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Dignified Design recognizes that how 
environments are designed impacts 
health. 
It prioritizes the human experience 
and draws on evidence-based 
multidisciplinary research (including 
brain science, biology, social sciences, 
and design & architecture) to identify 
and minimize potential trauma 
triggers and design buildings (and 
spaces) that promote dignity and 
healing.



"There are two ways to 
think about architecture 
and design. One is to focus 
on 'aesthetics', the other, 
more ethical task, is to focus 
on the human organism 
whose life and happiness is 
interwoven with the 
environment in which one is 
raised" 

~ Harry Mallgrave



Biology and the Environment
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Relationship with Environment



• pulse rates higher 
• systolic blood pressure increased 
• higher cortisol levels 
• parasympathetic activity increased 
• immune functioning is lower

Impacts of Urban Settings



Threatening Elements

• Noisy  
• Overstimulating
• Unpleasant Smells
• Crowded
• Unsafe
• Unwelcoming
• Unclear
• Inaccessible
• Institutional Materials



Harmful housing leads to...

• Maladaptive behaviors
• Reduced quality of life
• Decreased social functioning
• Increase stress and depressive 

symptoms
• Difficulty connecting socially
• Feelings of insecurity/threat
• Negative self-identification

"{Environments are...] particularly relevant to PSH 
residents working to reconstruct their identities while 
simultaneously at higher risk of living in poor quality 
housing." - Rollings and Bolo
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What happens when we pair healing spaces 
with trauma-informed care practices?

Can we improve health?
Can we create the conditions for healing?

Can we foster dignity and joy?



Research Process

2500+ end users interviewed

75+ sites impacted

5000+ people trained



Dignified Design Framework



ESPERO | Durango, CO

SAFETY



THE STELLA | Denver, CO

COMFORT



TERRAZA DEL SOL | Denver, CO
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Vina Apartments| Denver, CO

CHOICE



Key Things to Keep in Mind...

• Principles are dynamic and 
evolving.

• Less about removing the triggers, 
more about creating safety cues 
and "positive reward" 
opportunities.

• Different spatial experiences for 
different stress responses         
(fight / flight / freeze).
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KNOW
who you are designing for, 
local histories, how they 
are/are not represented by 
decision-makers.

LEARN
by listening to and believing 
those with lived experience.

COMMIT
to ongoing learning, 
advocating for equity, 
doing your own work. 



PHASE ONE: Vision Setting

PHASE TWO: Pre-Occupancy Evaluation

PHASE THREE: Design/Collaborate/Refine

PHASE FOUR: Post-Occupancy Evaluation



PHASE ONE:
Vision Alignment 
• In December of 2019 (conceptual phase)
• Gathered:

• Developer
• Boulder Shelter for the Homeless Staff
• Longmont Housing Authority Staff
• Representatives of the City of Boulder 

and City of Longmont
• Design team (architect, landscape 

architect, civil engineer)
• Established vision for the project
• Trained team on trauma and trauma-

informed design



Phase Two: 
Pre-Occupancy Evaluation

• Interviewed:
• Scattered site PSH residents
• Residents at Lee Hill (first PSH in 

Boulder)
• Guests at the Boulder Shelter for the 

Homeless
• Staff at the shelter
• Case management staff
• Staff at Lee Hill

• Compiled report and presented to the 
Housing Development Team







PHASE THREE: 
Design/Collaborate/Refine











Front Desk



Open Sight Lines



Open Sight Lines



Approachable Entry



Clear Wayfinding



Natural Materials



Varied Outdoor Environments



Varied Outdoor Environments



Dedicated Staff Areas



Diverse Common Areas



Diverse Common Areas



Diverse Common Areas



Furnished ApartmentsFurnished Apartments



PHASE FOUR: 
Post-Occupancy Evaluation

• Building received funding in Fall 2022
• Construction began Winter 2022
• Residents moved in January 2024
• Post Occupancy Research will be done 12-18 

months after move-in (winter / spring 2025)
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