and may be wary of 

leaving them (WSCADV & Mahlum, 2012).  Windows at the daycare entrance as well as 

multiple windows and seating along the covered porch allow mothers to check on their children 

throughout the day without interrupting activities.  Residents are also welcome to come inside 

and play with their children at any time.   

¥ The design should encourage both group and individual play and learning.!

The large play equipment on the left of the daycare center encourages children of various ages to 

play together.  Similarly, the classroom and quiet activity zones can accommodate multiple 

children at once.  The tables in the classroom and the small reading area allow children up to the 

age of twelve to play and learn individually or with a group.  The quiet area adjacent to the 

classroom space includes various types of storage for childrenÕs toys, games, and school 

supplies.   
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¥ The design should provide quiet spaces for children and parents.!

Children who have experienced domestic violence can feel vulnerable and may need to withdraw 

into quiet areas during the day (WSCADV & Mahlum, 2012).  The individual zones and nooks 

in the reading area allow children to sit quietly and read or talk with staff members.  Similarly, 

all areas can accommodate parents if the children want their mothers to stay with them during 

playtime.  A variety of chair sizes and height adjustable desks accommodate children and their 

parents.  The classroom has small and medium chairs and large chairs for adults are stored in the 

closet and located along the perimeter of the classroom.      

Resident Bedrooms 

 As shown in figure 6.12, after completing the intake process, a staff member will take 

residents to their bedrooms either on the first, second, or third floor.  In keeping with the 

concept, each floor represents a neighborhood named after a strong woman from history (with 

the second floor divided further into two neighborhoods).  The bedrooms are also each named 

after historic women.  It is intended that these neighborhoods will create a strong sense of 

community. The residents in these neighborhoods share the common spaces.  Specific color 

palettes define these areas that clarify wayfinding for new residents. Within the neighborhoods, 

two bedrooms each share a bathroom and a small Òfront porchÓ area, shown in figure 6.13.  This 

creates a smaller level of community between the residents within these two bedrooms.  It is 

intended that these small sitting areas will encourage relationship building and impromptu 

meetings. As shown in figure 6.14, each bedroom contains two bunk beds with desks and custom 

storage/display space attached (figure 6.15), two wardrobes and nightstands, a closet, and a sink.  

Either multiple residents share one room or one resident and her children share a room.  These 

bedrooms are larger than many shelter bedrooms.  The interview results emphasized the 
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importance of shared bedrooms for a sense of community; however, in order to avoid space 

conflicts, the author created larger bedrooms to better accommodate multiple people.   

 

 

 
Figure 6.12: ResidentÕs path to bedroom and community areas. 
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Figure 6.13: Enlarged floorplan of resident bedrooms.  Not to scale. 

 

 

 
Figure 6.14: Resident bedrooms. 
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Figure 6.15: Detail of custom built-in bookshelf. 

 
  

 

 Design Criteria for Resident Bedrooms 

The individual design criteria for resident bedrooms, outlined previously in chapter five, are 

addressed as follows: 

¥ The design should create a feeling of safety and security. !

ResidentsÕ bedrooms are locked and accessible with a swipe card.  As suggested in the authorÕs 

interviews, each resident bedroom also has lockable storage in the wardrobe and nightstand.  

Abundant storage opportunities allow residents to safely store their possessions.  There are other 
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storage areas located in the shelter; however, the author acknowledges that the shelterÕs storage 

opportunities may not meet the needs of some residents who bring abundant belongings.  The 

bedrooms each have a window that looks out on the private courtyards and surrounding area.  No 

first floor bedroom windows look out directly on the street.  Similarly, the exits near the 

bedrooms are emergency exits and cannot be accessed from outside.  The community aspect of 

shared bathrooms also allows residents to become familiar with other residents and feel 

comfortable with the women around them.  The storage in the bathroom can also be locked and 

provides a drawer for each resident.  However, the author also acknowledges that this 

community-shared bathroom could potentially be a source of conflict and residents may not feel 

comfortable leaving their belongings in the shared bathroom.    

¥ The design should allow for personalization.!

The built-in bookshelf on each bunk bed, shown in figure 6.15, allows residents to display books, 

childrenÕs toys, and other personal items.  Bulletin boards and storage at the end of the bed also 

serve as display areas.  This level of personalization supports residents as they form their 

identities away from their abusers (Haj-Yahia & Cohen, 2009; Marcus, 1995; WSCADV & 

Mahlum, 2012).  The bedroom also has multiple frames for artwork.  Each resident is 

encouraged to display meaningful items in these frames, including childrenÕs artwork, 

certifications, or milestones from their continuing education.  The shelter staff interviewed by the 

author also encouraged their residents to display these types of items.  Art created in the 

community centerÕs art classroom by residents and children will also be displayed in hallways 

throughout the shelter.  Seeing the journey other residents have taken can provide strength to 

current residents.  

¥ The design accommodates quiet, personal reflection.!
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Individual bunks with dedicated storage and display spaces, as shown in figure 6.14, can provide 

a quiet retreat for residents.  Lighting fixtures mounted to the shelves allow residents to read in 

bed when others are asleep.  The author surmised from interview results that decision-making 

and goal setting activities, which were occurring primarily in the case managersÕ offices, should 

be incorporated in other areas as well.  Therefore, two desks in each bedroom provide a space for 

women to complete homework, job searches, and other tasks.  Easily accessible work surfaces, 

as well as the large shelter classrooms encourage resident decision-making and goal setting, 

which is a vital part of the empowerment process.   

 Interviews in this study also emphasized the importance of various quiet spaces 

throughout the shelter.  The front porch area shared between two bedrooms can serve as a quiet 

place for residents to read or reflect.  Each sitting area contains a bookcase and one or two chairs.  

These small areas are a claimed space that allows residents to engage with passerby in the 

adjoining hallway or not.  Dedicated reflection rooms on each floor also provide a quiet 

sanctuary for shelter residents in a more out of the way area.  As mentioned previously, various 

designated quiet spaces lessen the need for rules concerning quiet hours.  Shelter staff 

interviewed for this study lacked these designated spaces within their own facility.  

¥ The design encourages community among residents. !

Interview results emphasized the importance of community between residents who share a 

bedroom as well as among all shelter residents.  Most bedrooms have two bunk beds, so 

residents are likely to have a roommate.  This cohabitation can form strong bonds between 

residents.  The interview results supported the decision for residents to share bedrooms; 

however, the author recognizes that shared bedrooms can potentially lead to conflicts between 

residents.  Similarly, it is intended that the shared front porch area and bathroom will encourage 
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a sense of community between two bedrooms.  As mentioned in the interviews, shared 

bathrooms also reduce plumbing costs.  Only two bedrooms share each bathroom, which lessens 

the chances for disputes and removes the need for shower schedules or strict rules.  

