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Candace House seeks to create a safe and comforting refuge for victims/survivors of vio-
lence and this project sought to understand what such a refuge would look like. This report 
presents findings from interviews and focus groups that explored victim/survivors’ and their 
representatives’ ideas for the design of Candace House. The hope is that their input will as-
sist Candace House as they create a victim-centered environment. 

Six victims/survivors of violence participated in interviews and 12 Candace House staff and 
board members and community partners participated in two focus groups. In these con-
versations, participants answered questions with images and words. Participants selected 
images from a deck of imagery cards (designingjustice.com) and then talked about how 
those images connected to their experiences within the justice setting and their ideas for the 
design of Candace House. 

This report relies heavily on the images to represent key interview themes, supported by 
select quotes. The images and narratives offer both literal and metaphorical ideas about the 
possible design characteristics of Candace House. 

The hope is that this report will guide Candace House staff, board members, designers, and 
architects to create the desired physical, emotional, and spiritual environment. 

The report is divided into four sections: 

1: Introduction to Design Theme: Nourishment (p. 3)  

2: Design Characteristics: Malnourishment (pp. 5-14)

3: Design Characteristics: Nourishment (pp. 15-31)

4: Closing Comments (p. 33)

Cover image: The most popular image selected when asked about spaces of relaxation gen-
erally or the design of Candace House more specifically. 
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Introduction to Design Theme: 

Nourishment

The overarching theme for the design of 
Candace House is that of nourishment. 

Participants spoke of the need for sustenance 
to grow – a growth that blossoms through ex-
perience of respect and welcome, relationship 
and support, the expression of true and com-
plicated emotions, and, food, as both a literal 
and metaphorical necessity for life. They want 
a nourishing haven, in addition to the safe and 
comforting oasis already envisioned.

In contrast, participants experienced the crimi-
nal justice system, and its associated spaces, 
as malnourishing - lacking the sustenance 
needed for the strength, hope, support, and 
emotional expression necessary to transcend 
the experience of violence and engage with the 
justice process. Victims/survivors felt unsafe, 
lifeless, and lost.

This report first explores the design character-
istics of malnourishment, followed by those of 
nourishment. Descriptions of each design char-
acteristic precedes the images and quotes.

Nourishment 

1. Cold and hard
2. Insignificance
3. Impossible escape
4. Pain, again and again

1. Paths
2. Comfy and worn
3. Familial fellowship
4. For children’s sake
5. Natural life
6. Culture and spirituality
7. Home
8. Helping hands

Malnourishment 
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There’s no life at court…it’s a dead place. 

Design Characteristics:

 Malnourishment
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Cold and hard

Participants frequently referred to the atmosphere and materiality of 
justice buildings, especially courthouses, as cold, hard, and distant. 
They are environments of hard materiality (e.g., stone, cement, and 
brick), bland colors, and institutional furniture. There was little in the 
materiality of the justice buildings that suggested comfort or support. 
There was also little variation across the settings, offering little individu-
ality or flexibility in the space, mirroring what many experienced in the 
justice system. 
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You’re running up against a brick 
wall.

I don’t know if it was just going 
into the building and maybe the 
nerves of your very first time shar-
ing your story. And I think that, too, 
like you’re in this cold, sterile room. 
...But just being in this beige room 
with nothing but like two chairs [and 
a metal desk] and it just felt very 
scary.

It’s cold...It’s square and the colors. 
That dead color again...Everything 
in here looks industrial.

Cold and Hard
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Insignificance

Participants spoke to their feelings of being unimportant and insignifi-
cant throughout the justice process and within the buildings, especially 
courthouses, courtrooms, and police stations. Few justice spaces were 
designed with them, as victims/survivors, in mind. Some felt small in 
the presence of the grandness and size of the courthouse. Others did 
not experience a fit between their intense and complicated emotions 
and the building design – e.g., the cold and hard materials and the 
bland colors. While some noted the beauty of courthouse design, that 
beauty had nothing to do with them and did nothing for them. Overall, 
the buildings did little to communicate the worth of the victim/survivor 
and the centrality of their experience to the justice process. 
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Insignificance

You’re kind of at the bottom looking 
up.

