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A couple of years ago I found myself in a very controlling relationship. It was not domestic 
violence as such, but it left me feeling very low and worthless. Even though I knew it was the 
right thing to do, I found it very challenging to end things. I still question myself today why I 
did not leave sooner and why I found it hard for it to stop. To think that this was not anything 
remotely severe in comparison to what other women experience in a more physical and 
emotional traumatised state. It made me think about if things had gotten worse. It made me 
think how these other women and children feel and it made me want to create something 
meaningful and helpful for these vulnerable people in our community.
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It is a fundamental human right to have the want and need to feel safe and have a sense of belonging 
within society. However, domestic violence strips this away from many women and children. Architecture 
has the potential to enhance people’s lives and evoke an emotional response from the occupants of 
the building. These vulnerable families often have no place to go, which creates a demand on women’s  
refuges. The considerable demand put on these refuges often results in women having to turn to motels 
as emergency accommodation. As a result, these women are temporarily safe; however, they are not 
secure and stable in a motel environment, nor is it appropriate. This project is about constructing a place 
to which these women and children can go and give them empowerment as well as a normative domestic 
experience. This project researches how design decisions and processes can contribute to the quality of 
spatial design that addresses these vulnerable families explicitly. 

Buildings and spaces can mold occupants’ emotions and can empower or belittle an individual. An 
occupant’s perception of a building predominantly evolves around spatial composition and treatment 
of the building’s spaces. Families get placed in spaces that contain the bare minimum where the 
architecture’s ability to evoke feeling onto occupants is forgotten.

When starting to research this project, an understanding of the gender aspects of architecture was 
addressed, firstly in the broader, global context and then focused on New Zealand specifically. In the 
book, Sexuality and Space, one of the authors, Mark Wigley, discusses how the architecture of the home 
is often dominated and controlled by the male. Working from the idea of the domesticated house this 
project can analyse and develop how to manipulate this control into empowerment. By representing how 
a person reacts to spatial conditions, architecture can mold a journey from restrictive control to a sense of 
freedom and purpose. Through an exploration into an occupant-sensitive dimension that analyses human 
emotional awareness alongside with spatial awareness, a journey for these broken families will result.
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1.0 Introduction



Research Question.
Aims and Objectives.

Can architecture make a positive contribution to 
the rehabilitation and wellbeing of woman and 
children suffering from domestic violence?

This project aims to design an architectural 
intervention that acts as a sanctuary for those 
suffering from domestic violence and gives 
them a sense of hope and belonging in a time 
of hopelessness. The sole purpose of this project 
is to show care for these abused women and 
children and allow these victims to re-establish 
care for themselves and their wellbeing and 
allow for the inhabitants to connect with the 
building.

Women’s refuges need to be concealed and 
hidden from the everyday person passing 
by; however, the general area and telephone 
contacts of the refuge need to be publicly 
known to women, to ensure that none of the 
abusers can track down the women who have 
left but also to make the refuges easily accessible 
for these women. Research of existing women’s 
refuges holds limitations due to the secrecy of 
the building’s program. Therefore, direct contact 
for each area is needed to require specific 
information as they cannot share information 
freely due to reasons of confidentiality.

In order to express the relationship between 
emotional experience and architectural space, an 
analytical figurative approach will be undertaken 
to connect the emotional journey these women 
and children endure with the perception of a 
building’s spaces.

The first objective is to investigate further into a 
person’s response towards violence and analyse 
architectural techniques that both portray 
and counteract these emotions, in order to 
understand the relationship and connections, 
they need to have with the building. 
Subsequently, more literature analysis will be 
undertaken to extract relationships people can 
have with buildings. 
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Project Outline.
This research project aims to understand 
how architecture can influence someone’s 
subconscious mind. It will explore the 
relationship between negative and positive 
emotional responses from domestic violence 
and how they can generate spatial qualities. 
The architectural realm is about emotional 
expression through form and space. Here, form 
and function will need to work simultaneously to 
create an emotionally responsive space through 
visual perception.

Scope and Limitations.
Women with young children under 12 years of age 
are usually only accepted.

Average number of children with women two – four.

N O  substance abuse or gang affiliation.

Houses four families for each long, medium and 
short term stays.

Suburban community.

N E E D S  to be near a school.

Public transport accessible.

Thus far, the most significant limitation faced for a 
Women’s Refuge is the concept of security for the 
occupants and the extent of concealment needed. 
Other limitations of this research project are:

Published research on working refuges is limited 
and hard to access due to the nature of the 
programme.

The building itself needs to be secure, yet not feel 
like an institution or prison.

1.
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Re - integration of women back into society.
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Terms and Definitions.

Safe-haven –  a place of refuge or security.

Refuge – a position of safety and shelter away 
from any threats. An organisation that gives 
women and children safe accommodation away 
from an abusive partner. 

Domestic Violence – abuse inflicted on another 
within the home.

Abuse – cruel and violent treatment of another 
being.

Physical abuse – deliberately harming the body 
of another individual.

Sexual abuse – unwanted sexual contact forced 
on another. Classified as sexual assult from a 
molester if the authority is brief or infrequent.

Psychological abuse – inflicting emotional 
trauma that creates one to feel chronically 
depressed, anxious or stressed.

Financial abuse – when an intimate partner 
has the unauthorised control over another’s 
economic resources.

Spiritual abuse – exploitation controlled under 
the form of religion, including harassment or 
humiliation that can result in psychological 
trauma.

Where ‘domestic violence’ is abuse that can be 
either physical, sexual, psychological, emotional, 
financial or spiritual.  This project stands to cater 
to women and children suffering from this abuse. 
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The article, WHO: Multi-Country Study on 
Women’s Health and Domestic Violence against 
Women, written by Claudia García-Moreno along 
with multiple other writers, states that: 

Violence against women is a universal 
phenomenon that persists in all countries 
of the world, and the perpetrators of that 
violence are often well known to their 
victims.1

In 2005, a worldwide study on domestic violence 
was carried out, and the article extrapolates the 
resulting statistics and surveys. The concept of 
home is challenged for these women as they 
remain most at risk for abuse in their home from 
a trusted spouse than anywhere else; proving 
challenging to have an adequate response to 
this violence because many women have an 
acceptance towards the violent behaviour and 
begin to think that it is ‘normal’.2 The article 
further states that:

Violence against women has a far deeper 
impact than the immediate harm caused. …
and a traumatic effect on those who witness 
it, particularly children.3

From the data the article collected, the profound 
impact that domestic violence has on these 
women were:

…reported significantly higher levels of 
emotional distress and were more likely 
to have thought of suicide, and to have 
attempted suicide, than women who had 
never experienced partner violence.4

1 Claudia García-Moreno, Henrica A.F.M. Jansen, Mary   
Ellsberg, Lori Heise, and Charlotte Watts. WHO:    
Multi-Country Study on Women’s Health and Domestic   
Violence against Women (Switzerland: World    
Health Organisation, 2005), vii.
2 García-Moreno, Jansen, Ellsberg, Heise, and Watts. WHO:  
Multi-Country Study on Women’s Health and Domestic   
Violence against Women, vii.
3  García-Moreno, Jansen, Ellsberg, Heise, and Watts. WHO:  
Multi-Country Study on Women’s Health and Domestic   
Violence against Women, vii.
4 García-Moreno, Jansen, Ellsberg, Heise, and Watts. WHO:  
Multi-Country Study on Women’s Health and Domestic   
Violence against Women, xv.
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Global Comparisons

New Zealand Time Line

Women’s Stats Project generally shows New Zealand 
within the green areas and shows that we have better 
conditions than areas like Africa and parts of Asia. 
These maps put in perspective where we sit globally, 
and although domestic violence against women is 
prevalent in our country, there are places worse off.

Regarding rape of women within New Zealand, we sit

within the  yellow zone where it is prevalent. 
These maps also show New Zealand is very high 
in estimation where rape of women is under-
reported. These statistics show that New Zealand 
has adequate and comprehensive domestic 
laws for women. New Zealand’s figures sit in the 
upper to middle zone with the rest of the world’s 
statistics; however, women need to speak up

about what they are going through in order 
to get the help they need through our system.  
Expanding the New Zealand’s Women’s Refuge 
system that is currently in place and making 
buildings that work with the needs of the suffering 
women and children would be of great value to 
our communities.

Figure 2.1:    Women’s Stats maps showing global comparisons.

Figure 2.2:    Important events in New Zealand linked to domestic violence.
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Domestic Violence

Historically, through the term coverture, women 
were treated legally as an accessory to a man. 
The book Married Women and the Law: Coverture 
in England and the Common Law World, edited by 
Tim Stretton and Krista J Kesselring, published in 
2014, explained women’s position in the English 
law in the 18th century. Coverture meant that 
a husband covered his wife’s legal existence.5 
Through the eyes of the common law, ‘man and 
wife’ were seen as one person (the husband). 
Upon marriage, a woman’s legal status will 
change from a ‘feme sole’ to a ‘feme covert’, 
which resulted in women losing their ability to 
“…own or control property, enter into contracts, 
make a will, or bring or defend a lawsuit without 
her husband.”6 Through the connection of 
marriage, women were under the control of her 
husband.7 The “Married Women’s Property Act 
1882” in the UK significantly changed the English 
law concerning the property rights of married 
women. The act enabled married women the 
same legal rights and freedom as those who did 
not marry. This Act enabled a women to hold and
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own her investments and wages separate from her 
husband, inherit money and property in her own 
right and keep it, and she could be held liable to 
support their children.

The book Lean In, written by Sheryl Sandberg, 
discusses barriers such as discrimination, harassment 
and sexism, which are preventing women from 
excelling more within the workplace and society. 
Although, it brings to light that we are privileged to 
live in the developed world where women today are 
a lot better off than in the past, due to the women 
before us who fought for women’s rights, it can 
often be taken for granted how far we have come in 
comparison to those in the third world countries.8 

We are centuries ahead of the unacceptable 
treatment of women in these countries. But 
knowing that things could be worse should not 
stop us from trying to make them better.9  

Globally, approximately 4.4 million females are 
stuck in the sex trade. Little to no education is still 
given to girls in countries like Afghanistan and 
Sudan along with husbands treating their wives as 
property who are often raped and then tossed out 
of their home or even locked up for being a rape 
victim and committing a “moral crime.” We must feel 
grateful that women in the developed world have 
fundamental civil rights.10 Many women try to fill 
a stereotype of being a ‘good woman’ that leaves 
them with much fear. This fear can be behind a lot 
of the barriers that women have. Domestic violence 
towards women develops a pattern of behaviour that

limits women’s participation within society and 
hugely strains their health and well-being.12 These

traumatic events can lead to stress, fear 
and isolation, which, in turn, may lead to 
depression and suicidal behaviour.13   

Society is slowly becoming more aware that 
domestic violence is a worldwide health problem 
from which one in three women is affected 
globally.14

Domestic violence is a problem that can happen 
to anyone, anytime. It can be in many forms, such 
as physical abuse, psychological bullying, neglect, 
harassment, financial exploitation, emotional 
abuse, sexual and abandonment.15

Ironically, domestic violence is a subject that 
needs to be kept under the radar to give these 
women respect and privacy. However, it needs 
enough recognition to create awareness within 
the community to keep these women safe. Most 
women feel the need to conceal actions inflicted 
upon them, which makes it hard to identify who

is in need of help the most. The disrespect with 
which some men treat the women in their life is 
usually intentionally done to take “…control over 
and to make the person feel inferior.”16 

Women’s Refuges are concealed within the 
community to ensure the safety of the women who 
need the refuge. With our city expanding, the need 
for more refuges is expanding too.

It is a human right to live happily and without 
pain and no one has any constitutional right to 
give pain to anyone in any form.17

In New Zealand, domestic violence cases make up 
most of a police officer’s day as every five and a 
half minutes an officer will attend a family home 
incident.18 Providing more Women’s Refuges that 
are fit-for-purpose will give support for these 
women within our community.

As it is socially acceptable to dwell within the 
confinements of the home, therefore, it is hard to 
notice when a woman is suffering from physical or 
emotional abuse because they hide in this ‘social 
normality’ of domesticity. Some men often take 
advantage of the privacy within their home to 
conceal their violent inflictions onto their partner 
and family.

Women do not always share with others what 
is happening in their private life because they 
are terrified of leaving and being judged. Lots of 
women who fall victim to domestic violence create 
barriers that make them feel unable to escape their 
abusive relationship. The most common reasons

that a women feels that she cannot leave are because 
she is scared for her and her children’s safety if 
they attempt to leave; she has traditional views of 
a relationship and should make it work no matter 
what; she has convinced herself that she deserves the 
violence or she believes she can make her partner 
change his behaviour.19 Other barriers that stop women 
from leaving abusive relationships are the fear of 
potentially losing custody of her children; the lack of 
money she will have after she leaves and shame.20

Leaving a violent relationship can be a laborious, 
slow process. Women’s Refuge estimates that they 
can attempt to leave four to seven times before they 
are successful.21 It is crucial for these women to get 
social support from family, friends and mental health 
professionals in order for them to avoid psychological 
distress.22 Women can tend to feel ashamed to tell 
others of their abuse as they can be embarrassed by 
their husbands’ actions. Therefore, it can be difficult for 
women to admit what has happened and reach out for 
help. Domestic violence can be difficult to measure. It 
can be hard to record data that is related to emotional, 
financial and social abuse. Of the women who come 
forward, many report experiences of fear; isolation; 
rejection from society, husband and family; feelings of 
guilt and shame, and lack of support.23

Domestic violence often leaves women with numerous

5 Tim Stretton, and Krista J Kesselring, eds. Married Women 
and the Law: Coverture in England and the Common Law World 
(Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2013), 6-7.
6 Stretton, and Kesselring, eds. Married Women and the 
Law: Coverture in England and the Common Law World, 7-8.
7 Stretton, and Kesselring, eds. Married Women and the 
Law: Coverture in England and the Common Law World, 9.