Living Area 

 The next level of community in the design solution is the neighborhoods, which include 

the portion of the floor that shares the kitchen, dining, and living area.  The living area, along 

with a dedicated kitchen and dining room shown in figure 6.16 make up a large community area 

within each neighborhood. The first and third floors each have one large community space and 

the second floor has two community spaces.  These areas allow residents and their children to 

socialize with other residents, read, relax, watch television, or participate in shelter activities.  

 

  

 
Figure 6.16: Enlarged floorplan of living, dining, and kitchen areas.  Not to scale. 
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A curved wall shown figure 6.17 leads residents to this shared space.  Relating to the design 

concept, the undulating form of the wall represents a womanÕs journey and her strength as she 

celebrates the highs and perseveres through the lows of her life.  The colored resin adds color to 

the hallway, lets light to permeate the community areas, and allows residents to see into each 

space before entering, emphasizing resident independence and choice.  This choice can be 

especially important for domestic violence victims who may not always feel like socializing 

within a large group (WSCADV & Mahlum, 2012).  

 

 

 
Figure 6.17: Curved wall: view to living and dining areas. 

 

 

The living area is divided into two different rooms.  The first area shown in figure 6.18 contains 

a built-in bench, a seating arrangement with a sofa and two chairs, and bookcases.  This area is 
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for small groups and can serve as a quiet space during the day.  The second living area shown 

figure 6.19 contains a variety of furniture types centered around an entertainment center.  There 

are smaller seating arrangements to the left and right that serve as Òaway spacesÓ and allow 

women to be part of the community, but also withdraw if they feel overwhelmed.  The flexible 

furniture can be rearranged to create bigger and smaller groupings.  Bright, warm colors and 

non-institutional style furniture create a comfortable environment.  Interview results from this 

study emphasized the need for a large community space.  The design allows residents and 

children to socialize, play games, read, or watch television together.     

 
 

 
Figure 6.18: Living area for small groups. 
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Figure 6.19: Living area for large groups. 

 

 

   Living Area Design Criteria 

 Chapter five outlines design criteria for the entire project that are met in the living area.  

The first design criteria states:  

¥ The design should create a comfortable home-like environment for residents.!

Flexible furniture arrangements in bold patterns welcome residents as they enter the living area.  

A large serpentine sofa can be reconfigured to create smaller group areas or pushed back to  

create a large open area.  Throw pillows, bookcases, and residential style accents are used 

throughout the space.  The residents can use this space at any time of day or night and is 
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conveniently close to residentsÕ bedrooms.  In this way, it can serve as both a vibrant social 

space at night and a meditative area for goal setting and reflection during the day.      

¥ The design should be safe and secure for residents and staff!

Clear sightlines allow residents to see to the hallway, the kitchen, and the dining area.  This 

visibility ensures residents can feel safe and aware of their surroundings (WSCADV & Mahlum, 

2012).  More intimate settings, like the smaller living room, also allow women to feel safe and 

protected.  In these spaces they are able to participate in the discussion or withdraw and observe.   

¥ The design should support resident independence and identity formation.!

As mentioned previously, the curved wall allows women the opportunity to see who is in each 

space before entering.  This reinforces resident choice and independence.  Similarly, residents 

can borrow books and leave books for others on the shared bookcases.  These activities aid in the 

identity formation process and allow residents to feel connected to the space.  

¥ The design should encourage a strong sense of community.!

As interviews emphasized in this study, a large space with flexible furniture can be used for a 

multitude of community activities.  Interviewees discussed how their large space was used for 

fitness classes, Christmas parties, and movie nights.  By creating a warm and inviting space, the 

residents of each neighborhood can socialize with other residents from both their neighborhood 

and the larger shelter.     

¥ The design should aid in minimizing rules and restrictions.!

The design of a large space where residents can socialize and children can play may minimize 

the need for extra mandated meetings or bonding activities.  As discussed in interviews, the 

creation of multiple, distinct quiet spaces also allows the living area to serve as a communal area 

without rules restricting its usage or noise levels.  The community areas on the third floor and the 
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middle of the second floor are not located adjacent to bedrooms; however, the other areas that 

are located near bedrooms could create noise conflicts.  The thick walls can serve to mitigate 

sound to some degree; however, in these areas, the residents may be required to reduce noise 

levels after a certain hour if it becomes a problem.  

Dining Area 

 As shown previously in figure 6.16, the dining area and kitchen are located adjacent to 

the living area creating a large communal hub.  Similar to the living area, the curved wall allows 

residents to see into the dining and kitchen areas, shown in figures 6.20 and 6.21.   The dining 

area utilizes large, community style dining tables, although the tables can also be rearranged for 

different activities.  Similarly, the chairs are lightweight and stack easily for different 

configurations.  The chairs can be stacked and the tables pushed to one side and the space can be 

used for performances, dance classes, or other shelter activities.  The dining area is open to the 

kitchen so residents can visit while cooking and eating.  This design solution also creates a more 

residential and welcoming atmosphere instead of having an institutional style cafeteria.  The 

undulating lights highlight this area and mimic the curved hallway wall. 

Dining Area Design Criteria 

Chapter five outlines specific design criteria for the shelterÕs dining area.  The first criteria states:   

¥ The design should accommodate multiple users and functions.!

The dining and kitchen areas are designed to comfortably accommodate multiple residents and 

their children.  The dining areas contain enough seats for all shelter residents in that 

neighborhood to eat or meet at the same time if necessary.  Planning for multiple users helps to 

minimize conflicts as well as rules that restrict cooking and mealtimes (WSCADV & Mahlum, 

2012).  Shelter staff members interviewed emphasized the need for a large double kitchen.   
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Figure 6.20: Dining area. 

 

 

 
Figure 6.21: View from dining area to kitchen. 
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The kitchen contains two of each major appliance and large amounts of counter space.  By 

accommodating multiple users, the design can reduce the need for rules regarding mealtime or 

meal preparation.  It also eliminates potential disputes if multiple women need to use the same 

appliances at the same time.  The resulting design solution encourages residents to cook together 

and socialize with others eating. 

¥ The design encourages community among residents. 

Communal dining tables and the appropriate number of seats allows residents to eat together, 

play games, or attend meetings in the dining room.  The connection to the living room and 

kitchen also allows residents to socialize even when on different schedules.  The interviews 

discussed how communal tables encourage bonding between residents.  They discussed how 

often in the dining area when sharing a table children will talk to each other.  This interaction 

then usually led to the mothers socializing as well.   

¥ The design should offer clear sightlines between the kitchen and dining areas.!