And this person, obviously by the 
scale of the photo is very insignifi-
cant and then the courthouse looks 
very foreboding...They have no idea 
what’s going on there and they’re 
very lost. 

It has a sense of royalty.  It has a 
sense of importance.  So there’s a 
comfort in the fact that it is grand.  
But it also has a two-way kind of 
message about it’s important but 
you’re not important.  There’s no 
warmth there. There’s no emotion. 

When you look at the architecture, 
I admire that.  “Holy shit.  After 100 
years, it’s in incredible shape”....I 
can appreciate it, but when you’re a 
victim, you don’t appreciate anything 
about it. You see it as cold and hor-
rible. 
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Impossible escape

Participants struggled to find places where they could escape from 
people both inside and outside the courthouse (e.g., defendant and 
supporters, justice professionals, and the public) and from other case-
related intrusions, such as media and phone calls. They typically found 
themselves hanging out in courthouse hallways, bathrooms, lounges, 
cafeterias, and, on the rare occasion, a room for the victim, or outside 
the courthouse in coffee shops, restaurants, and malls. They felt under 
visual and audial scrutiny and subject to judgment. They experienced 
little privacy to cry, laugh, be sick, decompress, or, as one participant 
called it, “be human.” 
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Impossible escape

 
Like there just was no having any private place. And where do you go downtown Winnipeg 
for three hours?  When you go to a restaurant, are they gonna sit and cry in a restaurant?....
They needed a place to just take their shoes off, cry, talk, have something to eat.
 

I had to leave the courtroom. So, where do I go? I go sit in the marble hallway with constant 
sheriffs and prisoners in shackles and chains.  It’s that constant barrage of people staring at 
you. “Why are you here?” It’s the most intimidating place to be.  

When we did the preliminary hearing, we went to a restaurant for lunch just down the street, 
and I was awful because I just felt like ‘get me out of here.’ I just remember wanting to get 
out of there.....People sitting there almost talking like [nothing has happened]. 
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Pain, again and again

Participants reflected on their experiences of anger, desire for revenge, 
questions, and feeling lost in the vastness of the system and their emo-
tions. These emotions and experiences were not typically transformed 
by the system, a stagnation represented through images often reflect-
ing the hard, cold, and distant materiality and atmosphere of the justice 
setting. For example, the chain fences, metal tools, and sharp imple-
ments seen in the images.
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Pain, again and again

It’s a jail.  It’s a prison.  And you can give up hope and go 
down the wrong road and wind up in jail yourself.  Or you 
could want to harm somebody and actually do that and end 
up in prison yourself.  So your pain can lead to a very dark, 
dark place.  And it can be a prison emotional.  I know a lot 
of people who’ve suffered victimization and they lose their 
family.  Their family disintegrates because everyone goes 
their own way.  Too much pain and not healing the pain can 
lead to a very dark place. 

....the claws kind of digging 
in.  Coming back, again and 
again. 

It’s steel.  Anger.  You know, it 
represents things I might want 
to use on the perpetrator. So 
it’s hammers and hatchets.
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Design Characteristics:

 Nourishment

I see all the life...
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Paths

Participants chose many images that contained paths or other sugges-
tions of movement forward. This imagery is supported by statements 
about moving through the pain, seeing hope for the future, and being 
around people who have been through it and can help them on their 
own journeys through the aftermath of violence. Perhaps most impor-
tantly, there is a desire for Candace House to be open to all, regardless 
of where they are in their personal journeys.
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Paths

The track leads me forward.  It leads me 
to a point somewhere in the future.

[Candace House is a refuge about] mov-
ing to a different place. 

