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Abstract 

Designing a place for women facing daily hardships often demands a distinct set of interventions that often bring 
unique challenges to designers. The Northside neighborhood is a poor and racially tensioned neighborhood with 
a lack of opportunity and social support. Many families in this neighborhood experiencing economic difficulties 
rising from such inequality and inadequate provision of opportunity, have raised concerns for no or limited 
access to basic necessities such as housing and healthcare. Particularly women in the Northside neighborhood 
raised their concerns about not a having socially and culturally safe environment in which they can engage in 
wellness activities (Stasya Erickson and Jonathan Logan, Personal Communication, June 18, 2018). Having daily 
challenges with childcare, financial hardship, accessibility, communication, cultural traditions that prevent them 
from taking care of their mental and physical wellness, these women do not have the luxury to concern about 
their health and wellbeing. Besides, conventional health facilities have been designed rather emphasizing the 
functional delivery of the space, which often lacked or unsuited to satisfy the psychological or social needs. This 
paper discusses the processes and results of three community design charrettes conducted to gather information 
on the need for women's fitness center with an aim to promote holistic means of wellness. The three design 
charrettes were organized with a) residents from the Northside community (n=15); b) local organizational 
stakeholders and community leaders (n=7), and c) potential wellness center partners (n=2). In conjunction with 
the design charrettes, an alternative market study survey (n=108) was conducted to learn about people’s opinions 
and views on the community’s primary interests and the needs for the women-focused health system in the 
Northside neighborhood. Both charrettes and survey discovered that women’s immense needs for childcare, 
sense of community, security, and privacy can be pursued through their participation to participate in the 
wellness activities. This research posits that design based on community’s voices would help designers, 
educators, and policymakers to produce a realistic and impactful design that responds to the needs of women in 
diverse socio-economic neighborhoods. 
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1. Introduction  

Access to wellness often leads to improved fitness, physical health, and nutrition. It can also facilitate a sense of 
wellbeing and emotional, mental, intellectual, and psychological health (Hoeger et al., 2018; Ostgaard, 2006). 
Traditionally, health facilities have been designed to emphasize the functional delivery of the space, and often 
are lacking or unsuitable for meeting the psychological and social needs of users (Ulrich, 1991). Such conditions 
may result in negative consequences such as people not utilizing the space, implying a fundamental design 
failure. Therefore, all responsible parties – including designers, researchers, community stakeholders, and 
developers – should endeavor to critically identify user-centered ways of improving accessibility and 
engagement, creating physical surroundings that are functionally and psychologically supportive for all (Ulrich, 
1991).  

Designing a place for women with challenging backgrounds often demands a distinct set of interventions and 
thus brings unique challenges. Such an effort requires a broader perspective, one that encompasses diverse 
disciplines and practices, seeks ideas and views beyond the familiar scope, and looks at all dimensions of 
physical, cognitive, emotional, spiritual, and social life. Successful outcomes in this vein will improve the 
overall quality of life (Shepley & Danko, 2017). While “quality of life” encompasses a broad scope have posited 
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that ecology, economics, politics, and culture can all be used to access and affect this essential aspect of 
existence (Magee et al. 2012). One’s wellbeing, gender, beliefs, education, and identity are all parts of the greater 
culture and means of achieving a high quality of life. However, as has been the case for many women in the 
Northside neighborhood, poverty and a lack of opportunity often prevent individuals from enhancing their 
quality of life (Hutchinson, 2018).  

Syracuse’s Northside neighborhood has historically been home to predominantly German and Italian 
working-class families. Once known for its lively community and financial stability (Gable, 2014), it was a 
vibrant neighborhood full of shops, restaurants, and active social organizations. Over the years, many of the 
original families left the neighborhood, and the area is now home to a diverse population of African Americans, 
as well as immigrants and refugees from South and Southeast Asia, the Caribbean, Africa, Eastern Europe, and 
the Middle East. There is also a growing population of young white professionals searching for new 
opportunities. Today, Syracuse’s Northside is widely perceived as both a racially tense and economically 
disadvantaged community, with abandoned houses, boarded-up storefronts, unsafe neighborhoods, a general lack 
of opportunities, and pervasive poverty (Eisenstadt, 2018; Hutchinson, 2018). The good news is that although 
faced with many challenges, many areas are being rehabilitated, attracting a variety of organizations intent on 
improving economic opportunities and working to return the neighborhood to its once vibrant state (Moriarty, 
2017).  