The connected living and kitchen areas provide mothers with clear sightlines to see their children 

in the dining area when cooking in the kitchen.  This adjacency may serve to reduce restrictive 

childcare rules during mealtimes.  It also allows mothers to bond with their children and create a 

mealtime routine, something that abusers often disrupt (WSCADV & Mahlum, 2012).  Similarly, 

it encourages interaction between residents who are cooking and those who are eating.  Residents 

can swap recipes and cook together.  Clear sightlines also create a sense of security because 

residents are able to see who is coming in and out of the space. 

¥ The design should create a warm and comforting atmosphere.!

Abundant natural light, interesting architectural features, and communal tables aid in creating a 

welcoming atmosphere.  Residents passing in the hallway can see other residents eating, 
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socializing, and enjoying themselves.  In turn, this vibrant atmosphere may encourage other 

residents to join.  Similarly, the flexible furniture and adjacency to the living area creates infinite 

possibilities for creating new spaces.  For example, the residents may stack the chairs and move 

the tables and create a stage where children can put on performances.  The warm colors and 

various uses of the space welcome all residents to come in and socialize.      

Conclusion 

 The design solution for Saint AnnaÕs shelter seeks to provide an environment that 

supports empowerment for victims of domestic violence.  More specifically, this proposed 

solution, through its attendance to those goals that the original research identified provides a 

solution for a non-institutional, welcoming, and secure place that encourages resident 

empowerment that supports community, resident decision-making and goal setting, and identity 

formation.  The design also accommodates multiple users and quiet areas in order to reduce rules 

and restrictions.  This chapter has explained steps taken so that each space addresses the design 

criteria proposed in chapter five. The author proposes that some of these resulting criteria 

responses could serve as guidelines for future domestic violence shelter designs, which are 

explained in further detail in chapter seven. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

CONCLUSION 

 This chapter discusses the studyÕs findings and provides summative reflection on the 

domestic violence shelter design guidelines that emerged. The chapter also highlights this 

authorÕs perceptions of the study and its methodology, reflects on lessons learned throughout the 

process, and discusses further potential application of the findings for practical application and 

future research.  

Review of Research and Project 

 The design of this studyÕs hypothetical domestic violence shelter responded to a review 

of literature, original research, and precedent studies.  The authorÕs original research findings 

reinforced the connection between the built environment, rules and restrictions, and resident 

empowerment.  The shelter studied in the original research supported resident empowerment by 

providing large community spaces, allowing resident personalization in bedrooms, and 

encouraging goal setting and decision-making within staff offices.  However, the shelter design 

could better support identity formation, goal setting and decision-making with the inclusion of 

dedicated quiet spaces.  The shelter also embraced a minimal rules policy that allowed residents 

to make their own schedules, come and go as they please, and choose to attend shelter meetings 

or activities.  Overall, the built environment seemed to support the minimal rules policy.  

However, dedicated quiet spaces and a well-designed kitchen, or rules about cleanliness, would 

have allowed the shelter to operate more smoothly.    

Importance of Designing Empowering Shelter Environments 

 Based on the inquiry and original design work undertaken in this study, this author 

believes that domestic violence shelters can be designed to support resident empowerment and 
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minimal rules environments.  Further, designing with these two outcomes in mind can produce 

more impactful, comfortable, and nurturing resident-centered environments.  A well-designed 

built environment can create a strong foundation for the various programs and activities the 

shelter provides.   

 Shelter rules are often created with good intentions; however, an overabundance of rules 

can lead to disempowering environments.   The author believes that the shelterÕs built 

environment can help to lessen the need for rules and restrictions.  For example, the studied 

shelter lacked multiple designated quiet spaces.  Therefore, in the proposed design solution, 

dedicated reflection rooms as well as nooks and small group areas were created to ensure 

residents are able to easily find a quiet place.  By designing with empowerment in mind, shelters 

can create positive environments that lessen the need for rules like quiet hours.  Similarly, the 

proposed solution includes a connected kitchen and dining area with multiple appliances.  This 

design hopes to reduce resident conflict and the need for childcare rules by providing clear 

sightlines for mothers in the kitchen to watch their children in the dining area.  This solution also 

fosters a stronger sense of community between residents.  The design encourages residents to 

form bonds outside of shelter-sanctioned meetings, which could result in stronger, lasting 

relationships.      

Response to Original Research 

 The original research in this study allowed the author to examine how shelter staff 

members at a domestic violence shelter viewed their facilityÕs physical design and its interaction 

with the shelterÕs empowerment and minimal rules policies.  

Response to Research Questions 

The interview questions were based on the studyÕs research questions.  This studyÕs first 
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primary question is how does the domestic violence shelter built environment interact with the 

shelterÕs minimal rules policy? (shelter space -> rules/restrictions)  

The studyÕs first research sub question asked is the studyÕs existing built environment promoting 

the need for rules and restrictions? If so, how?  This author noted that in certain cases, the 

minimal rules policy seemed to be beneficial to residents.  For example, the lack of curfew and 

the resulting Òwellness checksÓ seemed beneficial to residents who have a variety of schedules.  

Also, the freedom residents had to make their own schedules and the voluntary nature of shelter 

meetings and activities seemed beneficial to busy residents.  However, the fact that there are no 

rules or structure for keeping the property clean, particularly the kitchen, seemed like a potential 

problem.  The author understands that often staff members will clean up after residents if needed; 

however, perhaps more structure would encourage residents to participate in cleaning activities 

and allow staff to respond to other responsibilities.  Similarly, the lack of multiple clearly 

designated quiet areas for residents could be an issue for residents.  The author suggests that 

multiple quiet areas could be added or the shelter could institute quiet hours.  These quiet areas 

should be clearly marked and pointed out to residents for their use.  

The second research sub question asked what are the staff memberÕs perceptions of the 

built environment in relation to the embraced minimal rules policy?  When questioned, all four 

interview participants agreed that the current shelter design accommodated the minimal rules 

policy.  However, the questions relating the built environment to the minimal rules policy were 

confusing to some interview participants and they seemed unable to make a connection between 

environment and rules.  When the author discussed this confusion with participants, it was 

determined that because the empowerment framework and minimal rules policy were so 

intertwined at this shelter, it became hard for the participants to separate the two concepts.  
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Therefore, many of the interview results focused on resident empowerment.  

The staff members could however, discuss how the built environment interacted with the 

empowerment framework in response to primary question number two, are there implications 

for shelter environmental design in light of rules policies and the desire for resident 

empowerment? (rules/restrictions -> shelter space).  The first sub question in response to this 

primary question asked can the built environment be improved in response to a minimal rules 

policy?  If so, how?  The studied shelter allowed personalization in bedrooms, which encourages 

resident identity formation.  The shelter also contained large community areas that encouraged 

various activities with both large and small groups.  The residents also primarily made decisions 

and set goals within the staff offices.  The author believes that the built environment could be 

improved by creating more quiet areas that encourage identity formation as well as goal setting 

and decision-making.  These designated quiet areas would provide a much-needed refuge for 

residents and also allow residents an area to complete homework, job searches, and other goal 

setting activities.  By including these types of activities outside of staff offices, the shelter can 

reinforce the importance of decision-making and goal setting outside of meetings and after 

residents leave the shelter.  Similarly, the connection of the dining and kitchen areas can help to 

minimize the need for childcare rules and encourage community.  Accommodating multiple 

users and their various needs within all shared spaces can also minimize rules.   