8 Sheryl Sandberg, Lean In: Women, Work and the Will to Lead. 
Edited by Nell Scovell (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2013), 4.
9 Sandberg, Lean In: Women, Work and the Will to Lead, 5.
10 Sandberg, Lean In: Women, Work and the Will to Lead, 5.
11 Sandberg, Lean In: Women, Work and the Will to Lead, 5.

12 “Global and Regional Estimates of Violence Against Women: 
Prevalence and Health Effects of Intimate Partner Violence and Non-
Partner Sexual Violence.” World Health Organisation, (2013): 1. http://
apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/85239/9789241564625_
eng.pdf?sequence=1.
13 “Global and Regional Estimates of Violence Against Women: 
Prevalence and Health Effects of Intimate Partner Violence and Non-
Partner Sexual Violence.” World Health Organisation, (2013): 24. http://
apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/85239/9789241564625_
eng.pdf?sequence=1.
14 World Health Organisation, “Global and Regional Estimates 
of Violence Against Women.”
15 Rajesh Kumar, “Domestic Violence and Mental Health”, Delhi 
Psychiatry Journal 15, no.2 (2012): p.274, http://medind.nic.in/daa/
t12/i2/daat12i2p274.pdf.
16 Rajesh Kumar, “Domestic Violence and Mental Health”, 274.

17 Rajesh Kumar, “Domestic Violence and Mental Health”, 274.
18 Ministry of Social Development, “Statistics”, Family Violence, 
accessed October 14, 2017, http://areyouok.org.nz/family-violence/
statistics/.

19 Genevieve Leigh Coleman, “Are You Really Okay? - An Easier and 
More Effective Solution for Obtaining Protection Orders.” University of Otago, 
(2016): pp.7-8, https://www.otago.ac.nz/law/otago638157.pdf.
20 Nancy Swarbrick, “Domestic Violence.” Te Ara - Encyclopedia of 
New Zealand, (2011): p.5, https://teara.govt.nz/en/domestic-violence.
21 “Why Doesn’t She Leave: The Challenges of Leaving an Abuser.” 
Women’s Refuge, 2015. http://a1test.info/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/
why-doesnt-she-leave.pdf.
22 Nikolaos Kazantzis, New Zealand Journal of Psychology, 72.
23 Nikolaos Kazantzis, New Zealand Journal of Psychology, 275.

implications, each with various levels of severity, 
which makes it difficult to address due to each 
requiring a different approach. Due to the 
numerous situations these different women face, 
the architecture needs to have the ability to be 
manipulated by the family or person that occupies 
it. This manipulation of space gives women the 
opportunity to personalise their area and can speed 
up the process of moving on.

Figure 2.3:    Cycle of abuse experienced in domestic violence.



The book Place: A Short Introduction, written 
by Tim Cresswell, introduces readers to 
a fundamental concept of ‘place’ that he 
compares with ‘placelessness’, where ‘place’ 
“suggests a notion of privacy and belonging.”25 
Place can also construct how we interpret 
and comprehend our surroundings and the 
world beyond.26 ‘Placelessness’ can be linked 
closely to homelessness. The home has positive 
connotations for those who live happily and 
securely; however, the concept of ‘home’ can have 
negative connotations for those people without a 
place to call home or those unhappy within their 
home: the homelessness and the abused.27

Homelessness is a form of displacement from 
society through the lack of housing. Society treats 
homelessness as ‘out-of-place’ people as if they 
were litter.28 Place can connect one with identity 
and morality and those who feel they are ‘without 
place’ can suffer and not reach their full potential 
in life.29 It is crucial for these women and children 
who fall victim to domestic violence who have 
developed a fear of home, to find a place where 
they feel worthy - a place women and children 
feel they belong, and a place where they can form 
their own identity from which they can grow.

22 23

New Zealand Facts
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Homelessness

24 “Homelessness Reaches New Highs - Report.” News. Pro 
Bono Australia, November 3, 2014. https://probonoaustralia.com.au/
news/2014/03/homelessness-reaches-new-highs-report/.
25 Tim Cresswell, Place: A Short Introduction (Malden 
Massachusetts: Blackwell Publishing, 2004), 1.
26 Cresswell, Place: A Short Introduction, 110.
27 Cresswell, Place: A Short Introduction, 109.
28 Cresswell, Place: A Short Introduction, 113.
29 Cresswell, Place: A Short Introduction, 117.

Figure 2.4:    Author’s re-interpretation of homelessness cycle 
from “Homelessness Reaches New Highs – Report.”

Figure 2.5:    New Zealand statistics on domestic violence Figure 2.6:    Women’s Refuge statistics2.
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Women’s Refuge – New Zealand
3.1.a

movement path through the dwelling. All the 
bedrooms located on the eastern side of the house 
establish separation between public and private 
areas. There are three ‘single rooms’ at ground 
level and two ‘double rooms’ upstairs. The mother 
with the most children in the house at the time 
gets priority of the larger room with the en-suite; 
however, when there are several families needing 
refuge, mothers and their children must fit within 
the single rooms in the house.

Upstairs, the living area is arranged into two 
separate lounging spaces by the use of furniture; 
this arrangement has been made to give women 
different social opportunities. These upstairs living 
areas are the only spaces women can go to out 
of their compact room. The location of the social 
space upstairs means that these women have to 
commit to going to that space before entirely being 
aware of what is happening in it or who is there. A 
medium sized kitchen contains five fridges for each 
of the five families living in the house. Each woman 
must pay for rent and their groceries. A cooking 
and cleaning schedule has been made to allow 
women and their families to have their own time 
and space in the kitchen. The living room opens up 
onto a small deck that wraps around the front of the 
building. 

A playground is located in the garden along with 
a single washing line for the women. Downstairs, 
the bathroom is accessed by walking through the 
laundry area. Having this set up would mean that 
women would have to pass through a semi-public 
space before entering a very private one. The layout 
of these two rooms creates an awkward atmosphere 
as the women leaving the bathroom would not have 
as much privacy as they need to have.

Architect: Unknown
Location: North Shore
Building Footprint Area: 174m2
Photographs: Author

Women’s Refuge locations need to be hidden from 
the community to reduce further abuse being 
incurred by the women and children within. No men 
are allowed on the premises for extra precaution to 
control violence and the psychological state of the 
women and children in the Women’s Refuge. Due to 
the nature of a women’s refuge, the exact location of 
women’s refuges must remain unknown (to all 

reading this research project including examiners and 
external critiques).

Located on the North Shore, this Women’s Refuge is an 
existing two-story, seven-bedroom timber house - one 
room converted to an office and storage and another 
dedicated to a children’s playroom. The central staircase 
situated in the centre of the house creates an accessible 

Gates are located at the top and bottom of the stairs 
to stop children from falling down them. Storage 
within this refuge is minimal, and they do not have 
enough storage to contain all the donations of 
clothes, toys and other products that they receive; 
they often have to turn away donations. A vast 
amount of storage within a Women’s Refuge is 
essential.

What this Women’s Refuge supplies are the essential 
amenities for these families. It provides a place 
for these women to go to for help and stay out of 
the abuse they were experiencing; however, this 
building is not fit-for-purpose for a women’s refuge. 
Although this home lacks space and convenient 
layout for what these women need, the home is still 
usable. Creating a place that connects with these 
women’s psychological and emotional needs would 
be more beneficial.

Figure 3.1:    Author’s photos and interpretation of existing Women’s Refuge.

Figure 3.2:    Axonometric showing public and private 
movement in existing NZ Women’s Refuge.
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3.1.b

Architect: Amos-Goldreich Architecture (London) & Jacobs-Yaniy Architects (Israel)
Location: Tel Aviv-Yafo, Israel
Project Year: November 2017 completion
Area: 880m2
Photography: Amit Geron

This women’s refuge is for the ‘No to Violence 
Against Women’ charity to help victims of domestic 
abuse in Israel. The building is a replacement of a 
previous overcrowded, makeshift structure. The 
site is located within a mixture of townhouses and 
private homes and is near schools, clinics, stores, 
jobs, parks, counselling centres and recreational 
amenities. This shelter can house up to twelve 
families and has independent living areas, 
communal areas, a kindergarten, a computer room, 
laundry facilities, kitchens, dining room along with 
staff accommodations and offices. The arrangement 
of the shelter is around a courtyard design with a 
central, enclosed garden for the occupants. This 
central garden/courtyard allows visual connections 
across all areas of the shelter and provides the 
women with a physical sense of serene peacefulness 
and protection.30 The refuge staff had significant 

input towards the design, which means, in contrast to 
the Women’s Refuge seen in Auckland, the building was 
designed to meet the specific needs of the women. 

A large part of the design was to enable full security 
for the occupants while also formulating a sensation 
of home. This women’s refuge is one of only a few 
world-wide ‘purpose-built shelters’ that have had the 
involvement

which enables them not to share a bathroom with another 
family and thus gives them more privacy. 

Each of the twelve families shares one kitchen and a large 
dining hall; however, there is no large lounging space 
for these women and children except for the central 
courtyard that is external. Classrooms offer a learning 
environment for both the women and children and give 
them the opportunity to expand their knowledge within 
the complex, while giving them a space to gather and 
meet. An on-site nursery is essential for these women as it 
not only gives them a break and breather from the whole 
situation but enables the women to sort out paperwork, 
court hearings and attend meetings to enable full recovery 
from the abuse. It also gives them an opportunity to 
know that their children are safe if they still need to work. 
A playground is next to the nursery, which enables full-
time surveillance of children playing throughout the day. 
Around the perimeter of the site is a plastered block wall 
with a timber fencing on top for extra privacy. It is painted 
white to make is feel less obstructive and prison-like for the 
occupants within. 

This violence shelter reveals that a central core and 
communal courtyard is an essential component of a 
Women’ Refuge. It allows a close relationship to the 
environment and encourages the occupants to get outside 
to use the space and interact. A central courtyard needs 
surrounding buildings to cradle the space. The cradling 
buildings also emphasise the support that the women’s 
refuge has on the occupants. The façade treatment on 
the inside of the building can be open and welcoming to 
the occupants to create an ease of movement from inside 
to outside, whereas, the external façade can be more 
excluding and secure to the extent that enables it to still 
blend in with the surrounding residential neighbourhood.

of staff in the design process.31 Architect Amos 
Goldreich uses the concept of the double façade to 
provide security and protection to the outer side of 
the building and offer a calm sanctuary at the core 
and “heart” of the shelter. The inner green courtyard 
is the essential sanctuary core of the building. 
It is the shared space that allows women and 
children to meet and interact. It also provides visual 
connections into the courtyard and across to the 
other side of the corridor, which wraps around the 
green space. The use of the courtyard creates a ‘free-
flowing’ indoor-outdoor zone in the middle of the 
building allowing interaction between the women 
and children while still providing light boundaries 
between them.32 Each small ‘house’ is separated 
from the public parts of the building via a corridor 
to give the families independence and privacy. 
The nursery is away from both the communal and 
private areas of this refuge, which allows women 
to use it as an ordinary nursery and drop off their 
children when need be. Each family has their own 
‘house’ within the building, which enables them to 
separate themselves from communal gatherings. 
The houses connect to each other by a meandering 
(semi-public to the building) walkway.

This shelter has twelve ‘family rooms’, in which each 
has two single beds. These rooms are paired up to 
share a bathroom. If a woman has three children, 
she and her children can occupy one full ‘house’,

30 Eric Oh. ArchDaily, “Firms from London and Israel Design a 
Domestic Abuse Shelter in Israel” last modified September 06, 2015, 
accessed October 17, 2017, http://www.archdaily.com/773055/firms-
from-london-and-israel-design-a-shelter-for-domestic-abuse-victims-in-
israel/.

31 Amos Goldreich Architecture “Shelter For Victims Of Domestic 
Violence” accessed October 14, 2017, http://www.agarchitecture.net/
shelter-for-victims-of-domestic-violence.
32 ArchDaily. “Shelter For Victims Of Domestic Violence / Amos 
Goldreich Architecture + Jacobs Yaniv Architects.” Architecture Website. 
ArchDaily, May 11, 2018. https://www.archdaily.com/894042/shelter-for-
victims-of-domestic-violence-amos-goldreich-architecture-plus-jacobs-
yaniv-architects.

Figure 3.3:    Existing Women’s Refuge in Israel

Figure 3.4:    Authors interpretation of zone gradient in Israel Refuge.
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allows the community to rebuild socially and 
enables them to restore their African heritage. This 
place gives these women a sense of purpose en 
route to re-building themselves. This centre “revives 
a lost Rwandan design tradition with deep spatial 
and social layers.”33 The circular structures draw from 
indigenous traditions and construction methods 
that further link these women to their sense of 
identity that they may feel they have lost.

In regards to a refuge in Auckland, due to our 
cultural diversity, it would be challenging to draw 
on specific cultural information and have a culturally 
improved design such as this one. Therefore, this 
could result in the project combining heritage 
from a broad spectrum of those who are generally 
affected by domestic violence or focusing on one 
cultural group, like that of this Rwandan design. 
The way this precedent uses the perforated brick 
wall addresses the context of the site as not only 
a privacy screen but also enables passive cooling 
and solar shading. They use materials found/
sourced on site that enabled the women to help 
with this process. The centre is self-sustaining, 
and the occupants help with this process through 
the use of composting toilets and water purifiers 
from rainwater collection on site. This opportunity 
centre for women gives these women an 
opportunity to learn how to produce a livelihood 
from the land from organic techniques steered 
towards commercial production. This centre uses 
empowerment to enable these women to rise above 
what they have experienced.34 

Architect: Sharon Davis Design
Location: Kayonza, Rwanda
Project Year: 2013
Area: 2200m2
Photography: Elizabeth Felicella

The architectural proposition here is to empower a 
small community that is considered ‘strife-torn’. Located 
in a semi-rural area above a fertile valley, women’s jobs 
here are to operate small subsistence farms. Human 
scale pavilions are used for up to 300 women to form 
a community and create security. These women are 
survivors of war so are suffering from somewhat 
different traumas to those in a domestic violence 
refuge. This centre creates economic opportunity,

33 ArchDaily, “Women’s Opportunity Center / Sharon Davis Design” 
last modified October 03, 2013, accessed October 17, 2017, http://www.
archdaily.com/433846/women-s-opportunity-center-sharon-davis-
design/.
34 ArchDaily, “Women’s Opportunity Center / Sharon Davis Design” 
accessed 17 Oct 2017.