Well, it’s like the grieving process.  When 
you go through that process, [emo-
tions are] fluid.  And you go through that 
shock, denial, anger, bargaining. And 
you kind of go through all of those. But 
it’s not like you go here. It’s like you go 
back....for a while, you wonder will you 
ever come out the other side, and will 
you ever laugh and smile and be happy 
again and go “I can do it.”  You make it 
through.
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Comfy and worn

Participants often used words like “comfy” to describe the Candace 
House space, furniture, and surroundings. One aspects of this comfi-
ness is that of worn or used surfaces, as evidenced here by distressed 
wood, slouchy socks, and used bicycle. Images and narratives also 
speak to a comforting strength in built and natural environments that 
comes from having survived the passage of time (e.g., “historic” build-
ings and “old growth” forests).
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Comfy and worn 

The floor is not all modern and it 
looks a little bit rustic.  So that just 
tells me that this has to be a cozy 
place.  Because it’s not some ster-
ile court hallway.  And it’s not some 
restaurant where it’s “no shirt, no 
shoes, no service.”  So it tells me 
that this is probably a really nice 
place that I’d like to be relaxed in. 

The floors. They just look comfy.  
The socks are like that.  Eric wears 
wool socks all summer and winter 
long so when I see them, they just 
seem comfortable, right?  You’re re-
laxed.  You’re at home.  You’re safe.
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Familial fellowship

Almost all participants spoke to the importance of family for the way 
they provided support to the direct victim/survivor and because they 
are impacted by the violence and in need of support themselves. The 
discussion of family often revolved around food and the way in which 
“breaking bread” contributed to mutual support. It is not surprising that 
most participants identified the kitchen as the priority space.
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Familial fellowship

When there’s a party, people gravitate toward 
the kitchen.  It’s a place where people really let 
their hair down.  And it’s just a natural place to 
be open and to feel comfortable... [I like] the 
colors and casualness of this particular kitchen. 
It’s a take your shoes off kind of kitchen.

We can bring a family together because often 
they’re falling apart.  And food can be a time 
when you can sort of bring them together.

We came home [at lunch breaks and my step-
mom] would have lunch all ready and the table 
all set. And we’d come in, and we’d sit. And 
we’d eat and tell them how, without going into 
details, but just this is how the morning was and 
just have that, I think, family safety and support 
and everything and then go back for the after-
noon.
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For children’s sake

Participants did not forget the children impacted by violence and court 
proceedings and many spoke explicitly to the need for spaces for chil-
dren. These spaces met a variety of purposes – e.g., a daycare-type 
setting while parents are at court, a place to just be kids, and space for 
age-appropriate activities and crafts. This was not only for the sake of 
the children but for their parents, as well. Parents could focus on the 
justice proceedings knowing their children were safe and then spend 
time with them during breaks. 
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For children’s sake 

I‘m seeing somewhere with the garden for the kids to be able to be kids.  Because, you 
know, I never lost a sibling, my kids lost a sibling. So I don’t know what that feels like...But 
from watching my son and my daughter, they’re having a hard time.  

Having the ability to go home at the end of the day and focus on my son is what com-
pletely saves me, some days...For me, just his whole innocence just washes away the 
day. To hear him laugh, to get a hug; it just makes your day. 

There was something being able to come home and give my kids a hug and just feel like 
that it’s real life....[I]f my kids could have come, and I could have just come out and given 
them a hug, and there’s a place that they could have been and been safe and not really 
knowing what was going on.
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Natural life

As is already apparent from many of the images thus far, participants 
desire access to nature. This may be in the form of outside gardens, 
views of the natural landscape through windows, and plants inside 
Candace House, as well as the presence of animals and nature 
sounds. For many, nature contributed to feelings of relaxation and reju-
venation. It also importantly represented life, growth, and possibility.  
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Natural life

With the flowers, it’s life.  It’s just repre-
sentative of life and beauty.

It’s a picture of water, early in the morn-
ing with mist.  I picked this card for one 
thing, I really enjoy the water.  I grew 
up near water.  I spent a lot of time 
near the beach, the lake.  It’s peaceful, 
a lot of times.  In the morning like this, 
there’s just something about it; there’s 
nobody else there.  You really think.  
Your mind just wanders.  It’s just so 
serene.  There’s a wide open space.  