Sub question 2b asked what guidelines might be generated for future shelter 

environments with minimal rules that would support residentsÕ empowerment processes?  The 

author created guidelines based on interview results, a literature review, precedent studies, and a 

shelter design project.  These guidelines emphasize the importance of quiet spaces, large 

community areas with flexible furniture, connected dining and kitchen areas that minimize the 
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need for rules, and bedrooms that encourage personalization, goal setting, and decision-making.  

Each guideline provides design advice that shelter staff members, architects, or interior designers 

could easily implement.  These guidelines are discussed in depth later in this chapter.    

Research Questions: Unintended Outcomes 

 While conducting the interviews, the author was able to discover unanticipated 

information and also uncover flaws in the questioning.  This section discusses the lessons the 

author learned during the original research portion of this study.  As identified above, all shelter 

staff members interviewed for this study discussed the minimal rules policy, yet many had 

problems relating it directly to the built environment.  This inability to relate abstract concepts 

directly to the built environment could be caused by multiple issues.  First, the shelter staff 

members could be using the terms minimal rules policy and resident empowerment 

interchangeably.  One staff member thought that these concepts were too intertwined to 

differentiate between the two.  Second, the author may have not defined these concepts well 

enough for the staff members to understand the questions.  Third, the staff members may be so 

accustomed to the design of the shelter that they canÕt see the contribution of the environment to 

the minimal rules or empowerment policies.   The author learned that she should have either 

better differentiated between the minimal rules and empowerment policies or combined them in 

all questions.   

 Similarly, sometimes the staff members had trouble relating abstract concepts, like 

identity or decision-making, to the physical environment.  Since many people do not consciously 

evaluate their built environment on a deep level, the author could have better explained these 

concepts or asked more specific questions about how the residents and staff use each space. 

Generally, the author was able to clarify the questions, provide examples, or ask more in-depth 
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questions to stimulate the connection.  However, for future studies, the author learned to 

anticipate some of this confusion when creating interview questions.  In future studies, the author 

will ask more pointed questions about the use of each space and relate the abstract concepts in 

more concrete terms.  It also would have been beneficial to combine the interviews with a site 

analysis, if permitted by the targeted shelter.  Studying how residents and staff use each space 

could have allowed the author to better understand the impact of the space on empowerment, 

rules, and restrictions.  

The Built EnvironmentÕs Potential Contribution to Rules Policy and Empowerment 

This section will summarize the studyÕs results and conclusions.  After transcribing the 

interviews and analyzing the resulting data, the author found connections between the minimal 

rules policy and the built environment.  In some cases, the author surmised the built environment 

did promote the need for either rules or more structured spaces.  For example, the shelter did not 

have a rule requiring residents to clean up after themselves.  In the kitchen, residents would 

sometimes leave behind dirty dishes that staff members would have to clean.  In response, this 

author has suggested that the shelter create a rule about cleanliness in shared spaces.  Similarly, 

the built environment could help remedy this problem by creating an area for women to clean 

dishes out of the way of those cooking, so that physical conflicts are avoided in the kitchen and 

nobodyÕs actions are hindered by someone else.  The design could also incorporate multiple 

dishwashers.  The residents could be responsible for loading their individual dishes and then they 

could take turns unloading the dishwasher.  In response, the design for Saint AnnaÕs has two 

dishwashers and two sinks both located where residents can easily cook or prepare food while 

another washes dishes.   

Similarly, multiple interview participants also discussed the lack of quiet, reflective 
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spaces for residents.  The author discerned that the minimal rules policy could benefit from 

stricter definition of quiet spaces either through signage or design.  Doing so may lessen conflicts 

between women and provide more quiet spaces for women to reflect, work, or meditate.  By 

creating multiple designated quiet areas throughout the building, the residents could conceivably 

easily find a quiet space for reflection.  This could also reduce conflict by encouraging more 

social or boisterous activities to occur in the larger community areas.  Saint AnnaÕs design 

included dedicated reflection rooms as well as other areas that could be used as quiet spaces 

including, for example, the classrooms and neighborhood sitting areas.  The interviews revealed 

that some residents would assume spaces behind closed doors in the given shelter were not 

permitted to be used, and therefore had limited options for reflection spaces. Saint AnnaÕs, in 

contrast, features spaces that are visually accessible, and yet private through their spatial 

positioning.  

The interview participants also discussed their shelterÕs empowerment framework and 

how the shelterÕs design responded to the goals of identity, decision-making and goal setting, and 

community.  All the participants agreed that the large community spaces and the shared 

bedrooms created a strong sense of community and were therefore an asset to residentsÕ 

recovery.  Each participant also discussed how the shelter staff membersÕ offices were positive 

locations where residents engaged in goal setting and decision-making.  The shelter also 

encouraged residents to personalize their rooms when forming their identities away from their 

abusers.  Therefore, the author included these features in the design of the hypothetical Saint 

AnnaÕs shelter.  The design solution also emphasized decision-making and goal setting in various 

areas (bedrooms, computer rooms, etc.) rather than just the shelter staff offices by including 

desks and bookshelves in the bedrooms, creating classrooms, multiple quiet areas, and providing 
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computers in classrooms.  The author also created more intentional areas to encourage residents 

to personalize their bedrooms than the studied shelter provided.  A custom bookshelf 

incorporates lighting and display space in bedrooms.  Similarly, blank frames are provided so 

residents can display childrenÕs artwork, awards, or other important possessions.    

Design Guidelines Influenced by Research 

Many current domestic violence shelter programs are transitioning to minimal rules 

policies.  Programs with an overabundance of rules can mimic a domestic violence victimÕs 

previous controlling and abusive environments.  Therefore, many shelter staff members believe 

that minimal rules policies create a more positive environment for both residents and staff.  

These policies also allow staff members to focus on counseling needs rather than rule 

enforcement (Adams & Bennett, n.d.; MCADSV, 2012; Tautfest, n.d.).  The author supports the 

push towards minimal rules policies; however, many facilities have not yet joined the movement.  

The author believes this reluctance could be caused by lack of time or staff to revamp current 

policies.  Similarly, some staff members may be reluctant to remove rules in the fear that the 

shelter will turn to chaos.  Interior designers can encourage the turn to minimal rules policies by 

promoting ways design can lessen the need for excess rules and restrictions.  Passive methods, 

like designating quiet areas and designing for multiple users can replace active rules that tax 

shelter staff membersÕ time and energy.   