Figure 3.5:    Existing Women’s Opportunity Centre in Rwanda.

Figure 3.6:    Author’s interpretation of spatial orientation in Rwanda Centre



Sanctuary
3.2

Women’s Shelters
The precedents of the women’s shelters suggest 
the importance of individual space and other 
separate social spaces that are permeable; like the 
courtyard. By having an inward orientation, it draws 
attention towards the occupants within and cradles 
the program inside. These buildings suggest the 
importance of privacy hierarchy and the ability to 
be completely private, transitioning to semi-public 
where the community within the building acts as 
surveillance over everyone’s wellbeing.
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Being able to see what a space contains before 
entering it is useful for a Women’s Refuge because it 
would enable vulnerable women to analyse an area 
before joining it. This analysis of space would give 
these women a sense of control. 

Motorised louvred skylights bring natural in-
direct light in to subtly highlight the paintings 
within the galleries. Other areas of the building 
are intentionally kept dark to emphasise attention 
toward the landscape and illuminated works 
of art. Pockets of exterior views are offered to 
occupants moving through the centre. The floors 
are dark stained oak with wooden slatted ceilings. 
This building also has a central open courtyard 
that holds a water feature to embrace the calm 
ambience. A glass walkway lines one side of the 
central courtyard that allows occupants to see 
beyond the path they are walking through the 
building. All the elements within the building aids to 
direct the occupant towards quiet reflection and to 
inspire ‘personal renewal’.37 Throughout the building 
water and land is used to encourage contemplation; 
the fountain provides ambient sounds, and the 
southern pool reflects the trees standing beyond 
the building.38

Architect: Aidlin Darling Design
Location: Stanford University, California
Project Year: 2014 
Area: 372m2
Photography: Matthew Millman 

Located in Northern California in the middle of 
Stanford University’s campus, this meditation centre 
is a ‘spiritual refuge’ that uses art and nature to 
enhance meditation.

The centre is open to all staff and student members 
to encourage quiet reflection in replenishing and 
invigorate the spirit.35 Contrasting materials of solid

rammed earth and expansive glass screens with fine 
cedar strips are throughout the building. The floor plan 
is a simple rectangle that covers 370m2 of the site. Tall 
bamboo plants line the entry pathway to welcome 
occupants inside. The entry pathway provides the 
building with a sense of axiality and symbolises a sense 
of ‘shedding’ yourself from the outside world before 
entering the ‘sanctuary’.36 Paintings housed in this 
centre were incorporated into the design process and 
are visible on approach to the building. 

35 McKnight6d, Jenna. “Aidlin Darling Creates a Meditation 
Centre at Stanford University with Rammed-Earth Walls.” Architecture 
Website. Dezeen, May 23, 2016. https://www.dezeen.com/2016/05/23/
aidlin-darling-design-windhover-spiritual-meditation-centre-stanford-
university-california-rammed-earth-walls/.

36 McKnight, “Aidlin Darling Creates a Meditation Centre at Stanford 
University with Rammed-Earth Walls.”

37 “Aidlin Darling Design:Public & Commercial.” Architecture 
Firm. Aidlin Darling. Accessed September 7, 2018. http://www.
aidlindarlingdesign.com/public.html?p=3.
38 McKnight, “Aidlin Darling Creates a Meditation Centre at 
Stanford University with Rammed-Earth Walls.”

Figure 3.7:    Meditation centre in California showing spaces of contemplation.

Figure 3.8:    Author’s interpretation of spatial arrangement, movement and light in the mediation centre.
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heart of the home. It has large glass windows that 
open up into the garden, of which, can also be 
entirely closed off with dark wooden shutters to 
close up and darken the interior living spaces. A 
corner window in the study also allows for manual 
movement of shutters to provide this exclusion of 
light and also enables the house to open and close 
with the need of the residents.

The timber is charred to ensure the longevity of the 
facade. The living spaces are lit by large roof lights, 
one painted white and the other lined with vertical 
timber panelling. The use of air-sealed double doors 
along with massive insulated walls reduces the noise 
and improves sound clarity within the house.41

This sanctuary home is insightful for a Women’s 
Refuge due to the way it can completely shut 
itself off from the external elements and noises. 
Vulnerable women would need spaces to retreat 
and have the opportunity to shut off. A dwelling that 
has a versatile façade offers women to control and 
create an environment that she desires.

Architect: BLOXAS
Location: Melbourne, Australia
Project Year: 2016
Area: 148m2
Photography: Peter Bennetts 

In Melbourne Australia, this house is for a couple, of 
which one suffers from a severe sleeping disorder. 
The employment of the design was through an 
extensive understanding of all of the complexities 
and consequences of the sleeping disorder. 
The homes intent was to serve as a retreat for 
contradicting the needs of all the openness and 
enclosure, light and dark and entertaining sounds

without noise.39 The house cradles a small garden that 
offers isolation and enables control over the amount of 
light and sound that enters the building.40 The curved 
part of the house acts as an anchor and a part of the

39 Eleanor Gibson, “Black House in Melbourne Provides Sanctuary for 
Sleeping Disorder Sufferer.” Architecture Website. Dezeen, February 17, 2017. 
https://www.dezeen.com/2017/02/17/garden-pavilion-bloxas-architecture-
melbourne-house-blackened-timber-sleeping-condition-australia/.
40 Gibson, “Black House in Melbourne Provides Sanctuary for Sleeping 
Disorder Sufferer.”

41 Gibson, “Black House in Melbourne Provides Sanctuary for 
Sleeping Disorder Sufferer.”

Figure 3.9:    Australian home sanctuary displaying subtle removement from the environment.

Figure 3.10:     Author’s interpretation of light filtering into the sanctuary home.
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3.3

Sanctuary
The sanctuary buildings offer a connection to the 
external environment. Open central courtyards 
embrace a calm ambience that would allow 
these women to embrace. Both buildings direct 
the occupants towards quiet reflection towards 
withdrawn spaces that filters interaction between 
occupants by the use of screens and shutters. The 
use of water is used to encourage contemplation. 
Subtle visibility into the building provides a concept 
of mediation of spaces before entering which would 
enable women to analyse an area before joining in 
within a Women’s Refuge.

The concept of sanctuary is insightful for a Women’s 
Refuge due to the way it can completely shut 
itself off from the external elements and noises. 
Vulnerable women would need spaces to retreat and 
have the opportunity to shut off. A dwelling that has 
a versatile façade offers women to control and create 
an environment that she desires.



3.3.a
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and the summer sun. The blocks are arranged to 
protect the central courtyard from the southern 
winds and allows for the central living space to 
sprawl out into the courtyard area. Glazing offers 
large viewports through the circulation areas of the 
building that enable people to dwell in one space 
and see people moving through other parts of the 
building and environment beyond.43 

This concept of viewports would be beneficial for 
a Women’s Refuge in the way that it offers a sense 
of security. Occupants have the visual power to see 
who is coming and going and gives them a sense of 
warning and control within the space. The idea of 
these viewports is similar to the meditation centre 
where occupants could see the artwork before 
entering the building.

In the book, Universal Design, authors, Edward 
Steinfeld and Jordana Maisel evaluates spatial 
exposure as; 

Some places can be highly exposed and have 
high levels of access at the same time. Others 
can have high access but much lower exposure. 
These are ideal locations to scope out the social 
opportunities before deciding to make oneself 
available for contact.44

The ground floor houses an open-plan living, dining 
and kitchen area that connects and frames the outside 
courtyard with large glass doors. The central location 
of the living area on the ground level enables easy 
access for the occupants. Barn doors also made from 
reclaimed timber can be pulled across the house to 
protect the windows when it is the harvesting season. 
The way the windows can be completely shut off is 
similar to the sanctuary home precedent study. The 
versatility of openness and closure of space is useful for 
these women to bring more control into their lives. A 
moveable slatted screen can also shield the courtyard, 
however employing this in a Women’s Refuge could 
prove challenging due to courtyard areas being more 
public and universal, and the needs of each family may 
vary. Therefore, individual courtyard spaces would 
be beneficial for the women and children within the 
Women’s Refuge. 

The children’s space inside this ‘barn house’ has built-in 
bunks that offer a sense of fun into the room. Built in 
bunk beds would bring a sense of fun for the children 
within the refuge and would also save space within the 
family rooms. Versatile bedding arrangements would 
enable each family to adjust the area to their needs.

Architect: LAMAS
Location: Canada
Project Year: 2016
Area: 372m2
Photography: Stephane Groleau and Laetitia Boudaud

42 Alyn Griffiths, “LAMAS Builds Contemporary Canadian 
Farmhouse with Reclaimed Timber.” Architecture Website. Dezeen, July 
29, 2017. https://www.dezeen.com/2017/07/29/townships-farmhouse-
lamas-features-perpendicular-gabled-volumes-clad-reclaimed-timber-
architecture/?li_source=LI&li_medium=bottom_block_1.
43 Griffiths, “LAMAS Builds Contemporary Canadian Farmhouse 
with Reclaimed Timber.”
44 Edward Steinfeld, and Jordana L. Maisel. Universal Design: 
Creating Inclusive Environments (Hoboken, New Jersey: John Wiley & Sons, 
2012), 170.

Figure 3.11:     Contemporary farmhouse in Canada highlighting 
materiality and the connections of the two different buildings.

Figure 3.12:     Author’s interpretation of the zones within the house and movement 
and visual opportunities between each building.

This building is a farmhouse located in Canada and 
uses recycled timber and cradles a hidden inner 
courtyard.42 It was designed to show appreciation 
for the land and the idea of preserving old 
agricultural buildings. The refurbished timber offers 
the building a warming character and allows

occupants to feel a natural connection with the 
building. Axiality is used in the building to connect both 
perpendicular wings of the house. It also represents the 
aisle that livestock would cross in a functioning barn. 
The house is primarily made up of three different blocks 
of which are all arranged towards the views of the sight
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Architect: Christian Blachot Architecture
Location: France
Project Year: 2017
Area: 1878m2
Photography: Christian Blachot

Located in France, this apartment block offers views 
towards the mountains beyond. The track that leads 
up to the building immerse the occupants in the 
landscape before entering the accommodation 
block.45 The building uses raw materials of timber 
and white concrete and uses a green roof system 
and contains 28 individual housing units of which 
is divided up into two levels. The rectilinearity of 
the building emphasises a focus on the natural 
undulating land beyond. Each unit has individual 
outdoor access that extends further into the woods.

The lower units are accessible via external stairs and 
walkways that extend into the driveway.46 The air-
bridge pathways with metal handrailing give the 
building an industrial feel and allude to a colder more 
institutional look to the dwelling. The structure is 
very linear and offers direct routes to the individual 
units. The way in which this apartment block is set up 
makes for controlled movement patterns and directs 
occupants precisely through the site to the desired unit 
area. The block offers minimal to no circulation and has 
similar routes for neighbouring occupants resulting in 
accidental interactions for the occupants.

3.3.c

heights of the surrounding buildings.48 The 
materiality of this co-housing scheme is very 
inspirational and aesthetically pleasing. Each house 
has an internal door to the shared/communal area 
that sits in the middle of the site. Each house has a 
kitchen and an internal living space. So, families can 
have their own private spaces.

In regard to implementing this towards a Women’s 
Refuge scenario, the question arises whether it is 
necessary to put each mother and set of children 
into their own ‘home’ within the duplex or is it 
possible to make it work that they each have a level 
within these six sets of houses due to their 3-month 
‘temporary’ stay. If this were the case, this could 
allow for sixteen separate families to be able to live 
within this complex.

This precedent brought about the idea of 
separating the women in the Women’s Refuge into 
groups of similarity and then housed in separate 
buildings accordingly. Lengths of stay are the most 
appropriate way of separating these women and 
children. It would be an invasion of privacy and 
demoralising to separate the families on the severity 
of the abuse they have received.

Architect: Henley Halebron Rorrison
Location: Stoke Newington, London
Project Year: 2014
Area: 796m2
Photography: Ioana Marinescu

The total site coverage of the shared development 
at Copper Lane is 795sqm. The buildings’ footprint 
covers less than half of the total site area.47 Living in 
the complex is six separate families of whom seven 
adults and six children were involved in the design 

process. There are no private gardens nor washing 
machine; instead, there are communal, shared spaces. 
Each ‘house’ within this scheme varies between 70sqm 
– 165 sqm. Four of which are three-story and the other 
two are two-story. The buildings are sunken into the 
ground by 1.2 metres to allow for the total building 
height to be 2 – 2.5m high in total, so it fits in with the

45 “Le Jardin Du Côteau / Christian Blachot Architecture.” 
Architecture Website. ArchDaily, February 25, 2018. https://www.
archdaily.com/889414/le-jardin-du-coteau-christian-blachot-
architecture.

46 ArchDaily, “Le Jardin Du Côteau / Christian Blachot Architecture.”

Accidental interactions are not ideal for a Women’s 
Refuge set up because these women need to be 
able to choose and control their interactions as part 
of them feeling secure. The materiality of the air-
bridges gives an illusion that occupants are going 
across into an institutional hideaway that seems cold 
and unwelcoming; which would not suit a Women’s 
Refuge and the occupant’s needs.

47 “Copper Lane Cohousing: A Co-Housing Project in London.” 
Article. Word Press, 2015. https://copperlanecohousing.wordpress.com/
scheme/.