It’s peaceful. It’s a complete contrast to 
concrete, downtown, building, just wide 
open space and relaxing....It just repre-
sents a sort of freedom from all sorts of 
things. I look at this picture and it’s the 
opposite of time constraints, wall con-
straints, all those kinds of things.
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Culture and spirituality

Most participants expressed the desire for, if not expectation of, Can-
dace House to welcome and respect all cultures and cultural expres-
sions. Several participants highlighted how the justice system can be 
particularly confusing for those not from the dominant culture and that 
Candace House can serve as a cultural bridge. A key aspect of culture 
that surfaced repeatedly is that of spirituality and the need for connec-
tion to sources of power, strength, support, and faith. Culture gener-
ally and spirituality more specifically are visualized and expressed in 
design, making it relevant for the physical environment of Candace 
House.
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Culture and spirituality 

Some of the victims that I’ve 
experience with would have 
eagle feathers to bring them 
strength and comfort.  That 
was their strength right there.  

It’s someone, looks like some 
holy man at the top of a moun-
tain. It’s very bleak but some-
one who’s experiencing a very 
spiritual experience...There’s 
times when we feel very alone, 
very dark, and we have to 
process. We have to deal with 
those feelings.  

When I’m facing life and death 
kind of issues and I have that 
kind of feeling, I need some-
thing spiritual....to hang on to. I 
don’t need angels, per se, I just 
need something spiritual.  A 
higher power. Please, help.  
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Home 

Participants desire more than just a building; they seek a “haven” and 
“home.” Such a place is one of welcome, where you sink into the couch 
at the end of the hard day, children are welcome on the furniture, you 
are reminded of the good times, and you can just breathe. In some 
respects, home is the culmination of the design characteristics of nour-
ishment presented thus far.
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Home

[It’s] not that we don’t have some nice character wood in the courthouses and stuff, but 
it’s not like a warm, kind of home kind of cozy.  I look at this, like this stone, wood. I see all 
the plants; I see all the life, like on the other side of the window. To me, this is what I think 
would be a calm place in the sense of having comforts of home.

Well, house is a house. It could be a real estate property. Home is where you walk in, and 
you can smell the coffee on, and you can smell whatever. That’s home.  

It can’t be commercial. Comfortable can be inside, but what I’m getting at is just walking to 
it and when I see it, “here I am.” Not going to a door and taking the elevator to the fourth 
floor and then “here’s a nice comfortable place.” I’ve already judged, it, in a way, as an-
other government agency.
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Helping hands

The majority of participants spoke about the services offered inside 
Candace House and the people who would provide those services, be 
they Candace House employees and volunteers, representatives from 
other agencies, or people who have experienced violence themselves. 
Desired services include information about the justice system, relax-
ation activities, and support groups. The people responsible for these 
services would have the warmth, comfort, and knowledge to work with 
victims/survivors of violence. Several participants even suggested that 
the people inside Candace House are more important than the design 
itself.
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Helping hands

[If] people inside are genuine or au-
thentic, or caring, or warm; I don’t 
think victims are gonna be put off 
by [a poor design]. If what they get 
– if the tools they’re met with on 
the inside are loving and hold them 
in this experience in their life, then I 
don’t think [the design] would deter 
them. 

I think it would be nice to have 
people there to talk to, maybe a 
counselor, but mostly people that 
have been through it before that 
could tell you how they dealt with 
it, and you can talk to them about 
how you dealt with that kind of a 
thing. 

A library.  Learning, growing, and 
also libraries are quiet and reflec-
tive.  
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Closing Comments
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Project participants suggest that 
Candace House could be a safe, 
comforting, and nourishing refuge. 
The images they chose and their 
words begin to visualize what nour-
ishment looks like spatially. 

They do not want the cold, mean-
ingless, public, and static environ-
ment of the typical justice building. 
Rather, they seek life-giving places 
which...

... respect and attend to the unique 
experiences and needs of victims/
survivors.

...offer opportunities for privacy, and 
respite, as well as meaningful rela-
tionships. 

...provide warmth, comfort, and 
welcome.

....support the transformative re-
lease of emotions and guide their 
personal journeys after the violence.

...create space for cultural and spiri-
tual expression.

...embody, and provide access to, 
the natural, living world. 

Images: The three most frequently 
selected images, with the most fre-
quent on the top