Previous research completed by Northside UP, a program sponsored by the CenterState Corporation for 
Economic Opportunity and St. Joseph’s Health discovered that most women in the Northside neighborhood face 
many obstacles to taking care of their personal wellbeing. Many residents voiced concerns about not having a 
socially and culturally safe environment to engage in wellness activities (Stasya Erickson and Jonathan Logan, 
Personal Communication, June 18, 2018). Women in Northside face challenges associated with childcare, 
financial hardships, accessibility, communication, and the influence of cultural traditions, just to name a few of 
the factors that prevent them from taking adequate care of their health and establishing a reasonable quality of 
life. It is difficult to break out of this cycle of daily hardships and continued impeded access to essential services 
eventually leads to generational issues that greatly impact the community’s children and their parents’ education 
and health, bringing lifelong effects (CNY Vitals, n.d.).  

Since the adoption of the Beijing Declaration and Platform of Action in 1995, global partners along with the 
United Nations Commission on the Status of Women have expanded the agenda suggesting solutions to enhance 
women’s health and wellness as human rights (UN Women, 2020). Making 25 years since the adoption, ensuring 
good health and well-being has become even more crucial for women in socio-economic neighborhoods (UN 
Women, 2020). Contributing to achieving sustainable development goals, exploring effective approaches to 
improving environmental quality would make a meaningful contribution to addressing women’s wellness needs 
and may transform the quality of their lives. This research responds to the relevance of promoting physical 
activity and the general wellness of women in a local community by exploring multidisciplinary strategies for 
improving their physical environment. 

This investigation will contribute to enhancing the overall body of knowledge regarding the design of 
user-centered wellness interiors for women. This research is meant to be a complementary resource, informing 
the future study, planning, design, and operation of women-focused spaces in diverse socioeconomic 
neighborhoods. This study will enhance the understanding of environmental design for women’s wellness 
centers, with a particular focus on the diverse socioeconomic neighborhoods common in many parts of the world. 
The implications of the qualitative indicators presented here and their effectiveness will help designers, 
educators, and policymakers produce realistic designs and policies for improving the accessibility of women in 
challenged neighborhoods to health facilities and other community and educational services. 

2. Methods of Inquiry 

This study employed a multimethod process of inquiry to identify preliminary environmental design indicators (i) 
useful in organizing women’s fitness settings. The indicators were based on a review of the extant literature, 
three design charrettes, and a secondary-data analysis of a market study survey (n = 108). 
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Figure 1. Methods of inquiry 

 

2.1 Community Design Charrettes 

Three community design charrettes were conducted, each a two-hour intense design collaboration and discussion 
session. The purpose of these design charrettes was to gather information on the need for a women's fitness 
center, with the goal of promoting holistic means of wellness. The three design charrettes were organized with: a) 
residents from the Northside community (n = 15), b) local organization stakeholders and community leaders (n = 
7), and c) potential wellness center partners (n = 2). Each charrette was organized around the topics of general, 
environmental, and spatial expectations for a future women-only fitness facility. Since the present research 
focuses on user-centered perspectives in designing women’s wellness facilities, the third design charrette (i.e., 
the one with potential wellness center partners) is not discussed. Using a transcription of the other two design 
charrettes, distinctive words were extracted via Voyant Tools, an open-source online-based application that 
performs textual analysis (Voyant-tools.org, n.d.). 

2.2 Market Study Survey  

In conjunction with the design charrettes, NorthsideUP administered a market study survey (n = 108) to gather 
people’s opinions and views on the community’s primary interests and need for a women-focused health system 
in the Northside neighborhood. In addition, this survey allowed for an assessment of the community interest in 
and possible benefits from such a facility. As a secondary-data analysis of the survey results, only the findings 
relevant to female residents’ interests in this type of facility and attraction to types of various exercises were used 
in this study. 

3. Findings 

Findings from both the community design charrettes and market study survey were used to gather onsite 
evidence from personal experiences and shared stories. Furthermore, a content analysis of user-centered design 
strategies identified in the community design charrettes and data compiled from the market study survey 
responses were used to identify environmental design indicators and offer a view of possible characteristics of a 
future women-focused health and wellness facility in the Northside community.  

3.1 Community Design Charrettes 

During the first community charrette conducted with residents of the Northside area, women from diverse ethnic 
and socioeconomic backgrounds gathered to voice their ideas and needs for a women-only fitness and wellness 
facility in the Northside neighborhood. Currently, there is no fitness space in this area that these women felt safe 
to access. Location, childcare, transportation, privacy, and cost were all important issues. The women explained 
that a place where they could solely focus on their health without having to be concerned about other members 
of their family, would be beneficial. Most importantly, an atmosphere that emphasized community, belonging, 
welcome-ness, care, and support was found to be essential.  