Due to this current trend, the author proposed design guidelines that could help to limit 

conflict and support a minimal rules environment.  These design guidelines were also 

implemented in the proposed hypothetical shelter design, and many of these features were 

discussed above.       
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These design guidelines support both empowerment and minimal rules policies 

simultaneously:    

¥ Designing for multiple users and functions minimizes the need for restrictive 

rules about usage of space, quiet hours, and storage.  It also encourages 

community, resident independence, and decision-making by providing residents 

multiple areas for different tasks and reducing potential conflicts.  Specifying 

flexible furniture that can easily be rearranged encourages residents to claim the 

space as their own and allows for multiple users and configurations.  Similarly, 

providing multiple appliances and abundant counter space in the kitchen area 

can help to reduce conflict and encourage residents to share recipes, cook 

together, and eat together.   *

¥ Creating specific areas for quiet activities such as reflection rooms allows the 

larger communal areas to be used for more social activities.  Similarly, creating 

various nooks or quiet areas throughout the building can be helpful when 

residents want to be alone and are vital to identity formation.  These quiet areas 

can also serve as areas where residents can engage in goal setting or decision-

making outside of staff offices.    *

¥ Creating large centrally located community areas can encourage socialization 

and activities.  Flexible furniture encourages space reconfiguration, which 

supports resident decision-making and identity as they claim each space as their 

own.  Designing multiple conversation areas also allows women to socialize 

with large groups, small groups, or withdraw and observe.  Similarly, the design 

can create various levels of community through large and small spaces.  The 
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design for Saint AnnaÕs had large community areas for each neighborhood, 

small sitting areas outside of the bedrooms and bathrooms, and bedrooms shared 

by multiple residents.  This accommodated the needs of residents and allowed 

smaller, more personal connections as well as larger, group connections. *

¥ The design of display spaces for personal possessions and artwork in resident 

bedrooms can encourage residents as they begin to form their identities away 

from their abusers.  Displaying cherished objects also allow the shelter to feel 

more like home during a transitional period.  Providing blank frames in 

bedrooms encourage residents to fill them with their own artwork or childrenÕs 

drawings.  If residents are reluctant to display their own work, the shelter can 

provide a sample of artwork and let residents choose which piece to display.  

Similarly, providing lighting that allows residents to read in bed can also serve 

as a way to illuminate personal possessions on desks or bookcases.  Lighting 

then serves to highlight these precious items similar to paintings in a museum.  *

Applications of Research 

 In this authorÕs view, domestic violence shelter design can have a significant impact on 

residents as they start a new chapter in their lives.  This research and the resulting design 

guidelines emphasize the importance of creating empowering environments for domestic 

violence victims that support SheildsÕ (1995) themes of empowerment: resident identity, goal 

setting and decision-making, and community.  By encouraging these three tenets of 

empowerment through physical environment features while supporting a minimal rules policy, 

the author believes that residents will be able to have a stronger, nurturing shelter experience.  
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 This original research can be applied to the larger body of knowledge on domestic 

violence.  There are many articles on the experiences and needs of domestic violence victims, as 

well as counseling needs, legal needs, and shelter programs.  However, there are few articles on 

the design of domestic violence shelters.  The research this study provides will be able to support 

the existing body of knowledge on empowering victims of domestic violence as well as the trend 

of minimal rules shelters by relating those concepts to the built environment.   

 Through the identification of design guidelines, it is the authorÕs hope that this research 

can be of service to architects, designers, and shelter staff members who are designing or 

renovating domestic violence shelters and creating empowering, minimal rules environments. 

The challenges in this sector of design are great: domestic violence shelters and similar programs 

often do not have sufficient funds to hire interior designers or architects when renovating 

shelters.  Similarly, most domestic violence shelters are not constructed from the ground up and 

most shelters use an existing building that often does not directly fit the needs of this particular 

population (Schechter, 1982; Shostack, 2001).  Because of this, many domestic violence shelters 

desperately need design advice.  Existing buildings often come with significant, unique 

challenges.  These challenges could include lack of space, security issues, or institutional style 

interiors.  This original research can exist as corroborative research that expands on WSCADV 

& MahlumÕs (2012) published guidelines.  Domestic violence shelter staff can utilize these 

resources when renovating their spaces.  Consulting with a professional designer or architect can 

also allow shelters to efficiently use their space and create a more inviting interior.  Therefore, 

the author hopes that this type of research and project will inspire other designers to provide 

design services to domestic violence programs as well as various other community projects. The 
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author further hopes that this research and the resulting design will shed light on the importance 

of pro-bono and community design projects for various causes and populations.   

Recommendations for Future Research 

The original research and literature review in this study were useful in guiding the authorÕs 

proposed design solution for an empowerment-based minimal rules domestic violence shelter.  

However, there were some limitations in this study and further research needs to be conducted on 

this topic.  First, it would be beneficial to conduct this study with a larger sample size.  The 

single study, single region location used for this study limits the generalizability to shelters of 

various sizes and locations.  Future research should be conducted with multiple shelter staff 

members at various domestic violence shelters throughout the United States.   

Similarly, due to the restrictions brought on by a protected population, the author was not 

permitted to interview victims of domestic violence.  Future research that combines shelter staff 

interviews with shelter resident interviews would be beneficial and would better triangulate 

findings from multiple perspectives.  Interviewing multiple staff members and residents that 

have worked or lived at the shelter for various amounts of time would also create interesting 

results.  Comparing and contrasting the perceptions of new staff members and residents to the 

experiences of veteran staff members and long-term residents would create a more cohesive 

picture of resident and staff needs. For example, the newer staff members and residents will be 

able to discuss their first impressions of the shelter.  In contrast, the veteran staff and residents 

can share their experiences over time.  

The author believes interviews were the best way to procure the information needed to 

create a proposed design solution.  Interviews were valuable because of their qualitative nature 

and the opportunity for clarification.  However, future research could benefit from combining 
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quantitative and qualitative research methods.  Researchers could conduct interview results at a 

certain number of shelters in concert with administering a survey to shelter staff members and 

residents at domestic violence shelters throughout the United States.  In this way, the qualitative 

interview data would provide clarification and in-depth answers and the quantitative data would 

outline trends and highlight the needs of shelter staff members and residents around the country.   

 Another opportunity for future research lies in the rules and restrictions found in 

domestic violence shelters.  Researchers could complete interviews and observations to create a 

case study comparing and contrasting the design needs of a minimal rules facility versus the 

needs of a traditional facility.  In doing so, the researchers could surmise if minimal rules 

facilities need more structure, certain types of spaces, or specific design considerations rather 

than traditional shelters.  If researchers discover minimal rules facilities are similar to the 

traditional shelters, they could propose guidelines or suggestions for adapting a traditional shelter 

design to support a minimal rules policy.  