48 “1–6 Copper Lane N16 9NS / Henley Halebrown Rorrison 
Architects.” Architecture Website. ArchDaily, December 26, 2014. https://
www.archdaily.com/580881/1-nil-6-copper-lane-n16-9ns-henley-
halebrown-rorrison-architects.

Figure 3.13:     French Block apartments demonstrating the direct entry approach.

Figure 3.14:    Co-House in London showing central courtyard and shared outdoor spaces.



Hidden Façade
3.4

Building Form
The arrangement and formation of buildings create 
relationships between each building on a site and how 
spaces are accessed. It seems beneficial to arrange 
buildings to create courtyard opportunities for social 
gathering, individual reflection or children’s play. 
By arranging overlaps of building spaces, viewports 
can be created to connect them. Viewports create 
observation points to other areas of the building 
which allows occupants to dwell in one space and see 
movement within other public parts of the Women’s 
Refuge beyond.

Formulating buildings to create communal courtyard 
spaces and viewports would offer security for a 
Women’s Refuge due to being able to visualise and 
mediate who is coming and going and gives. Mediation 
gives women a sense of warning and control within 
the space. The idea of these viewports is similar to the 
sanctuary, meditation centre, where occupants could 
see the inside the building before entering.
These precedents of building form reveal that 
circulation is essential for a Women’s Refuge. Accidental 
interactions for the occupants need to be minimal 
to enable a sense of control for these women. The 
buildings need to be formulated to create multiple 
circulation opportunities that create spaces where 
occupants can privately move if they choose so.
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The façade deceives in a way that it conceals what 
it contains and does not show the occupant what is 
inside until they explore and go through the doors 
of the building. This methodology is useful for a 
Women’s Refuge as the street façade needs to be 
inconspicuous and humble to the program within. 
The building needs to hide in plain sight, so it is not 
apparent to the abusers, thus resulting in the victims 
feeling safer too.

Architect: AleaOlea Architecture & Landscape
Location: Lleida, Spain
Project Year: 2016
Area: 200m2
Photography: Adrià Goulà

This building is a 13th-century Gothic Church of 
which the remnants lie from the 1936 Spanish 
Civil War bombings. Only fragments from the 
naves, western façade and apse remained. Since 
restoration, the buildings programme has been a 
multi-use hall. The exterior holds the old appearance 
of the church while the interior has been revamped 
and redesigned with white rendered walls and large 
new windows that allow a vast amount of natural 
light. The interior completely contrasts the old 
run-down façade and creates a rich architectural 
integration of the old and new typologies.49

Weathering conditions and erosion have damaged 
the original stone church. The interior has a new 
latticework textured brick façade and new gable Arab 
tile roofing. These new architectural material and 
techniques encase the remains of the ancient ruin.

The project aims to establish an architectural 
dialogue between the old parts and the new 
elements, between the past and the present.50

The building offers an illusion between exterior and 
interior. The old ruin alludes towards the remnants of 
the building within.

3.4.b

House Along a Hill

The house leads people to discover the 
house progressively.

Architect: Andersson Wise Architects
Location:  Bigfork, United States

https://www.archdaily.com/79724/stone-creek-camp-andersson-wise-architects

The front façade alludes to a single-story 

shack-like home.

Architect: Andersson Wise Architects
Location: Bigfork, United States
Project Year: 2008
Area: Unknown
Photography: Art Gray

49 “Santa María de Vilanova de la Barca / AleaOlea architecture 
& landscape” ArchDaily, 23 Jan 2017, accessed October 17, 2017, http://
www.archdaily.com/803620/santa-maria-de-vilanova-de-la-barca-
aleaolea-architecture-and-landscape/.
50 Architizer, “The Ancient Church of Vilanova de la Barca” accessed 
October 17, 2017, https://architizer.com/projects/the-ancient-church-of-
vilanova-de-la-barca/.

51 “Stone Creek Camp / Andersson Wise Architects.” Architecture 
Website. ArchDaily, October 12, 2010. https://www.archdaily.
com/79724/stone-creek-camp-andersson-wise-architects.
52 ArchDaily, “Stone Creek Camp / Andersson Wise Architects.”

Figure 3.15:    Old church turned community hall demonstrating a contrast in materiality and contrasting interior and exterior.
Figure 3.17:    House along a hill showing contrasting materiality and expansion beyond the front façade.

Figure 3.16:    Author’s interpretation of internal and external relationship 
of the old church.

Figure 3.18:    Author’s interpretation of expanding building beyond the front façade.

This remote Stone Creek Camp house’s location is 
into the side of a hill. The front entrance acts as a 
barrier and conceals the rest of the house. The front 
façade alludes to a single-story shack-like home. 
However, it is a double story lodge. The lodge is 
small and cosy and offers occupants retreat, ‘cave-
like’ spaces that open up to spacious porches that 
offer views and sunlight into the building.51

The walls facing towards the hill contain small 
windows and thick walls of which is an excellent 
contrast to the open, glazed walls facing the lake. 
Each bedroom has a separate screened-in space that 
can slide down to open up the area yet still being 
confined and secure in the lodge.52 

Similar to the church, this precedent has a 
façade that conceals the extent of the building. It 
demonstrates how a building can use the terrain 
to aid in this concealment. Therefore, the Women’s 
Refuge would benefit if the site it is placed on slopes 
away from the street front.



Courtyard
3.5

Hidden Façade
These precedents demonstrate how architecture 
does not always have to document its internal 
function. The buildings offer an illusion between 
exterior and interior. The façade deceives in a way 
that it conceals what it contains and does not show 
the occupant what is inside until they explore and 
go through the doors of the building. Concealment 
from the main entry is necessary for a women’s 
refuge as it will give the women inside a sense of 
security and would allow these women to hide in 
plain sight.

The old church turned community hall, alludes 
to the integration of the past with the present 
– the old and the new. Integrating contrasting 
materials for façades within the Women’s Refuge 
can highlight the journey these women are going 
through and symbolise the connection they 
had with their past and highlight how strong 
and far they have come. The house along a hill 
demonstrates how a building can allude to a single 
story building, but the site allows it to progress 
down the hill into a double story building. The 
illusion of size beyond a façade is an essential 
factor for a Women’s Refuge. The location in a 
residential area, this Women’s Refuge needs to be 
inconspicuous.
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make the spaces feel more open for the occupant. 
Some women and children can suffer from anxiety 
and depression from the traumatic experiences 
they have been through, therefore sufficiently 
illuminating the home is very important. However, 
there still needs to be placed for these women 
to retreat to, where they feel comfortable to 
enable them to heal in their own time. The sunken 
courtyard allows for natural light to reach the 
bedrooms in the level below which helps occupants 
get natural ventilation and light into their space and 
can make them feel more relaxed within the space.

This London case study is separated by the 
courtyard into three parts, creating an open plan 
dining and kitchen in one, a social lounge in another 
and a block of bedrooms in the final. This gradation 
of spaces from the public to the private runs with 
the linearity of the house. 

The deeper the occupant goes into the building, 
the more private space becomes; a Women’s Refuge 
would benefit from being set up like this. Pockets of 
intimacy situated off the access way of the building 
would enable more interaction and socialisation 
between occupants. Women being able to opt into 
social settings can act as a form of therapy and 
beneficial interaction for the women. The internal 
courtyards allow for natural ventilation and external 
benefits without the invasion of privacy from the 
neighbouring properties. 

Architect: De Rosee Sa
Location: London, United Kingdom
Project Year: 2016
Area: 110m2
Photography: Alexander James

Located in London, the site for this courtyard house 
is long and narrow. This elongated typology could 
be useful for a Women’s Refuge if wanting to line 
up and make separate houses on the site parallel. 
The courtyard breaks up the linearity of the house 
and creates zones for a social gathering that would 
allow women to either stop and interact with other 
women or pass by. The courtyard at the front and 
back would subtly make women interact when 
entering and exiting the property. Subtle accidental 
interaction would allow the reserved and

shy women and children to slowly integrate into a 
social environment and potentially create a continuous 
connection with others who are going through a 
similar experience.53 The materiality of the cedar-lined 
walls soften the house and gives off a natural, warm 
feeling that would make women feel welcome. The 
skylights bring natural light deep into the house and

53 Eleanor Gibson, “De Rosee Sa Uses Cobbled Courtyards to Bring 
Light into West London House.” Architecture Website. Dezeen, March 23, 2017. 
https://www.dezeen.com/2017/03/23/courtyard-house-cedar-wood-de-
rosee-sa-west-london-uk/.

Figure 3.19:    Courtyard house displaying skylights, materiality and internal courtyards.

Figure 3.20:    ‘Courtyard house’ displaying the use of the roof with skylights.

Figure 3.21:    Movement patterns in the building’s elongated footprint and expressing the gradient of privacy.



Home Materiality
3.6

Courtyard
The precedent study, the courtyard house, uses its 
linearity to develop a gradation between public to 
private within the building. Internal courtyards create 
separation and pockets of intimacy off of the central 
movement route of the building. Courtyards situated 
off of main movement areas would be useful in a 
Women’s Refuge as it would allow the women to either 
move past the area or move into and join the courtyard. 
Internal courtyards offer natural ventilation and a 
private connection to the environment.

Skylights bring natural light deep into the house and 
create a feeling so spaciousness. The sunken courtyard 
also allows natural light to reach lower levels of the 
building creating feel-good environments.
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‘The Concrete Box’ house was designed with 
particular attention on the “entry sequence, material 
clarity, and a sculptural presence.”54 The house 
comprises of three buildings, with two contrasting 
materialities. The concrete box, the vertical timber 
clad box and the low enclosing concrete wall that 
wraps around the front of the building.  The house 
offers a sculptural quality due to this enclosing 
concrete wall.

To enter the building one slips between the 
two overlapping concrete walls in the front and 
then passes through the sanctuary-like entry 
courtyard before arriving at the front door.55 

The entry pulls occupants into a dimly lit, low-
lying ceiling that encourages movement through 
the concrete box opening into the central space 
with higher ceiling height and brighter space. The 
thickness of the concrete walls offers a sense of 
security and stability. The first-floor level is one open 
plan space that has subtle level changes between 
the kitchen, living and dining areas.56

Architect: Robertson Design
Location: Houston, United States
Project Year: 2015
Area: 270m2
Photography: Jack Thompsen

54 ArchDaily. “Concrete Box House / Robertson Design.” 
Architecture Website. ArchDaily, March 22, 2017. https://www.archdaily.
com/867662/concrete-box-house-robertson-design.
55 Arch Daily, “Concrete Box House / Robertson Design.”
56 Arch Daily, “Concrete Box House / Robertson Design.”

Materiality
Materiality within the Women’s Refuge can express 
and symbolise these women and children’s journey. 
The ‘Concrete Box House’ precedent demonstrates a 
raw contrast in materiality. The concrete expresses 
a feeling of dominance; a sense of where these 
women have come from; dominance that had 
once victimised these women. Concrete suggests a 
heaviness and robustness which would allow these 
women to feel secure and safe but also resembles 
the raw, hard times that they have been strong 
enough to survive through.

Meanwhile, timber resembles the natural. Timber 
brings a warm, refreshing feeling into a building 
that welcomes occupants and lightens up space. 
Integrating wood within the building can also 
symbolise their growth during their time in the 
Women’s Refuge.

Figure 3.22:    Concrete box house showing preferred  materiality contrasts and subtle entry points.

Figure 3.23:    Author’s interpretation of house zones and movement around the entry points.

This precedent emphasises the contrast between 
concrete and timber and leaves both materials 
looking raw. This house suggests a nakedness that 
implies a vulnerability towards viewers. A Women’s 
Refuge would benefit from the use of these ‘raw’ 
feeling materials as it would make women feel that 
they could connect and assimilate themselves with 
the building.
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Materiality
Materiality within the Women’s Refuge can express 
and symbolise these women and children’s journey. 
The ‘Concrete Box House’ precedent demonstrates a 
raw contrast in materiality. The concrete expresses 
a feeling of dominance; a sense of where these 
women have come from; dominance that had 
once victimised these women. Concrete suggests a 
heaviness and robustness which would allow these 
women to feel secure and safe but also resembles 
the raw, hard times that they have been strong 
enough to survive through.

Meanwhile, timber resembles the natural. Timber 
brings a warm, refreshing feeling into a building 
that welcomes occupants and lightens up space. 
Integrating wood within the building can also 
symbolise their growth during their time in the 
Women’s Refuge.

Courtyard
The precedent study, the courtyard house, uses its 
linearity to develop a gradation between public to 
private within the building. Internal courtyards create 
separation and pockets of intimacy off of the central 
movement route of the building. Courtyards situated 
off of main movement areas would be useful in a 
Women’s Refuge as it would allow the women to either 
move past the area or move into and join the courtyard. 
Internal courtyards offer natural ventilation and a 
private connection to the environment.

Skylights bring natural light deep into the house and 
create a feeling so spaciousness. The sunken courtyard 
also allows natural light to reach lower levels of the 
building creating feel-good environments.

Hidden Façade
These precedents demonstrate how architecture 
does not always have to document its internal 
function. The buildings offer an illusion between 
exterior and interior. The façade deceives in a way 
that it conceals what it contains and does not show 
the occupant what is inside until they explore and 
go through the doors of the building. Concealment 
from the main entry is necessary for a women’s 
refuge as it will give the women inside a sense of 
security and would allow these women to hide in 
plain sight.

The old church turned community hall, alludes 
to the integration of the past with the present 
– the old and the new. Integrating contrasting 
materials for façades within the Women’s Refuge 
can highlight the journey these women are going 
through and symbolise the connection they 
had with their past and highlight how strong 
and far they have come. The house along a hill 
demonstrates how a building can allude to a single 
story building, but the site allows it to progress 
down the hill into a double story building. The 
illusion of size beyond a façade is an essential 
factor for a Women’s Refuge. The location in a 
residential area, this Women’s Refuge needs to be 
inconspicuous.