A women-only facility would mean a safe and judgment-free environment where women could become healthier 
mothers to their children. A facility within their community that could be integrated into their lives and naturally 
foster positive peer pressure was of great interest to these residents. They were not interested in a women-only 
fitness facility located outside of their community. Within the Northside neighborhood, there would be more 
opportunities for friendship and help from one another. For deaf residents and people not yet fluent in the 
English language, transportation would also be an issue if the facility was located outside the community. Some 
residents explained that they had tried going to other fitness centers but felt culturally excluded.  

Childcare was a main concern for these women. They needed to make sure their children were safe and cared for 
while they exercised. Other meanings of wellness in both education and consultation were needed to be included 

(3) Community Design 
Charrettesettes 

Market Study Survey 

Environmental Design 
Indicators (i) Literature Review 
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if the facility was to be a success. Accessibility regardless of age, culture, or level of ability needed to be 
reflected if a holistic design for the fitness center was to be achieved. The Northside neighborhood holds special 
meaning for its residents, and a place that would support community events would bolster their sense of 
connection.  

Visibility, openness, enclosure, separation, and privacy were all significant and sometimes contradictory factors 
to these women because of their diverse backgrounds. No one should be able to look inside the facility from the 
street. They did not want to be seen by outsiders, regardless of who they were. They wanted to escape their 
surroundings and the people who occupied them when they made use of the facility. These women wanted to 
strengthen their community while inside this space. Even those meeting for the first time at the charrette seemed 
immediately comfortable with one another. The conclusion was that high windows would be preferred, allowing 
for natural lighting but inhibiting visibility.  

Due to the current nature of the neighborhood, layers of security measures were also preferred. Many of the 
women lacked language skills. Thus, the residents strongly supported language-free wayfinding for easy access 
and communication. This would also assist with supporting people with disabilities. Residents hoped the facility 
would also support wellness-related amenities such as nutrition, medical checkups, women-centered education, 
nursing, counseling, and even a lounge space that would allow for social and support activities. A space for 
culturally competent support groups to hold meetings was also discussed as a means of better sustaining the 
facility.  

 

Table 1. Distinctive words obtained from community design charrettes 

Distinctive Words* 

Children 

Community 

Fitness 

Care 

Childcare 

Exercise 

Privacy/Private 

Welcoming 

Access 

Note. Common verbs, adjectives, and words such as “women”. “space”, “place”, “center”, and “gy,” were 
eliminated from the textual analysis. 

 

During the second community design charrette, the local organization leaders, stakeholders, researchers, and 
community partners shared perspectives that were different and yet in some ways similar to those expressed in 
the first design charrette. The participants associated the women-only fitness facility with words like “exercise,” 
“community,” “social,” “inclusive,” and “health.” Based on the history and demographics of the Northside 
neighborhood, there were many community-organizing spaces that offered services to improve the health and 
wellness of residents. They were interested in this new space as a means of enhancing resources and access to 
wellness, and as well as a way of addressing equality in the community at large. Not only physical wellness, this 
center would also reduce social isolation by providing a safe space in which female residents could exercise. 
However, there were various concerns, such as women-only needs, accessibility for those with disabilities, 
childcare, and more. The space could potentially provide a comprehensive opportunity to meet the health and 
wellness requirements of women in the neighborhood.  

The participants envisioned this facility as supporting general wellness and not solely focusing on physical 
fitness, though that was also important. It was essential that the space make people feel included and comfortable 
the moment they walked in off the street. Therefore, it needed to represent the culturally diverse neighborhood 
outside. Ultimately, the facility had to cultivate a culturally sensitive environment for women of a variety of 
socioeconomic backgrounds, ages, and ethnicities. 

 



jsd.ccsenet.org Journal of Sustainable Development Vol. 13, No. 3; 2020 

54 
 

3.2 Market Study Survey  

A community survey entitled “Northside Wellness Project” was distributed to the residents of the Northside 
neighborhood for approximately 30 days, from August to September 2018. Out of the study’s five domains – 
personal demographics, the need for a wellness center, program desires, barriers to access, and financial 
sustainability – only the questions relevant to a user-centered perspective on designing a women-only fitness 
facility were evaluated for the present research. Due to the major demographics of the neighborhood, the survey 
was translated into six languages: Spanish, French, Vietnamese, Arabic, Nepali, and Swahili. Only 4% of the 
distributed surveys were returned, resulting in a total response of 108; however, included in these were many 
incomplete responses.  