Further research topics could center on how the shelter environment can support 

residentsÕ children. Abusive situations affect both children and adults.  Therefore, many residents 

bring their children to the shelter in order to remove them from harmful situations and these 

children may be scared and overwhelmed when entering the shelter.  The design of the shelter 

should create a comforting and welcoming environment for both women and their children.  The 

frequent presence of children and their interactions with the built environment in domestic 

violence shelters could create an important topic for researchers.  For example, researchers could 

study how designs can better support childrenÕs needs.  Researchers could study how many 

formal and informal play areas should be provided for childrenÕs needs.  That is, if designers 

plan for children in each space will shelters able to remove excess childcare restrictions?  By 
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interviewing and observing residents, staff members, and their children, researchers could better 

understand these interactions.      

The goal of resident empowerment might also be affected by a shelterÕs public/private 

orientation. That is, as many shelters consider becoming more public rather than having a secret 

location, researchers could compare and contrast the two types of shelters to determine if this 

factor affects empowerment.  For example, researchers could address if residents in public 

shelters feel more or less secure than those in traditional shelters.  Also, do residents of the 

public shelters feel more connected and supported by their community than those at a secret 

location?  Finally, are communities accepting of placing a public domestic violence shelter in 

their area?  Does the exposure remove the stigma related with domestic violence or increase it? 

Conclusion 

Many scholars have studied domestic violence; however, there is a limited amount of 

literature on domestic violence shelter design.  This studyÕs research and resulting design 

solution focused on how design can potentially aid in empowering victims of domestic violence 

in a minimal rules environment.  This project supports the authorÕs belief in the importance of 

design to empower and improve peopleÕs lives.  Domestic violence is a widespread issue but due 

to budget and time constraints, domestic violence shelters are often not designed to best support 

the needs of residents and shelter staff, unfortunately.  By shedding light on this issue, the author 

hopes to encourage similar design projects and improve existing and future shelter environments. 



144 
 

APPENDIX A  

IRB APPROVAL  
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APPENDIX B 

INTERVIEW SCRIPT  

The Impact of the Built Environment on Rules and Restrictions and Resident Empowerment 

Interview Script 

 

Thank you for agreeing to participate in this study. This study is about the impact of the built 

environment on rules and restrictions and the resident empowerment process in a domestic 

violence shelter.  Specifically, I am interested in learning about how the built environment of 

your shelter has affected your work and how you perceive it has affected the residents and their 

empowerment processes.  

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Background Information:  

 

1)   How many years have you assisted victims of domestic violence? 
2)   How long have you been working at this particular domestic violence shelter? 

 Possible Probe: 
a. Did you work at any other shelters in the past? 

3)   What is the title of your position at this shelter? 
 Possible Probe: 

a. Example: Case manager, supervisor, etc.  
4)   Please briefly describe your activities in your position here.  
5)   Approximately how many residents do you assist or come into contact with on a regular 

basis? 
6)   Please explain your shelterÕs minimal rules policy and how any rules/guidelines are 

established.  
7)   Do you feel the minimal rules policy has directly impacted the built environment in any 

way? 
Possible Probe: 

a. Does the shelter possibly need more community areas or do areas need to be more 
structured in response to minimal rules? 

8)   Please describe how your organization feels about empowering residents. Is this a 
priority? If so, what steps does your shelter and its programs take to empower residents?  
Possible Probe: 

a. Is the empowerment process discussed with the residents and/or the shelter staff? 
 
Resident Empowerment: 

1)   A) What spaces, or details within spaces, if any, encourage or discourage a sense of 



146 
 

community between residents?   
B) How do these spaces and the idea of community interact with your minimal rules 

policy?  

 
Possible Probes: 

a.  Define community: A supportive group of people who share common attitudes, 
interests, or goals. 

 b.  Discuss spaces: group rooms, counseling areas, kitchens, etc.  
c.  How do residents usually use these spaces? What times of day are they occupied?  
What types of activities occur here? 
d.  Give examples if necessary: Does the living room or kitchen allow for 
casual/impromptu interaction among residents? Why do you think so? 
 

2)   A) What spaces, or details within spaces, if any, support or discourage residents in 
forming their identities?  
B) How do these spaces and the idea of resident identity interact with your minimal rules 
policy?   
 
Possible Probes: 

 a. Define identity formation:  The self-development process where a resident begins 
to determine who she is, what she would like to become, and what defines her.    
b. Discuss spaces: bedrooms, kitchen, living room, counseling areas, etc.  
c. How do residents usually use these spaces? What times of day are they occupied?  
What types of activities occur here? 
d. Give examples if necessary: personalization in resident rooms, setting their own 
routines, cooking their own meals  
 

3)   A)What spaces, if any, prompt or discourage residents in engaging in goal setting?  How 
so?  
B) How do these spaces and the concept of goal setting interact with your minimal rules 

policy? 

 
Possible Probes:  

a.  Define goal-setting:  The process that occurs when a resident determines where 
she would like to be/go in the future and the steps she must take to achieve those 
goals.    

b. Discuss spaces: offices, counseling areas, etc.  
c. How do residents usually use these spaces? What times of day are they occupied?  
What types of activities occur here? 

 d.  Give examples if necessary: ex. Office space where residents can apply for  
 jobs, counseling areas 

 

4)   A)What spaces, if any, prompt or discourage residents from engaging in decision-
making?  
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B) How do these spaces and resident decision making interact with your minimal rules 
policy?     
 
Possible Probes:  

c.  Define decision-making: The process that occurs when a resident begins to 
become independent, to trust her own judgment, and to make both small and large 
decisions based on her judgment. 

d. Discuss spaces: A computer space, a group meeting room, kitchen, etc. 
e.  How do residents usually use these spaces? What times of day are they occupied?  

What types of activities occur here? 
f.  Give examples if necessary: Small decisions made in how the bedroom is 

arranged or what to cook in the kitchen, or big decisions made about future plans 
after leaving the shelter, etc.  
 

5)  If you could build an ideal minimal rules domestic violence shelter that supported 
residentsÕ empowerment, what features might it have?   
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APPENDIX C 

CONSENT FORM 

 

 

FSU Human Subjects Committee approved on 7/31/2014. Void after 7/30/2015. 
HSC # 2014.13118 

 

FSU Behavioral Consent Form 
 
Rules and Restrictions and the Domestic Violence Shelter Built Environment  
 
�<�R�X���D�U�H���L�Q�Y�L�W�H�G���W�R���E�H���L�Q���D���U�H�V�H�D�U�F�K���V�W�X�G�\���R�I���W�K�H���E�X�L�O�W���H�Q�Y�L�U�R�Q�P�H�Q�W�¶�V���L�P�S�D�F�W���R�Q���U�X�O�H�V���D�Q�G��
restrictions and resident empowerment.  You were selected as a possible participant 
because of your current employment at ______ domestic violence shelter.  I ask that you 
read this form and ask any questions you may have before agreeing to be in the study. 
 