Building Form
The arrangement and formation of buildings create 
relationships between each building on a site and how 
spaces are accessed. It seems beneficial to arrange 
buildings to create courtyard opportunities for social 
gathering, individual reflection or children’s play. 
By arranging overlaps of building spaces, viewports 
can be created to connect them. Viewports create 
observation points to other areas of the building 
which allows occupants to dwell in one space and see 
movement within other public parts of the Women’s 
Refuge beyond.

Formulating buildings to create communal courtyard 
spaces and viewports would offer security for a 
Women’s Refuge due to being able to visualise and 
mediate who is coming and going and gives. Mediation 
gives women a sense of warning and control within 
the space. The idea of these viewports is similar to the 
sanctuary, meditation centre, where occupants could 
see the inside the building before entering.
These precedents of building form reveal that 
circulation is essential for a Women’s Refuge. Accidental 
interactions for the occupants need to be minimal 
to enable a sense of control for these women. The 
buildings need to be formulated to create multiple 
circulation opportunities that create spaces where 
occupants can privately move if they choose so.

Sanctuary
The sanctuary buildings offer a connection to the 
external environment. Open central courtyards 
embrace a calm ambience that would allow 
these women to embrace. Both buildings direct 
the occupants towards quiet reflection towards 
withdrawn spaces that filters interaction between 
occupants by the use of screens and shutters. The 
use of water is used to encourage contemplation. 
Subtle visibility into the building provides a concept 
of mediation of spaces before entering which would 
enable women to analyse an area before joining in 
within a Women’s Refuge.

The concept of sanctuary is insightful for a Women’s 
Refuge due to the way it can completely shut 
itself off from the external elements and noises. 
Vulnerable women would need spaces to retreat and 
have the opportunity to shut off. A dwelling that has 
a versatile façade offers women to control and create 
an environment that she desires.

Women’s Shelters
The precedents of the women’s shelters suggest 
the importance of individual space and other 
separate social spaces that are permeable; like the 
courtyard. By having an inward orientation, it draws 
attention towards the occupants within and cradles 
the program inside. These buildings suggest the 
importance of privacy hierarchy and the ability to 
be completely private, transitioning to semi-public 
where the community within the building acts as 
surveillance over everyone’s wellbeing.

The evaluation of these precedent studies reveals 
several essential factors that would be beneficial 
within a Women’s Refuge. Qualities of these 
precedents are highlighted and extracted as a tool 
to solve what could be beneficial to use within a 
Women’s Refuge.



60 61

High windows with 
views through socialising 
spaces and allows 
observation upon the 
space before entering. 

Large windows create 
a more significant 
connection to the 
environment beyond 
and open up the room to 
onlooker’s observation.

External courtyard 
enables a direct 
connection with the 
external environment.

Isolated rooms for 
mediation that still have 
a connection with the 
environment and natural 
light.

Large openings to create 
more significant contact 
with nature.

Spaces that an individual 
can feel they can have 
their own time within 
while being around 
others.

Covered links that 
connect two different 
programmes and offers 
movement into the 
spaces or pass by them.

Large openings to 
encourage interaction 
between interior and 
exterior.

Spaces where people can 
congregate but also where 
people can have their 
independence. Creating 
natural focal points will give 
the space option for reflection.

Separated zones through floor 
level that enable people to 
view into social spaces before 
entering into them.

Spaces for direct, one on 
one interaction.

Multiple spaces with visual 
connections that are 
separated by a courtyard to 
create a distance and filter 
between the spaces. 

An entryway can create 
stability and security for 
these women.

An entryway can 
encourage movement 
into the building.

Internal walls that contrast 
each other to emphasise 
the journey these women 
are experiencing and offer 
support.

Extracted Interactions
3.

7a
The Women’s Refuge will cradle these women within 
the residential area of society and support them with 
love and care through their journey of recovering from 
an abusive relationship.

The internal core of the site will be the main public 
space of the Women’s Refuge that will encourage social 
interaction.

Each zone of privacy will link onto the next. Therefore, 
areas will progress from very public, to the public, 
to semi-private and then very private. This gradual 
zone change will enable women to move comfortably 
through the Women’s Refuge and not disrupt anyone 
else’s privacy.

Public paths of movement will encourage occupants 
towards the social core of the Women’s Refuge.

The use of thick, heavy walls can separate two different 
zones. It extends the threshold of the entryway and 
prolongs movement into space. It allows people on 
both sides of the wall to hear movement before they 
can see the other person gradually. Figures 3.24:    Author’s interpretation of precedent qualities.
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Movement

Movement in regards to this research project 
is the way in which an occupant can proceed 
through space. The intended Women’s Refuge 
will consist of movement patterns evolved 
around circulation, axiality and formation and 
will be discussed in order to define the necessary 
movement within the site.

Circulation 
Space can encourage circulating movement 
through the use of “progression or sequence 
of events.57 This can be done by ordering 
and forming space through composition and 
proportion to enhance a particular route. In the 
book, Architecture: Form, Space and Order, by 
Francis Ching, it is highlighted how space can 
encourage movement or static movement of 
which both has an effect on the way an occupant 
moves through an area.58 Circulation within this 
Women’s Refuge needs to be compressed and 
efficient to create a satisfying journey. Focal 
points and expanding or contracting spaces lead 
people towards a particular path. An integration 
of interior and exterior can create a blur 
between the two zones and add to an inclusive 
environment.59 Thresholds are spaces that have 
high circulation and interactions. The lead up 
towards a threshold, the ‘in-between’ spaces or 
the ‘journey’ towards a destination needs great 
care. Access routes could be made private or

4.
1

public. It is essential that there are multiple 
zones with defined activities and programmes to 
encourage interaction and movement. By enticing 
occupants to engage through exploration enables 
interaction with the Women’s Refuge which provides 
stimulation for these women and a sense of healing.

Axiality
Axiality enhances movement and presence within 
a building.60 It directs occupants along a particular 
route that leads them to adopt certain feelings of 
the space on that path. Axiality creates anticipation 
and offers a strong physical direction for the

energy from like-minded people. Knowing that they 
have experienced a similar situation, they can entrust 
support within each other. However, they still need 
routes that are arranged privately for self-reflection 
upon movement within the site.

Typically, the home becomes a point of security from 
the outside world of which people appropriate and 
identify themselves within.64 It is essential that these 
women connect with and feel welcome in the Women’s 
Refuge and feel safe. Enclosure of space offers security 
and safety however, open space offers a sense of 
freedom and opportunity.65 Therefore, these women 
need arrangement of space that offers movement 
between the enclosed and the open.

The arrangement of space around a central courtyard 
(similar to the Women’s Shelter in Israel), would give the 
women and children a large social space for interaction. 
Offering buffer zones around the central courtyard 
would enable visual access towards the centre of the 
Women’s Refuge but would not force interaction. 
Arranging space in a graduation from private to semi-
public to public would ease women into social settings 
in their own time and give them a sense of control.

occupants and can give them a sense of stability.61 
The use of axiality can be used to encourage 
movement and circulation within the Women’s 
Refuge and can symbolise a sense of direction 
beyond their time at the refuge. Daylighting can 
enhance pathways and openings to communal areas 
that will subtly encourage women to participate 
and socially interact within the Women’s Refuge. In 
the book Human Spaces, Barbara Crisp explains that 
unfolding environments that slowly reveals itself 
through exploration allows a deeper connection and 
can hold more meaning with the occupant.62

Arrangement
The ordering of space is crucial for movement 
through the refuge. The massing of architecture, 
the arrangement of programs and use of walkways 
around the buildings can affect occupants 
movement patterns in and around the site. The 
arrangement of houses will determine whom one 
can interact with and can influence how a person 
interprets the Women’s Refuge.

Occupants can live as neighbours but if they use 
different travel paths, they might not ever encounter 
one another.63 Occupants having different travel 
paths is both positive and negative for a Women’s 
Refuge. These women need interaction and positive

57 Francis D.K. Ching, Architecture: Form, Space and Order 
(New Jersey: John Wiley, 2007), 151.
58 Ching, Architecture: Form, Space and Order, 151.
59 Roberto J. Rengel, The Interior Plan: Concepts and Exercises 
(New York: Fairchild, 2012), 130.

60 Ola Nylander, Architecture of the Home (Chichester: Wiley, 
2002), 25.

61 Nylander, Architecture of the Home, 25.
62 Barbara Crisp, Human Spaces: Life-Enhancing Designs for 
Healing, Working, and Living (Gloucester, Massachusetts: Rockport 
Publishers, 1998), 8.
63 C.M Deasy, and Thomas E. Lasswell. Designing Places for 
People: A Handbook on Human Behaviour for Architects, Designers, and 
Facility Managers (New York: Whitney Library of Design, 1985), 19.

64 Nylander, Architecture of the Home, 29.
65 Nylander, Architecture of the Home, 29.

Figure 4.1:    Author’s interpretation of spatial movement.

Figure 4.2:    Author’s interpretation movement through wall arrangements.
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Formation

Connection + Interaction
In the book, Building Happiness, author Jane 
Wernick writes about the psychological aspects 
of architecture and society through the use of 
aesthetics and architectural design. Wernick 
discusses the nature of happiness within our built 
environment and includes ideas and debates 
from other architects about the psychological 
effects of buildings and happiness. Throughout 
the book, it suggests to us that buildings can 
affect both our physical and mental well-being.

In Building Happiness, one of the authors, 
David Halpern, discusses how the physical 
environment has a significant impact on how 
people interact with each other. He believes 
that it is essential to “lower the barriers to 
interaction” yet give opportunities in spaces that 
enable us to choose where and when we want 
to interact.66 Interaction with others can serve 
both as great satisfaction but also the greatest 
irritation to oneself.67 If one is forced to interact 
when they do not want interaction with others; 
this can exert unnecessary stress on the person. 
These vulnerable women should not be forced 
into social interactions, but rather have the 
opportunity to choose when, where and how. 
The concept of control is an important aspect 
when it comes to psychological well-being.68

4.
2

Halpern discusses a study that examines the 
environment of a student’s accommodation 
building. The study found that the students who 
were assigned to dorm rooms off of the main 
corridor became more withdrawn and hostile than 
those assigned rooms in a more privatised setting. 
The layout forced uncontrollable social interactions 
upon the students living off of the long corridor. 
This exerted subconscious stress on these students 
which resulted in them adopting a physical and 
psychological withdrawal to try control their 
setting.69

Indoor vs. Outdoor
Connectivity to the external environment is 
essential for these women in regards to mindfulness 
and happiness. Therefore, creating spaces where 
women and children can migrate easily between 
inside and outside are essential for their wellbeing. 
Spaces that have great indoor-outdoor flow also 
enables children to have fun outdoors while 
mothers can still watch over them. Intermediate 
zones that are balanced between outdoor and 
indoor environments would allow these women to 
feel more connected with the external environment 
and aid their mental healing. Elevated surfaces can 
be used to define transitional spaces between inside 
and out.70

Accessibility
Common areas need to be accessible to everyone 
within the refuge; however, they still need to offer 
privacy. Varying heights of the floor within a room 
and permeable layered walls can be used to subtly 
separate areas. Raised platforms offer retreat from 
the surrounding environment and allow occupants 
to observe and take a step back from their immediate 
surrounding. The level of these raised spaces will also 
determine how one feels in this space.71

66 Jane Wernick, Building Happiness: Architecture to Make 
You Smile (London: Black Dog, 2008), 70.
67 Wernick, Building Happiness: Architecture to Make You  
Smile, 73.
68 Wernick, Building Happiness: Architecture to Make You 
Smile, 77. 69 Wernick, Building Happiness: Architecture to Make You Smile,  

 76.

70 Ching, Architecture: Form, Space and Order, 110.
71 Ching, Architecture: Form, Space and Order, 107.

Figure 4.3:    Author’s interpretation people’s spatial interactions with 
each other.
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Spatial Identity

Spatial identity influences how one interprets a 
space and how they identify themselves within 
it. An expression of care can be seen through 
the use of materials of which can also inflict 
an emotional connection. We can also form 
an attachment to a space and further identify 
ourselves from it. Through this we need personal 
space and a balance between the public and 
the private. Within the private realm a sense 
of sanctuary needs to be created where these 
women can focus on themselves and practice 
meditation as a way of accepting their past and 
moving on into the future.

Each occupant in the Women’s Refuge is entitled 
to a different length of stay, and each occupants 
length of stay will vary from the next. Exclusive 
from duration, all women are there as visitors. 
Even though these women will reside there 
for the small duration of their lives, there is a 
question in knowing if the longer stay occupants 
will perceive themselves as residents or visitors. 
Those who are there for a longer duration will 
become more accustomed to the building 
and may begin to distinguish themselves as 
a resident. The perception of being a resident 
could negatively affect those staying for a shorter 
duration and leave the other occupants feeling 
unwelcome. It is essential to have all occupants 
feel as if they are residents even though they are 
all technically “visitors”.

Materials - Care 
Care toward occupants can be perceived through 
materiality used within a space. “We shape and4.
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are shaped by our surroundings.”72 Detailing 
portrays to occupants time and effort and 
makes one feel positive about the space as it 
has been created for them. Certain materials can 
inflict emotion upon a person as well.73 Positive 
environments can be created for occupants through 
the use of materiality. The choice of materials and 
how they are designed and implemented into the 
building are of great importance for the women 
and children who are to stay in the Women’s Refuge. 
Our perception of care can be deciphered from the 
amount of energy and effort put into the materials 
and detailing we use. Occupants can grow a trust 
and closeness through the use of materials as they 
can ‘understand it’74 and “…can sense a relationship 
to nature in genuine building materials.”75

Attachment of Place – Connection; identity
In the book, Design of Enclosed Spaces, by Piera 
Scuri, it states that “we perceive space and the 
objects in our surroundings like a sort of extension 
of our body.”76 Occupants can emotionally attach 
themselves to a space and can result in feelings of 
joy, anger or sorrow. Scuri further explains that we 
gain an emotional bond with space and when it 
becomes broken, the space can then cause us pain.