A total of 33% of the participants responded that they were interested in a women-only fitness center, and 36% 
indicated that its location within the community and it being women-only would increase their level of interest 
(see Figure 2). Elyer et al. (2003) stated that although women in the neighborhood were aware of a number of 
places to exercise, the locations were not convenient, financially reasonable, or emotionally comfortable enough 
for them to actually access. Choitz et al. (2010) argued that a fitness facility within the community would be 
more attractive to community residents, as the space would already be a part of their lives. They would have a 
greater stake in maintaining it as a clean, safe, and welcoming environment. More importantly, it would improve 
accessibility and increase participation by women living in the community. The survey revealed that 50% of the 
female residents walked to their daily destinations; walking was their primary means of transportation.  

Yes, I need, 
33%

Yes, increased 
interest, 36%

Maybe, 1%

No, not 
increase, 24%

No, decrease, 
6%

 

Figure 2. Interest in a women-only wellness center (n=100) 

 

For women expressing interest in a women-only facility, the availability of onsite childcare was found to be 
either essential or at least a feature that would increase their interest in attending the facility (see Figure 3).  
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off these hijabs only if they felt they were in a private and protected environment, and there was no risk of men 
seeing them. Physical and mental safety and protection can be emphasized in the furnishings and ambiance of 
the environment (Platt et al., 2017), directly affecting the design of an environment that inspires comfort.  

4.4 Comfort 

Research has suggested that a welcoming, well-lit, legible, home-like, non-institutional, and flexible 
environment most represents a comfort-based design strategy (Platt et al., 2017). Creating a comfortable 
environment for women, one in which they are free to focus on their wellness, is essential to ensuring the success 
of the facility. Studies have shown that social support and interpersonal interactions have a positive influence on 
health outcomes, and people talking to one another daily is reported to have profound effects on mental health. 
Comfort means being surrounded by others of a similar age and background, those who share a common 
generational point of reference (Gallagher-Thompson et al., 2017; Valadez et al., 2006). As mentioned above, 
“welcoming” was one of the distinctive words appearing in the discussion, and lighting, views, colors, 
distribution of spaces (both workout spaces and social gathering areas), furnishings, and interior furnishings are 
all factors contributing to the creation of a comfortable environment for the women of the Northside 
neighborhood.  

4.5 Sustainability: Education, Socialization, and Multiple Functions 

The primary purpose of the facility is to facilitate health and wellness activities in a safe and comfortable 
environment that is functionally and psychologically supportive of women’s access to wellness (Ulrich, 1991). 
Most importantly, activities must be self-sustainable. Therefore, they should continuously evolve and always be 
geared toward improving the wellness of the women in the Northside neighborhood.  

Discussions during the design charrette session with local stakeholders and community leaders suggested that 
there are many local organizations separately pursuing efforts to promote various levels of community health 
services. Representing several different perspectives on medicine and care, educational sessions on topics of 
general health care, medical insurance, senior care, pregnancy and contraception, nutrition, and rehabilitation of 
alcoholics are all currently being held in separate locations within the community. It was voiced in the discussion 
that this women’s wellness facility could serve as a central location for health and wellness resources that impact 
the community. “Accessibility,” “safety,” and “comfort” within the “community” would make the facility an 
optimal location for local women to reach out, and also give the facility the opportunity to “sustain” itself via a 
long-term community business model and make a positive contribution to the community. 

5. Discussion 

The purpose of this research was to create organizational and environmental design indicators for user-centered 
design and describe systematic approaches that stakeholders might consider when designing and operating 
women-only wellness facilities servicing diverse socioeconomic neighborhoods. One of the challenges for 
developers, facility designers, and organizations is that there are very few comprehensive studies and guidelines 
available for improving access to wellness for women in lower socioeconomic and racial/ethnic minority groups. 
In addition, every community is unique; therefore, residents and design teams must collaborate to achieve 
positive outcomes and support user needs.  

The environmental design indicators presented here are based on the Northside neighborhood in Syracuse, New 
York. Thus, they are to be considered as a reference, informing the future planning and design of additional 
women-only fitness facilities. These indicators should be used to inspire discussion and further develop 
comprehensive guidelines for new approaches to user-centered wellness facilities. As a robust list of 
environmental design indicators, this user-centered collection of design considerations focusing on community, 
accessibility, safety, comfort, and sustainability are meant to be a preliminary facilitator for those seeking to 
inspire a holistic means of wellness.  

Future research should examine and test these environmental design indicators, exploring how they relate to 
other women-only facilities and suggesting improvements that might increase the potential for successful 
outcomes of user-centered goals. This study focused on a wellness setting for women in a diverse socioeconomic 
neighborhood. Each neighborhood carries its own site-specific characteristics and qualities; therefore, there are 
limitations to generalizing the research findings presented here to other women-only facilities and organizations.  
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