This study is being conducted by Katrina Rutledge, Department of Interior Design at 
Florida State University (FSU).  
 
Background Information: 
 
The purpose of this study is to learn about your experience within the shelter in relation 
�W�R���W�K�H���V�K�H�O�W�H�U�¶�V���E�X�L�O�W���H�Q�Y�L�U�R�Q�P�H�Q�W�����W�K�H���F�U�H�D�W�L�R�Q���R�I���U�X�O�Hs and restrictions, and resident 
empowerment processes. 
 
Procedures: 
 
The data being collected from your interview is confidential and neither your name nor 
any other identifying information will be stored with the data or included in any reports 
of the results. 
 
If you agree to be in this study, I would ask you to do the following things: participate in 
an interview about your experience at the domestic violence shelter and how the built 
environment impacts rules and restrictions and resident empowerment. The interview will 
take approximately 30 - 60 minutes of your time. Interviews will be conducted in a 
private conference room at the shelter and will be a onetime occurrence.  Interviews will 
be audiotaped and participants can ask for the tape recorder to be turned off at any time.  
Participants can refuse to answer any questions or drop out of the study at any time.  
 
Risks and benefits of being in the Study: 
 
There are minimal risks associated with this study. Your employment at the shelter will 
not be affected by the answers you give or your decision to participate in this interview.  
Similarly, other employees or supervisors will not be able to access your answers to any 
questions or any data collected.  
 
The benefits to participation are to help increase knowledge about domestic violence 
shelter design, as well as the impact of design on rules and restrictions and resident 
empowerment.  Another benefit includes learning how shelter employees and design 
professionals can better provide spaces that encourage resident empowerment and 
minimize the need for excess rules and restrictions.  
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FSU Human Subjects Committee approved on 7/31/2014. Void after 7/30/2015. 
HSC # 2014.13118 

 

Compensation: 
 
No compensation will be offered to participants. 
 
Confidentiality: 
 
The records of this study will be kept private and confidential to the extent permitted by 
law.  In any sort of report I might publish, I will not include any information that will 
make it possible to identify a subject, the name of the shelter or its location.  Research 
records will be stored securely and only the researcher will have access to the records.  
This interview will be audiotaped and only the researcher will have access to these tapes 
or any other data collected. All audiotapes and transcriptions will be stored in a digital 
folder that is password protected and in a confidential, locked physical location. All 
interview audiotapes will be erased after the completion of the study within 12 months. 
 
Voluntary Nature of the Study: 
 
Participation in this study is voluntary.  Your decision whether or not to participate will 
not affect your current or future relations with the University or your employment at 
_____.  If you decide to participate, you are free to not answer any question or withdraw 
at any time without affecting those relationships.  You can also ask the researcher to turn 
off the tape recorder at any point during the interview. 
 
Contacts and Questions: 
 
The researcher conducting this study is Katrina Rutledge.  You may ask any question you 
have now.  If you have a question later, you are encouraged to contact me at 601-466-
8669 or kar13c@my.fsu.edu.  Or you may contact my advisor, Jill Pable, at (850) 645-
6831 or jpable@fsu.edu. 
 
If you have any questions or concerns regarding this study and would like to talk to 
someone other than the researcher, you are encouraged to contact the FSU IRB at 2010 
Levy Street, Research Building B, Suite 276, Tallahassee, FL  32306-2742, or 850-644-
8633, or by email at humansubjects@fsu.edu. 
 
You will be given a copy of this information to keep for your records. 
 
Statement of Consent: 
I have read the above information.  I have asked questions and have received answers.  I 
consent to participate in the study. 
 
________________  _________________ 
Signature                                          Date 
 
________________  _________________ 
Signature of Investigator                    Date  
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APPENDIX D 

PRECEDENT STUDIES 

The following precedent studies informed and inspired the decisions for the proposed design 

solution.  By studying other shelters and similar spaces, the author was able to recognize trends, 

create design criteria, and design a realistic shelter environment.      

  

Domestic Violence Shelters: 

DAIS Madison, WI- http://www.isthmus.com/daily/article.php?article=43301 

 

HomeSafe, San Jose, CA- http://charitieshousing.org/home-safe-san-jose/ 

 

Boarding Schools: 

Baylor Chattanooga, TN- https://www.baylorschool.org 

 

Annie Wright, Tacoma, WA- http://www.aw.org/page 

 

Rehabilitation Centers: 

Saint JohnÕs Rehab, Toronto, ON, Canada- http://www.archdaily.com/211220/st-johns-rehab-

montgomery-sisam-architects-farro%E2%80%8Bw-partnership-architects/ 

 

Sister Margaret Smith, Thunder Bay, ON, Canada- http://www.archdaily.com/109414/sister-

margaret-smith-addictions-treatment-centre-montgomery-sisam-architects/ 

 

Groot Klimmendaal, Arnhem, Netherlands- http://www.dezeen.com/2011/03/25/rehabilitation-

centre-groot-klimmendaal-by-architectenbureau-koen-van-velsen/ 

 

Resident Bedrooms:  

S‹o Paulo Small Apartment, S‹o Paulo, Brazil- 

http://www.interiordesign.net/projects/detail/2252-2013-boy-winner-small-

apartment/?ref=ms&term=apartment 
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Warsaw Family Apartment, Warsaw, Poland- http://www.interiordesign.net/projects/detail/1863-

meeting-in-the-middle/?ref=ms&term=apartment 

 

High Line Hotel, New York, NY- http://www.interiordesign.net/projects/detail/2190-creative-

reuse-the-high-line-hotel-in-new-york/?ref=ms&term=hotel%20room 

 

Generator Berlin Hostel, Berlin, Germany- http://www.thedesignagency.ca/portfolio/generator-

berlin/ 

 

Dining:  

Saison Restaurant, San Francisco, CA- http://www.interiordesign.net/projects/detail/2278-

everything-in-its-season-jiun-ho-designs-interior-for-saison-restaurant/?ref=ms&term=dining 

 

Pakta Restaurant, Barcelona, Spain- http://www.interiordesign.net/projects/detail/2276-2013-

boy-winner-casual-dining/?ref=ms&term=dining 

 

Ella Dining Room and Bar, Sacramento, CA- http://www.archdaily.com/58292/ella-dining-

room-and-bar-uxus/ 

 

Jing Restaurant, One Fullerton, Singapore- http://www.archdaily.com/26813/jing-restaurant-

antonio-eraso/ 

 

Daycare: 

Aegis Domestic Violence Shelter, Bronx, NY- http://www.designyc.org/childrenÕs-play-room 