Moving house into a Women’s Refuge for these 
women and children will be daunting as they would

not know what to expect; If they will fit in; If they 
will get found by their abuser. The physicality of 
moving can be daunting. However, it is also the 
phycological and emotional exertion one goes 
through in leaving one space full of memories 
to another they have not connected with yet.77 

Children require stable, secure and familiar 
environments in order to reach their full learning 
potential.78 Scuri states that 

It is important for human beings to feel, during 
infancy, that they belong to a place and to 
establish with that place a relationship of 
positive, reciprocal interdependence.79 

Therefore creating spaces in which children 
can form an attachment to is important in their 
connection with their sense of belonging and 
identity. Due to the age group requirements for 
children in the Women’s Refuge, no children older 
than 13 years of age are permitted. 

Playgrounds will be an essential part of the 
Women’s Refuge where young children can grow 
stability through the familiar environment of 
play. Play areas that promote imagination and 
excitement to explore the Women’s Refuge would 
enable these children to bypass some of the pain 
and fear that they might be experiencing.

It is part of human nature to feel a desire to have a 
deep connection with the spaces we inhabit. This 
deeper connection can be brought about through 
the elements of natural lighting, views and

accessibility to the environment and the use of 
natural materials. These all aid to the quality of our 
environments and thus the quality of our lives.80

Personal Space –  Public vs. Private
When coming into the Women’s Refuge, each 
woman will be at a different stage due to 
personalities and how they physically and 
psychologically cope with trauma. Some women 
within the Women’s Refuge would want to 
socialise to distract themselves from the events 
that occurred to them. While others may just want 
to keep to themselves. Both of these situations 
need to be addressed, however, there needs to be 
an in-between too. Subtlety incorporating each 
women within the Women’s Refuge community 
will slowly ease them in becoming stronger, both 
mentally and physically. Space can enhance ones 
productivity and overall health. Areas within the 
Women’s Refuge need to be created specifically for 
the different lengths of stay the occupants have. 
Creating a space in which occupants can retreat to 
in order to wind down and relax in is vital. Offering 
classes of meditation and yoga within the Women’s 
Refuge premises would help these women to be 
mindful of her inner psyche and would give them a 
deeper connection not only for the place they are 
in, but with themselves too.

Woman seeking help from a Women’s Refuge could 
have reservations about the concept of a ‘home’

having being previously abused in theirs.81 Therefore, 
creating social spaces for cooking and cleaning could 
help these women mentally face daily chores. It is 
important to organise areas of retreat, but it is also valid 
to have areas of congregation and connectivity through 
common daily activities.

Women and children will have an effect on each other 
while living in the Women’s Refuge. The absence of 
their abuser or other family members will also have 
an emotional effect, leaving the occupants feeling 
vulnerable. Private counselling areas are needed for 
these women along with areas for smaller social groups 
that will offer additional support.

Sanctuary - Acceptance
The home symbolises a form of restoration and retreat72 Nylander, Architecture of the Home, 21.

73 Nylander, Architecture of the Home, 21.
74 Nylander, Architecture of the Home, 22-23.
75 Nylander, Architecture of the Home, 24.
76 Piera Scuri, Design of Enclosed Spaces (New York: Chapman & 
Hall, 1995), 75.

77 Scuri, Design of Enclosed Spaces, 78.
78 Scuri, Design of Enclosed Spaces, 78.
79 Scuri, Design of Enclosed Spaces, 78.

80 Barbara Crisp, Human Spaces: Life-Enhancing Designs for 
Healing, Working, and Living (Gloucester, Massachusetts: Rockport 
Publishers, 1998), 8.

82 Crisp, Human Spaces: Life-Enhancing Designs for Healing, 
Working, and Living, 12.
83 Crisp, Human Spaces: Life-Enhancing Designs for Healing, 
Working, and Living, 12.

for the mind and body.82 The Women’s Refuge 
needs to rebuild this concept for these women and 
children as their perception of the home has been 
abused.

If our homes are truly extensions of the self, 
then we must understand how the body senses, 
perceives, and inhabits the space in and around 
the environments we build.83

Women will find inspiration through the spatial 
organisation and permeable spaces that offer an 
observation of activities happening within the 
Women’s Refuge. Women will find imagination 
through meditation and spaces dedicated to 
thought. All to allow these women to find sanctuary 
within the Women’s Refuge and enable them to 
accept and reach their full potential in the future. 
Natural materials, vibrant colours and textures, 
subtle qualities of light, care and attention to 
details, the simplicity of form, and a merging with 
the surrounding landscape are elements that will 
be used to motivate the minds of these women 
coming into the Women’s Refuge.

81 Jeremy Aynsley, and Charlotte Grant, eds. Imagined Interiors: 
Representing the Domestic Interior since the Renaissance (London: V&A, 2006), 
16.

Figure 4.4:    Movement around buildings highlighting public points of 
buildings that connects to movement paths.
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Fear

Women from a domestic violence situation 
often have much fear. Fear of their abuser, fear 
of seeking help and going to a Women’s Refuge. 
Fear that they will not have the support they 
would need. Fear that they are not doing the 
right thing and fear that people will see and 
judge them differently. Women often think that 
they have been the ones in the wrong as they 
try to defend their abuser. Women often don’t 
seek help because it is easier to stay with the 
abusive partner than going through the process 
of moving on, especially if they have children. If 
the abuser supports them, often the thought of 
leaving and being on their own financially scares 
them back to their ‘home’.

Fear has negative connotations and fills the 
mind with darkness and hopelessness. Fear can 
hold people as hostage and leave them feeling 
depressed and anxious. Therefore, controlling 
fear is essential within the Women’s Refuge. By 
seeking help and physically moving to a Women’s 
Refuge, the women have already surpassed 
and overcome a great deal of fear. Adapting the 
occupant’s minds from darkness and fear can 
be done through the use of natural light and 
environmental spaces. Showing these women 
security and safety within the Women’s Refuge 
will combat a lot of their initial fear. A sense of 
renewal is essential to give these women within 
the Women’s Refuge as it will replace their fears 
with hopes and desires for the future.

Security
Protection in the Women’s Refuge is essential. 4.

3

One would expect to feel safe and secure in their 
own home. However, it is the very place of home 
that these women have run from as their partner 
has made it an unsafe place; this is why women feel 
embarrassed when they are a victim of domestic 
violence. The home is stereotyped to be a safe, 
loving and warm sanctuary for the whole family. 
Therefore, the concept of the safe ‘home’ needs to 
restored for these women and children.

Renewal
The spaces we surround ourselves in affects our 
mood and wellbeing.86 Spaces have the potential 
to invigorate and rejuvenate a person, which is 
what these women need. Natural lighting can give 
a space of sense of renewal. Natural light produces 
serotonin in the body which aids happiness and 
lifts depression.87 We have the power to decorate 
and construct areas that stimulate visual senses.88 

Our environments can connect to the human spirit 
if it has the balance between support, nourishment 
and peace of mind.89 Creating subtle accidental 
encounters with other occupants within the 
Women’s Refuge will allow these women to connect 
with each other and potentially become friends.90

Allowing occupants to form relationships with other 
occupants will give them a “feeling of personal 
worthiness.”91

The challenging thing in recovering from 
something so physically and mentally demanding 
means that everyone will have a different story and 
coping method. Jenny Donovan in Designing to 
heal, confirms that 

…the journey of recovery that people go 
through will be correspondingly diverse. Some 
people may get stuck in a phase for a long time, 
others may skip phases of recovery, or they may 
be fleeting moments, insignificant among all 
the other things in their lives that influence their 
personal journey of recovery.92

Therefore, individual spaces are essential to allow 
women to have their own space for reflection and 
mindfulness in this time of distress. Individual, 
private spaces for these women are essential for 
them to ‘renew’ themselves in. However, these 
spaces of renewal need to be constructed to enable 
a connection beyond their private realm to give 
them needed indirect support.

The exposure of domestic violence on children has 
the same effect on them as it does to their mother.

 … the effects are much the same and include 
fearfulness, depression, anxiety, aggression and 

Gating off the site is crucial. However, it must not 
inflict a prison-like feel for the occupants. These 
women need to know that they are safe, but yet 
also free to go as they please. The women need to 
know that they have to be on watch at all times 
when driving to and from the Women’s Refuge 
and discussing their new living location. Women 
need to sign contracts for conditions of living in the 
Women’s Refuge to ensure they do not reveal the 
location as this would put their safety at risk along 
with everyone else in the Women’s Refuge.

Safe vs. Unsafe
‘Unsafe’ is described as the unfamiliar and strange 
‘otherness’ in the world that we try to separate 
ourselves from as much as we can. Safe is described 
as the controlled, bright and populated of which we 
cling to.84 We feel “justified when violence occurred 
in the realm of our “unsafe”; felt shocked when it 
occurred in our ‘safe.’”85 From the book, Architecture 
of Fear, author Nan Ellin, points out how societies 
perception of fear links to the feeling of safety, in 
which we block out things that seem “unfamiliar” 
and hang on to things that are more in our control. 

Familiarity is essential for a Women’s Refuge, 
as these women need to feel safe and not 
fearful. Therefore, creating places of light, social 
interactions and environments that these women 
can control are essential. These women have come 
from places they called ‘home’ of which was meant 
to be a ‘safe’ place for them.

84 Nan Ellin, and Edward James Blakely, eds. Architecture of Fear. 
1st ed, (New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 1997), 134.
85 Ellin, and Blakely, eds. Architecture of Fear, 134.

86 Wernick, Building Happiness: Architecture to Make You 
Smile, 14.
87 Wernick, Building Happiness: Architecture to Make You 
Smile, 60.
88 Georgina Downey, ed. Domestic Interiors: Representing 
Homes from the Victorians to the Moderns. London (New York: 
Bloomsbury Academic, 2013), 64.
89 Crisp, Human Spaces: Life-Enhancing Designs for Healing, 
Working, and Living, 9.
90 Deasy, and Lasswell. Designing Places for People: A 
Handbook on Human Behaviour for Architects, Designers, and Facility 
Managers, 10.

self-blame for the violence.93 
It is crucial that both mother and children have time to 
recover and unite together to support each other. In a 
2017 study done by Massey University, it found that 

…one of the key factors in helping children recover 
is a solid, close and warm relationship with the non-
abusive parent.94

The exposure of domestic violence on children has the 
same effect on them as it does to their mother.

 … the effects are much the same and include 
fearfulness, depression, anxiety, aggression and 
self-blame for the violence.93 

It is crucial that both mother and children have time to 
recover and unite together to support each other. In a 
2017 study done by Massey University, it found that 

…one of the key factors in helping children recover 
is a solid, close and warm relationship with the non-
abusive parent.94

91 C.M Deasy, and Thomas E. Lasswell. Designing Places for 
People: A Handbook on Human Behaviour for Architects, Designers, and 
Facility Managers (New York: Whitney Library of Design, 1985), 10.
92 Jenny Donovan, Designing to Heal: Planning and Urban 
Design Response to Disaster and Conflict (Collingwood Victoria: CSIRO 
Publishing, 2013), 49.

93 Neville Robertson and Bridgette Masters-Awatere, ‘Out of the Pan 
Into the Fire: Precariousness Among Women and Children Escaping Domestic 
Violence’, Shiloh Groot, Clifford Van Ommen, Bridgette Masters-Awatere and 
Natasha Tassell-Matamua (Eds), (Auckland, New Zealand: Massey University 
Press, 2017), p. 84.
94 Robertson and Masters-Awatere ‘Out of the Pan Into the Fire: 
Precariousness Among Women and Children Escaping Domestic Violence’, 84.

Figure 4.5:    Roofing styles that allow in light and enable a connection 
through to the environment beyond for a sense of place.
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Journey through Women’s Refuge5.1
Each woman and child will have a separate journey moving on from domestic 
violence. However, each occupant will go through a similar journey through the 
Women’s Refuge. Although the length of the process may differ for each, some may 
take longer to accept help than others or one may take longer to settle; they will all 
experience similar stages within the Women’s Refuge.

Figures 5.1:    Author’s interpretation of women’s journey through the Women’s Refuge.
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Alluring spaces entice occupant through space and encourage 
occupants into the building and observe more of the area. 
By creating areas set back from the main space encourages 
movement from one area to the next. Incorporating alluring 
areas in the Women’s Refuge would encourage movement and 
interaction within the building.

Pause spaces enable occupants to stop on their journey through 
the Women’s Refuge and absorb the natural environment around 
or within the building. Similar to places of lingering, the position 
of these spaces are between rooms rather than at the end of a 
room. Pause spaces are made to be in between movement paths 
and encourage interaction around these pockets of nature.

These both these lingering and pause spaces can be courtyards 
within the building or windows looking towards a courtyard 
beyond the building. These external spaces interlock with the 
common spaces within the building. The way these courtyard 
spaces are set up creates a relationship to the environment and 
enables women and children within the Women’s Refuge to 
connect to nature throughout the building.

However, these spaces also allow women to stay and dwell in 
by a semi-public area of the Women’s Refuge and would enable 
other women to join. These spaces can allow women to mediate 
the room beyond it. 

Spatial Treatments
5.
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Figures 5.2:    Author’s interpretation of employing visual devices within the building.

By creating spaces that get occupants involved with where they 
can move within the building will attempt to create mindfulness 
for these women. 

The spaces of alluring, pause and lingering are all points to 
intrigue and activate the occupant’s curiosity and connection 
with their surroundings. By putting the focus on their movement 
patterns possibly could enable these abused women to be 
temporarily distracted from their potentially negative thoughts 
about their abused experience.
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How to give a sense of protection without 
making the building feel like a prison. Due to 
the location of the site in a residential area, the 
building does not need to hide behind a fortress-
like wall. In this location, the building can hide it 
in ‘plain sight’.

There are three types of barriers:

-    Non-permeable barrier
-    Semi-permeable barrier
-    Permeable barrier

Fencing off the property with a semi-permeable 
barrier with at least 50% permeability can be 
up to 1.8 meters high. If the fence is to be non-
permeable, the fence cannot exceed 1.2 meters 
in height.

Barriers
5.

3

Semi-permeable barriers are most common within 
the residential area. It enables enough privacy onto 
the property yet allows those passing by to observe 
into the front garden of the property. Using a 
semi-permeable barrier at the front of the Women’s 
Refuge would allow the building to fit into the 
residential environment. Creating a landscaped 
front garden will stage an area for those passing by 
to observe. Landscaping the front of the property 
with a small garden would normalise the program 
of the building and would welcome women into 
the refuge.

Non-permeable barriers offer more privacy and 
security for the Women’s Refuge. However, it 
fortifies the site in a way that makes the property 
look defensive. Due to the residential location, 
non-permeable barriers would make the building 
stand out in the area. Hedging and planting 
can soften non-permeable barriers. By adding 
planting to a wall, it creates a user-friendly feeling 
and makes a solid wall socially acceptable within a 
residential area.

Permeable barriers are an attractive form of barrier 
that invites occupants to see what is happening 
beyond that limit point. Permeable barriers can be 
used in highly utilised spaces within the Women’s 
Refuge to encourage interaction between spaces. 
Private rooms for the occupants contain individual 
private courtyards. These private courtyard spaces 
can link to the occupant’s room with a permeable 
barrier to encourage interaction with the external 
environment and allow natural lighting within the 
space.

Permeable BarrierSemi-Permeable BarrierNon-Permeable Barrier

The neighbouring properties on both sides of the 
selected site have non-permeable hedging barriers. 
Hedges are a natural way to screen out wandering 
eyes of pedestrians on the street.

The barrier for the site of the Women’s Refuge, 
therefore, needs to be natural and planted to allow 
the program to blend in with its neighbours and the 
surrounding residential zone.

Site Frontage

Figures 5.3:    Author’s interpretation of employing barriers at the front 
of the building.

Figure 5.4:    Author’s interpretation of existing street face of chosen site (that is determined later in the document).



Project Intention

The concept of architectural hope cradles an idea 
of a hybrid typology that focuses on creating 
spaces for both social and physiological support 
for domestic violence victims. The primary 
aim is to focus on the people the building will 
accommodate (women and children suffering 
from domestic violence and are needing a place 
to live, either short-term (24 hours – 1 week), 
medium term (2 weeks – 2 months), or long-term 
(3 – 6 months). The emphasis will be on human 
contact and social interaction.
This project proposes the design of a medium-
scale housing arrangement and its supportive 
context that seeks to nurture and prepare 
women and children for a happy and fulfilled life 
after suffering from domestic violence. Situated 
within Auckland city, the design of the centre 
and the relationship between public and private 
spaces of the refuge will be the core focus of this 
project. 

Particular emphasis will be on the social spaces 
that offer interaction between women as well as 
the approach of the site not only for the women 
but for the general public that could pass by. 
The struggle and hardship these women have 
gone through will be supported and reflected 
by architecture. The intention is an exploration 
of a spatially intimate journey that harmoniously 
sequences spaces to create a sense of wholeness 
and unity within the Women’s Refuge. This 
journey needs connection into the landscape 
along with significant visual and corporeal 
interventions.

The Women’s Refuge proposal is a ‘fit-for-purpose’ 
building that intends to give them safety from 
their situations, reconnect these disjointed 
families toward the natural environment and 
fundamentals of life. 

Spatially needs to play with openness and 
enclosure for repose and sanctuary to give these 
women balance movement between inward 
focused spaces and outward focused. Although 
there will be no distinct religious spaces, it is 
intentional to imbue the building with a sense of 
spirituality and empowerment. While the facility 
will offer to house these women, there will also 
be a focus on spaces for holistic therapies. These 
spaces will facilitate all women that will stay in 
the refuge until their departure. The building 
will endeavour to enhance the environment it 
is located in and draw connections to renewal, 
water, trees and nature.

5.
4

80 81

Design Brief

Below is a list of spaces and functions the building 
will accommodate:
1. Entry
2. Offices
3. Counselling spaces / meeting rooms
4. Courtyards
5. 5 ‘short term’ stay units
6. 3 ‘medium term’ stay units
7. 4 ‘long term’ stay units
8. 3 communal kitchens and dining areas 
 for each for the lengths of stays
9. Communal laundry
10. Nursery
11. Playground
12. Educational space
13. Reflection/meditation spaces
14. Communal gardens

Treatments:
- Counselling
- Meditation & Yoga
- Workshops
- Art Therapy5.

5



Context Criteria

The site for the proposed refuge is in 
Sandringham, central Auckland. When selecting 
a site for the programme of a Women’s Refuge, 
it is crucial that it be in a ‘middle class’ area. 
Most women who seek refuge help are usually 
from a lower socio-economic region and 
would, therefore, benefit submersion within a 
higher socio-economic environment to ‘uplift’ 
and encourage them to move past this chapter 
in their life. It is essential to know the decile 
of schools located in Auckland and select 
places that are near schools with a 6-8 decile 
range. The chosen site needs to be in walking 
proximity to public transport systems and near-
by Work and Income, Citizen Advice Bureau, 
local supermarkets and medical centres.5.

6
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Each school is located with a square and 
numbered with the old school decile 
system. Dark circles locate areas with an 
existing Women’s Refuge. The large white 
circles locate potential areas for a new 
Women’s Refuge that are within proximity 
to a medium-high decile school, nearby 
transport routes and close to Work and 
Income and Citizen Advice Bureau.

Locating the Site

Figure 5.5:    Author’s analysis of Auckland schools, existing areas of Women’s Refuges, and potential locations for a new Women’s Refuge. Figure 5.6:    Chosen site located near medium-high decile schools, close to train stations, Work and Income and Citizen Advice Bureau.

5.7
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It is essential to have a connection with nature and 
a sense of place and community. Therefore, the 
Women’s Refuge would benefit a location near a 
park or reserve. Walking distance from a park or 
reserve would give young children an alternative 
place to play and will mostly make a move more 
comfortable for them as there is this assimilation of 
fun.

It is crucial to submerge the programme within a 
family orientated community that will uplift and 
give aspiration for these disjointed families.  A 
family setting will also ‘wrap around’ to support 
the Women’s Refuge and would make for a quiet 
neighbourhood. The use of a cul-de-sac/dead-end 
street gives the refuge more privacy and adds to 
the security of the Women’s Refuge. It will act as 
a first driveway for the refuge and will keep their 
cars hidden from the main street. To further reduce 
risks and ensure the safety of these women and 
children, off-street parking is also necessary. The 
houses at the front of the cul-de-sac would act like 
‘watchdogs’ for the street, as suspicious cars driving 
down the road become quickly noticeable.

Left - Figure 5.7:    Author’s analysis of chosen sight highlighting 
locations of essential amenities needed for these women. 

Right - Figure 5.8:    Closer analysis of the chosen site.



88 89

Site Location
5.

8
The physical nature of Thanet Avenue, Sandringham 
is that it rakes down towards the cul-de-sac/dead-end 
road. Although the location is on a dead-end road, 
it is not to be confused with the women feeling like 
the Women’s Refuge is a ‘dead-end’. At the end of the 
road, there is a pathway that leads to Gribblehirst Park 
beyond. The park offers the women and children a 
reserve to play on as well as a playground for an open, 
fun space away from the Women’s Refuge. The pathway 
that links to the cul-de-sac road means that the road will 
have more use than a full dead-end road.

The bush cover located at the end of the cul-de-sac 
holds ‘lurky’ connotations. Therefore, it is essential that 
the front of the Women’s Refuge be secure and non-
permeable from the end of the road. The houses of 
the properties backing onto the site are situated away 
from the boundary line that links them to the Women’s 
Refuge which gives the programme more breathing 
and visual space. The existing infrastructure on the 
two current sites is old weatherboard villas that would 
not be fit-for-purpose the Women’s Refuge. Therefore, 
removal of the houses will be necessary.

The initial site visit was an exploration of the roads 
around the area and special attention to the cul-de-sac 
roads either side of Gribblehirst Park. A site had been 
selected before the first visit, however, analysing which 
cul-de-sac road would be the more likely candidate was 
essential for the first visit. The two varying typologies 
on both cul-de-sac roads indicated a clear distinction 
between what would be most beneficial for the 
Women’s Refuge location.

The neighbourhood around the chosen site is 
family orientated and would, therefore, create a safe 
surround for the Women’s Refuge. Begbie Place, a 
cul-de-sac road on the opposite side of the park 
has an entirely different dynamic in comparison to 
Thanet Avenue. Begbie Place holds a more hostile 
and busier environment that leaves the place 
feeling unsafe and unpredictable. Begbie Place

would not be an appropriate location to situate a 
refuge. However, it is interesting to analyse the site how 
one street can vary so much to the next in such a small 
area.

Public transport is easily accessible from Thanet Avenue 
which makes it easier for the women and children who 
do not have access to a car. Children can quickly catch 
the bus to school or could even walk being such a close 
distance. Street-parking is heavily used on the streets 
around Thanet Avenue and therefore would mean that 
on-street parking could work for the site, however, part 
off-street parking is necessary for extra security and 
precaution. 

 The south side of the site is facing the road, therefore 
enables the building to open up towards the north. 
Public spaces can be facing the north and make the 
most of the sunlight while still having privacy from 
public view. The houses that back onto the northern 
side of the site offers a buffer from the Kenneth Avenue 
beyond. The location being in between family used 
homes cradles the Women’s Refuge and symbolises the 
support these women have within the community. 
Emphasis on the concept of cradling and support in the 
design will allow these women to relate and connect 
with other occupants and the community in their own 
time. 

The large site in a small house dwelling area can be 
suspicious to the average spectator. Therefore, the 
frontage treatment is essential to make this Women’s 
Refuge blend in plain sight.

Figures 5.9:    Aerials of the chosen site.

Figure 5.11:    Area of the site.

Figure 5.10:    Begbie Place located on the opposite side of the park 
shows sizeable social housing. 
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Site Analysis

5.
9

Figure 5.12:    View down Thanet Avenue 
at top of cul-de-sac.

Figure 5.13:    View down Thanet Avenue. Figure 5.14:    View towards proposed site. Figure 5.15:    View towards walkway to park at the 
end of the cul-de-sac.

Figure 5.16:    View from bush at the end of the 
cul-de-sac.

Figure 5.17:    View from Kenneth Avenue to 
Gribblehirst Park.

Figure 5.18:    Gribblehirst Park playground.
Figure 5.19:    Site analysis documenting sun, wind direction, building footprints and journey to Gribblehirst Park.
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the front of the site for easy access for those with 
a more temporary stay. Due to the nature of the 
‘short-term’ stay, the 24-hour to a week-long 
duration means that there will be a frequent flow of 
new women and children entering into the Women’s 
Refuge. By locating the short-term stay towards 
the front of the site and providing multiple access 
points would enable for more privacy for the other 
women living in the medium and long-term areas 
of the Women’s Refuge. The area for ‘medium-term’ 
stay needs a close connection to the front of the site. 
However, it does not need as many access points in 
comparison to that of the ‘short-term’ area due to 
these women changing fortnightly rather than daily.

The location of the ‘long-term’ area would suit best 
towards the back of the site; tucked away from the 
main entrance at the front. Women and children 
staying in the long-term area will be there between 
three to six months and therefore have more 
established and settled living conditions. Access 
points further away will give the long-term area 
more privacy from those who are there for a shorter 
amount of time.

When thinking of strategically laying out a 
Women’s Refuge, the fundamental needs of 
the women and children must come first. These 
women need to be in a space that is not too 
small and cramped for her and her children (if 
she has any). Women coming into the Women’s 
Refuge will have her children at the forefront of 
her mind, and she needs to know that they will 
be safe in the Women’s Refuge when they are 
playing with other children. 

Each woman’s length of stay will vary to the 
next. Some women may need to be there for a 
couple of nights, whereas some women may

need a couple of months. Therefore, it is important 
to split up these women regarding their intended 
length of stay. Some women may need refuge 
for one night; therefore, a short-term stay area is 
needed for one night to a week stay. Women may 
need refuge for a couple of months; therefore, a 
medium-term stay is an area needed from 2 weeks 
to 2 months. Some women may need more time 
and may require a more extended stay; resulting in 
a long-term stay between 3 to 6 months.

The formulation of this Women’s Refuge’s 
arrangement concerns movement and access to 
the site. The ‘short-term’ needs a closer location to

Design Approach 
6.

1

Figure 6.1:    Initial diagram of the brief.

Figure 6.2:    Developing concepts by massing the zones in relation to movement and access for the different lengths of stay.

Overall Strategy

Massing the Concept

6.
2

The design starts with the location of each 
of the separated zones; short-term, medium-
term and long-term stays. The way in which 
the occupants access the site is crucial for the 
overall programme and will, therefore, lead the 
arrangement of all the other aspects needed 
within the Women’s Refuge.

Located close to the entry building are the short term, 
medium term and the courtyard. The close locations 
to the entry allow natural circulation to each block, 
and the central courtyard welcomes occupants 
through the site and explores the playground and 
meditation spaces off of this central space.

The short-term needs to be at the front of 
the site, therefore, it is located towards the 
entrance of the cul-de-sac road. The medium-
term building needs to be next closest 
towards the front of the site, thus, leaving the 
long-term tucked away at the back of the site.

The site has a gradual gradient where it descends 
six meters down towards the north which allows 
the use of terraced buildings to face the sun. By 
overlapping the buildings on top of each other allows 
the top building to utilise the roof of the one below 
as a rooftop garden. These roof gardens connect the 
communal spaces to the external environment and 
will encourage healthy interaction.