Chesapeake Child Development Center, Oklahoma City, OK- 

http://www.archdaily.com/322676/chesapeake-child-development-center-elliott-associates-

architects/?ad_medium=widget&ad_name=selected-buildings&ad_content=322676 

 

Early Childhood Center, Gresham, OR- http://www.mahlum.com/projects/MHCC/index.asp# 
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Big Smile Project, Athens, Greece- http://www.archdaily.com/505726/big-smile-project-schema-

architecture-and-engineering/ 

 

Art Facilities:  

Temple University, Tyler School of Art, Painting and Drawing Studio, Philadelphia, PA- 

http://tyler.temple.edu/facilities 

 

Savannah College of Art and Design, Ekburg Hall, Savannah, Georgia-

https://www.scad.edu/life/buildings-and-facilities/eckburg-hall 

 

The University of Iowa, Art Building West, Iowa City, Iowa- http://maps.uiowa.edu/abw 

 

University of Chicago, Logan Center of the Arts, Chicago, Illinois- 

http://www.archdaily.com/296212/logan-center-for-the-arts-university-of-chicago-tod-williams-

billie-tsien-associates/ 
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APPENDIX E 

CODES AND REGULATION S 

 A basic code search was conducted during the programming stage of this project.  The 

design for Saint AnnaÕs domestic violence shelter will abide by the 2012 International Building 

Code, the Louisiana State Uniform Construction Code (LSUCC), the International Fire Code, 

and all Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) requirements.  This section references the codes 

specific to the building and general codes relative to all commercial buildings.  

Occupancy Types and Loads 

 The construction type of this building is III-B.  The building is three stories tall and has 

sprinklers.  The building is a total of 39,658 square feet.  The first floor is 15,600 square feet, the 

second floor is 15,135 square feet, and the third floor is 8,923 square feet.  Forty percent of the 

gross area will be used for circulation, leaving a remaining 23,795 square feet for the design.  

The occupancy types include: Business (B) for the public community center, offices, and related 

storage spaces, Institutional (I-1) for resident areas including bedrooms, bathrooms, kitchen, 

dining, and living rooms, and Institutional (I-4) for the daycare.  The resulting occupancy loads 

and occupancy types can be seen in Table E1.   

Egress   

 Saint AnnaÕs domestic violence shelter must have a minimum of two exits for each story 

in reference to International Building Code, 1021.2.  Using the half diagonal rule, the two exits 

must be a minimum of 113 feet apart.  The minimum width of all corridors and stairs must be 

44Ó.  The exit access travel distance for a sprinklered building is shown in Table E2. 
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Table E.1: Occupancy classifications and occupancy loads.  

Space Type Occupancy 
Category 

Estimated 
Sq. Feet   Load 

Factor    Max # of 
Occupants Notes 

BUSINESS Offices, 
related storage and 
support areas 

B 10,900 
Gross 

Ö 100 
gross 

= 109 2 hr. firewall 
required 
between A-3 
and B. 1 hr. 
firewall 
between B and 
I. 

INSTITUTIONAL 
Resident rooms, 
bathrooms, kitchen, 
dining, living rooms 

I-1 23,600 
Gross 

Ö 200 
gross 

= 118 Walls 
separating I 
and A, B 
require 1 hr 
firewall. Walls 
separating 
dwelling/ 
sleeping units 
must be fire 
partitions. 
Floors 
separating 
dwelling/ 
sleeping units 
must be 
horizontal 
assemblies. 

INSTITUTIONAL 
Daycare 

I-4 2,500 
Gross 

Ö 35 net = 71 Walls 
separating I 
and A, B 
require 1 hr 
firewall.  

              Total # of 
Occupants: 
298 

 

 

Table E.2: Exit access travel distance based on occupancy type for a sprinklered building.  

Occupancy Type Distance 
Business  300' 
Institutional 250' 
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The following minimum egress codes will also be used, based on the International Building 

Code and the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA).   

¥ The common path of egress travel will not exceed 75Õ in length. 

¥ Minimum corridor width for 2 passing wheelchairs per ADA is 60Ó minimum. 

¥ Minimum door opening width per ADA is 32Ó minimum. 

¥ Doors, when fully open, will not protrude into the path of travel more than 7Ó. Also 

cannot reduce the required path of travel by more than one half. 

¥ Doors have push/pull flat, unobstructed wall space next to the latch side of minimum 24Ó 

(18Ó in special exception cases as outlined in ADA). 

¥ The maximum length of a dead end corridor is 20Õ. 

¥ No object protrudes from vertical plane more than 4Ó between 27Ó and 80Ó AFF. 

¥ Wheelchair turning radius is 60Ó. 

¥ Means of egress doors must swing in direction of exit travel. Exceptions: Doors leading 

to areas of occupancy for 50 or less persons. 

¥ Elevators are minimum 54Ó wide x 68Ó deep. This assumes the door is to one side of car.  

¥ Stairs: Minimum riser: 4Ó.  Maximum riser: 7Ó.  Minimum tread depth: 11Ó.  Minimum 

headroom within stairwell: 80Ó.   

 The following plumbing criteria (Table E3) were created based on Section 2902 of the 

International Building Code.  In each case, it was assumed that the female occupancy load was 

disproportionate to the male occupancy load.  According to code, walls with plumbing or 

drainage are 10Ó in thickness.  When possible, consideration is given to grouping plumbing 

within floor plates as well as across floors for economy.  Water fountains must also conform to 

ADA figure 11.27a for approach and height.   
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Fire Suppression 

 According to code, every point on a floor must lie within reach of a 30Õ stream from the 

end of a 100Õ fire hose.  Table E4 outlines the different requirements for flame spread of interior 

wall and ceiling finishes for a sprinklered building according to Table 803.9 in the International 

Building Codes.  

 

 

Table E.3: Plumbing fixtures per occupancy type.   

Space Type Water 
closets Urinals Lavatories Bathtub 

or shower 
Quantity 
Accessible 

Water 
Fountains 

Service 
Sink 

Business 
B 

M: 1 not 
required. 

M: 1 0 1 1 1 

occ. 46 F: 2   F: 2     (1 per 100)   

Institutional  
I-1 

F: 12 N/A F:12 15 1 1 1 

occ. 118 occ. 118   occ. 118 occ. 118       
  (1 per 10)   (1 per 10) (1 per 8)       
 I-4 M: 2   M: 2 0 1 1 1 
occ. 71 F: 2 N/A F: 2   ** ** **
  (1 per 15) ** (1 per 15) ** ** ** **

 

 

Table E.4: Interior wall and ceiling finish requirements by occupancy. 

Space type: 
Sprinklered 

Vertical Exit and 
Exit Passageways 

Exit Access 
Corridors & 

Other 

Rooms & 
Enclosed 
Spaces 

B and I-1 B C C 
I-4 B B B 
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