The programme needs to have a primary 
point of entry to systemise the site; act as 
a point of security and offer as a space that 
woman can go to for counselling as well as 
childcare.

By pulling apart the short and medium-term 
buildings and by rotating the long-term 
building around to the back of the site, it 
creates a cradled, central courtyard. This 
central courtyard is an essential part of the 
refuge and links all the buildings together. 
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Figure 6.4:    The relationship the conceptual masses have with the site.Figure 6.3:    Photos of masses modelled on site. Figure 6.5:    Initial concept sketch of proposed development.

The structure comprises of six components: The 
entry building, the short-term, medium-term, long-
term, multi-functional space and the courtyard.
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Figures 6.7:    Photos of developed masses modelled on site.

Figure 6.6:    Initial layout of proposed development and varying room sizes for each length of stay.

Developing the Concept
6.

3

Figures 6.8:    Photos of developed floor plan modelled on site to explore overlaps and room relationships.
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Entry

The entry space needs to have qualities that allow 
movement to easily pass through once occupants 
have entered past the front security door. A visual 
barrier needs to be at the front of the site for 
physical and emotional security for these women. 
The entry building acts as a watch-dog over the 
site as it is higher up and has views through the 
courtyard towards the long-term stay building at 
the back.

The entry space is a point of call for these women 
and children and acts as an information hub for the 
occupants. It will offer spaces for counselling, an 
office for the manager of the Women’s Refuge, and 
space where women can get more information and 
help with the journey that they are experiencing.

Short-term

Figures 6.9:    Author’s sketches of entry treatments for proposed site. Figures 6.10:    Author’s sketches of short-term spatial qualities.

with the other women and children.

These rooms also need to be multi-usable. The 
spaces need to be able to adapt to the family’s 
needs. A compact bunk bed system will not only 
save floor space but will give children a sense of 
fun within the rooms. Adaptable beds will be able 
to fold-out of the wall if a woman has more than 
two children.

The short-term area shares a communal kitchen, 
dining and living space which the women will take 
turns in to cook their meals. Women staying in the 
shorter area will have access to the multifunctional 
spaces within the refuge, such as the laundry and 
meditation areas and will be able to take part in 
counselling if they desire. The communal space 
of the building sits above the long-term building 
and offers an extension out into a rooftop garden 
shared with the medium-term stay building.

The short-term building will be more robust than 
that of the other buildings due to the continually 
changing occupants from week to week. It needs 
to be robust due to the occupants staying a shorter 
period and may not have invested interest in the 
building for their twenty-four hour – one week 
stay. The rooms of the short-term area will also be 
smaller than the others in the Women’ Refuge due 
to the women and children not needing as much 
space for themselves as their belongings (if they 
have any with them) will be kept packed away

ready to leave within a week.

Each room has a bathroom containing a shower, toilet 
and sink. Three will have baths to allow women to 
wash her children easily. These rooms will also have 
individual courtyards that allow in natural light. These 
courtyards allow women and children to be outside 
without having to interact with other occupants 
within the Women’s Refuge. These courtyard areas are 
essential as they will give women freedom and more 
control over where they can relax and how they interact Figures 6.11:    Development sketches of the short-term plan.
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Medium-term

The medium-term building needs to be robust, 
similar to the short-term buildings. However, due 
to the occupants longer vested interest within the 
Women’s Refuge, these spaces can incorporate 
more fragility. The incorporation of timber brings 
a softness into the building. The natural material 
of timber brings in more of the environment into 
the building and gives a sense of relaxation. The 
medium-term will also have a communal kitchen, 
dining and living area within its building. The 
location of the communal space will be closer to the 
north to take advantage of the northern sun.

The rooms will be approximately thirty square 
meters (ten square meters more extensive than that 
of the short-term). The larger floor space enables 
occupants to move around more freely. Off of the 
room is an individual courtyard that looks onto the 
communal central courtyard. The allows a sense 
of mediation into the central area of the Women’s 
Refuge. Plantings around the individual courtyards 
will filter occupants’ views into the private courtyard.

The location of the communal kitchen, living and 
dining area of the medium-term building is above 
the multifunctional space and links to the rooftop 
of the long-term building. The buildings below the 
medium-term communal area create extra floor 
space and encourage indoor-outdoor flow and a 
connection to the environment. The rooftop garden 
above the long-term building offers interaction 
between both the medium and short-term 
occupants.

Long-term 

The occupants of the long-term stay have the most 
invested interest in the Women’s Refuge. Therefore, 
more timber can be expressed in this building. The 
rooms in the long-term area are approximately forty 
square meters (double the size of a short-term room). 
The larger rooms make it easier for women to live in 
with children over a more extended period. The four 
units are paired to share a privatised courtyard. The 
courtyard can be closed off from the room for more 
privacy, however, creating friendships in this space will 
aid women outside of the Women’s Refuge. 

The long-term building also has a communal kitchen, 
living and dining that opens up towards the north and 
into a communal garden space separate to the rest 
of the Women’s Refuge. This additional garden space 
creates separation and privacy for the women staying 
longer in the Women’s Refuge.

Figures 6.13:    Author’s sketches of medium-term spatial qualities.
Figures 6.15:    Author’s sketches of long-term spatial qualities.

Figures 6.12:    Development sketches of the short-term floor plan.
Figures 6.14:    Development sketches of the long-term floor plan.
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Multi-functional 

The multi-functional space contains the communal 
laundry, small nursery, spaces for educational 
meeting and workshops and reflection and 
meditation spaces. The location of these space is 
at the lower level of the Women’s Refuge where 
women have to journey towards to use the facilities. 
The communal laundry and nursery are located 
beneath the medium-term building and can be 
accessed through the central courtyard as well as at 
the eastern side of the site. 

Below the short-term building is the meditation 
and workshop spaces that sit into the landscape. 
Submersion of this part of the building creates a 
retreating area for these women that is dim and 
quiet for reflection. Access to the mediation building 
is through the central courtyard where the short 
and long-term buildings meet.

Courtyard
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Figures 6.16:    Author’s sketches of the multi-function spatial qualities; in particular spaces for meditation.

Figures 6.17:    Author’s exploration sketches of the courtyard spatial qualities.

The central courtyard connects all the buildings 
that protects it. The courtyard is the heart of the 
Women’s Refuge and is the space that encourages 
interaction and children’s play. The courtyard 
is visible from all the surrounding buildings. 
Gardens and play-scapes will create separate areas 
within the courtyard and offer various points of 
communication. The arrangement of the social 
spaces in the central space will create a journey 
which occupants have to move around in order to 
access different parts of the building. 

Meandering walkways will enable women to explore 
the Women’s Refuge through a sense of mediation, 
where they can observe a space before entering or 
joining it.

Vegetable gardens will also serve as a point of 
interaction and education for healthy lifestyle 
choices for the occupants in the Women’s Refuge.
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Connections
6.
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Figure 6.19:    High perspective sketch showing the overall concept scheme from the street front - the southern side.
Figure 6.18:    Circulation routes for initial proposed development.

Upper Level 

Lower Level 

Can architecture make a positive contribution to 
the rehabilitation and wellbeing of woman and 
children suffering from domestic violence?

Entry

• Point of Security
• Welcoming
• Admin / Offices
• Counselling 
• Mediator
• Point of help and 

information

Short Term

• Robust
• Secure
• Compact
• Natural light
• Individual courtyards - 

environment connection
• Adaptable
• Concrete
• Privacy

Medium Term

• Robust
• Integration of timber and 

concrete
• Natural light
• Individual courtyards - 

environment connection
• Cosey
• Subtle integration

Courtyard

• Open
• Engaging 
• Encouraging
• Central heart
• High visibility
• Greenery
• Connecting
• Interactive
• Positive distraction
• Playscapes

Meditation Space

• Secluded
• Quiet
• Concrete
• Intimate
• Deep
• Heavy
• Evocative
• Self-reflection
• Positive distraction
• Sensitive
• Private



108 109
Figure 6.20:    Perspective sketch showing the overall concept scheme from the northern side, facing the back of the site. Figure 6.21:    High perspective sketch from street view documenting front barrier treatment.

Long Term

• Mainly timber
• Interaction
• Shared intimate courtyards
• Warm
• Spacious
• Natural light
• Separation

Barrier

• ‘Hidden in plain sight.’
• Security
• Obstructing
• Greenery

Car Parking

• Off street
• Hidden
• Privacy
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Figure 6.22:    Perspective sketch overlooking part of the central courtyard, medium-term and long-term stay areas. Figure 6.23:    Perspective sketch looking from the roof garden above the long-term stay back into the central courtyard. Figure 6.24:    Perspective sketch at the long-term stay area from the multi-functional space beneath the 
medium-term stay building.
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Figure 6.21:    Section A-A sketch cutting through the entry, part of the short-term and long-term building. Figure 6.22:    Section B-B sketch cutting through the short-term and mediation space, looking toward the long-term building.

Central Courtyard

Short Term
Entry

Short Term

Long Term

Medium Term

Short Term

Meditation Space
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Conclusion
7.

0
This research project attempts to create 
awareness and confidence for women and 
children suffering behind closed doors. It poses 
an example of how architecture can positively 
support the rehabilitation and well-being of 
women and children suffering from domestic 
violence; in an attempt to connect occupants 
with the building, themselves and others 
experiencing a similar journey.

This project extrapolates fundamental 
requirements women and children need within 
a Women’s Refuge, such as security, privacy and 
connections to drive design ideas. It endeavours 
to understand the journey vulnerable women 
endure when moving into a Women’s Refuge. An 
analysis of scenes against movement patterns 
gages a responsive emotional journey for 
these women within the Women’s Refuge. The 
formation of buildings cradles a central courtyard 
to create a place where women can connect with 
the environment. An area of meditation nestled 
into the landscape provides an opportunity for 
self-reflection in a secluded environment; giving 
these women separation and retreat away from 
the world.

This research strives to motivate readers to 
support healthy environments for their peers 
where people feel free to discuss any issues they 
are experiencing and seek the help they need to 
move on.

Numerous discoveries have appeared upon 
researching this project. There are no specifically 
designed buildings in New Zealand for women

and children suffering from domestic violence. 
Women’s Refuge’s do not take on anyone who abuse 
substances or who have sons over the age of twelve. 
Many women in New Zealand turn to substances 
to combat their emotions from the abuse they 
are experiencing. It seems logical to assume that 
women who abuse substances due to the force of 
violence need more help than the women who are 
clean and sober. However, we do not have a place 
for these women in the community that can give 
them the help they need while still living with their 
children.  Women associated with substance abuse 
is out of scope for this research project. Although 
women associated with substance abuse is out 
of scope for this research project, it is an area of 
interest that could involve further exploration.

Creating a building designed explicitly for these 
women and children is empowering in itself; they 
can correlate with a place specifically designed for 
them. Engaging these women and children within a 
small community allows them to connect, discover 
and share their stories with other occupants, that 
could result in them empowering each other.

Comprehensively, this research frames the 
importance, value and delicacy of those who are 
a victim of domestic violence. It suggests the 
seriousness behind protection and offers a building, 
built explicitly for these women and children to 
encourage connections.

Domestic violence is a problem without an 
immediate solution, nor is this proposal a resolution 
for it. However, this research can be beneficial as a 
framework towards a possible solution for

developing a place in New Zealand that aids these 
women practically and emotionally by incorporating 
architecture into their journey of healing and 
moving on.
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9.0 Appendix 



339 Mount Eden Road 

The entry courtyard acts as a transitional space 

between public and private.

Architect: Strachan Group Architects
Location: Auckland, New Zealand

Strachan Group Architects. “339 - Mt Eden, Auckland.” Architecture Frim. SGA, 2017. https://www.sgaltd.co.nz/339/npkzomebettmcn5qnxuzg5735224ut.

The house is situated on small, narrow site off 
of a main arterial. It is designed to offer 
privacy from the neighbours that could 
overlook the site on the northern and southern 
side.

Indonesian Home

This house emphasises both indoor and outdoor 

living and merges the two together throughout 

the dwelling.

Architect: Tamara Wibowo Architects
Location: Semarang, Indonesia

Alyn Griffiths, “Pivoting Doors Offer Breezes at Tamara Wibowo’s Indonesian Home.” Architecture Website. Dezeen, April 3, 2018. 
https://www.dezeen.com/2018/04/03/house-of-inside-outside-tamara-wibowo-architects-indonesia-pivoting-doors-semarang/?li_source=LI&li_medium=bottom_bloc
k_1.

The main emphasis on this house is the 
sequential experience by overlapping internal 
spaces with external areas the merge the 
external environment with the internal.
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Vineyard Residence

Each of the eight blocks are separated 
and privatised, yet the access ways to 
them are open and transparent.

Architect: Peter Rose
Location:  Chilmark, Massachusetts

https://www.dezeen.com/2016/08/20/eight-concrete-boxes-form-a-moveable-vacation-home-on-marthas-vineyard/?utm_medium
=email&utm_campaign=Daily%20Dezeen%20Digest&utm_content=Daily%20Dezeen%20Digest+CID_e0e9e11e832f133f02e2
a5b93105b462&utm_source=Dezeen%20Mail

Eight concrete volumes are connected via 

intersectional corridors
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Snippets from case studies emphasising the contrast between timber and concrete analysed by the author.Playscape is a New Zealand company that uses natural materials to create spaces 
of play for children. The design could incorporate natural spaces of play within the 
central courtyard of the Women’s Refuge.
http://www.playscape.co.nz/
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https://unitaryplanmaps.aucklandcouncil.govt.nz/upviewer/

Unitary Plan

135

The chosen site is located in a ‘Residential - Single House Zone’, and 
could therefore provide protection and may suppress speculation due 
to positioning it within a zone that does not fit the mixed housing 
building type. However, nearby are the ‘Mixed housing Urban Zone’ 
and ‘Terraced Housing and Apartment Building Zones’ so this could 
encourage the site to be utilised as a Women’s Refuge complex.



10.0 Final Presentation Drawings




























