










4Design      Dignity: Transforming for the Homeless

The homeless are one of, if not the, biggest subcultures in 
the urban environment.  Every day they roam the streets, 
some begging for money, and others trying to fit in without 
anyone knowing that they don’t have a place to stay that night.  
However, whatever their identity may be, when the sun goes 
down, they all have to find a place to sleep.  
The urban environment is constantly changing from hour to 
hour.  During the day people crowd the sidewalks in commercial 
areas while at night the same space typically becomes very 
sparse as retail centers close down.  At the same time, clubs, 
bars, and restaurants search for business during the day while 
at night they are crowded with people.  This transforming of 
the urban space is the perfect opportunity to accommodate 
for the homeless.
The homeless seek privacy and shelter every night just as we 
do.  To accommodate for this, I have designed a solution that 
would transform the busy streets of the commercial areas into 
a shelter of privacy for the homeless at night. During the day, 
the design acts as citizen of the retailer’s.  It features a large 
advertisement space that is high above the ground allowing 
for optimal viewing.  At night the design closes down with the 
retailer, and becomes a citizen of the homeless. When closed, 
the bench doubles in size creating a large surface to sleep on, 
while providing a shelf above, and space underneath for the 
homeless person’s belongings.   This spaces is then sheltered 
on 3 sides allowing the homeless to be safely out of the 
elements.  The inspiration for this design came from the article, 
Abandoning Men: Jill Gets Welfare–Jack Becomes Homeless. 
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PROBLEM: A common problem among the homeless is a lack of place.  Many times people are forced to 
work, eat, and even sleep in the streets.  Not only is this degrading to the individual, but it also carries with 
it a stigma that may prevent that individual from advancing to a higher social and economical level.

SOLUTION: The Eco-Pod.  The Eco-Pod offers a compact floor plan that provides necessary shelter and 
a sense of place and ownership to its occupants in a time of much needed support.  In addition, the 
“extended-stay” unit offers a secure place to store one’s items, such as a safe, dry place to hang a suit 
for future interviews.  The goal of this project is to provide shelter while minimizing the impact on the 
surrounding environment; both ecological and visual.  Made from recycled plastic and aluminum, this 
structure incorporates a common theme of recycling among the homeless community.  This, in turn, 
promotes further recycling and allows the tenant to contribute to the construction of their own “dwelling”, 
reinforcing a sense of ownership.  The 
interior space allows room for a fold-
out cot, chair, and built-in bench.  Two 
sliding doors open up to allow natural 
lighting and air flow.  The roof and floor 
are concrete slabs that serve as thermal 
barriers from the elements.  In addition, 
the roof holds photovoltaics that provide 
the energy for the overhead light and 
a radiant heat source integrated into 
the concrete floor slab.  This type of 
heat element keeps the tenant warm at 
ground level, then as it rises, heats the 
rest of the space.  The use of PV’s will 
reduce the energy used by the heating 
elements and also give back to the grid 
during the warmer summer months.  The 
large overhangs of the roof provide a 
shading element and in conjunction with 
the columns, a sense of privacy.  The 
recycled plastic panels provide sturdy 
partitions between units and are easily 
replaced if damaged.  The Eco-Pod will 
provide a temporary housing solution 
that will allow the tenants to get back on 
their feet and regain their place back in 
society.  

1. photovoltaics
2. concrete roof and floor
3. plastic partition
4. aluminum frame

5. overhead light
6. fold-up cot
7. built-in bench
8. clerestory window
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Citizenship and Dignity
Designers who feel a calling to citizenship have a responsibility to protect and 
provide intelligent solutions for members of their community.  They are asked to 
objectively pick apart the layers of a culture to reveal those people who have had 
their dignity taken from them.  Each layer of a social culture has its own unique issues 
and solutions.  These solutions are dependent on the scale of their desired response. 
Often the solution to the most prominent issues, gaining global attention, can only 
be e�ectively resolved when evaluated on person to person scale.

Design Issue
In cities all over the world, groups of individuals without proper shelter or a steady 
source of income live in constant danger of starvation and overexposure to the 
elements.  It is a sad reality of American culture that these individuals, those who are 
most in need of help, are often the �rst to be stigmatized. By placing these individu-
als in the lowest caste of society they are denied their basic right to dignity and 
respect.  One of the most important cultural design issues of the twenty-�rst century 
deals with this discrimination.  The role of the conscientious designer/citizen is to 
arm those in need with the proper tools to take this dignity back.  A secondary 
design issue dealt with in the following solution involves the beauty and health of a 
community as a whole.  The throw-away culture that has become typical of American 
cities has created a vital need for increased trash and recycling e�orts. 

As Jeanne Moore describes in, " Polarity or Integration? Towards A Fuller Understand-
ing of Home and Homelessness,” the current lack of intelligent design responses does 
nothing to provide a sense of dignity to the plight of the homeless.  Designers all 
over the country walk past these individuals on their way to work, and do nothing.  
Tossing change in a cup and trash on the sidewalk will only pass this issue on to the 
next generation.  Designing for change can do more than have an immediate e�ect 
on the individual.  Citizens begin to see lasting improvements for their community.

Design Solution
This particular response will focus on the scale of the individual.  The intended 
context includes any suburban or small urban community with moderately inclimate 
weather.  Middle-American cities with college campuses are likely to use this solution 
with the most success.  Muncie, Indiana is an excellent example of this kind of 
community.   These are groups of individuals who take pride in maintaining a 
beautiful city.  These individuals also take great interest in the welfare of each other.

The designed solution to this issue is essentially a mobile shelter with built in storage 
for recycling.  The storage is divided into collections for glass, paper, plastic, and so 
on.  The intention is for the individual to use the unit to collect a substantial amount 
of recyclable material.  When the unit reaches storage capacity the individual would 
trigger a switch connected to the local recycling authority.  The unit would be 
out�tted with a simple “low-jack” tracking system to allow for easy pick-up and 
reimbursement.  This secure mobile shelter would provide protection to the 
individual at no cost, while providing a small source of income.  This gives the 
individual a sense of service to the community, and a public voice as a civil servant.  
The shelter becomes a place to rest from the discrimination of passersby while 
resting.
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Sleeping Pod

Problem:  Many homeless people are 
left without a place to sleep at night.  
They are forced to stay in the public were 
they are unsafe and could be harmed.  
Without a place to sleep, they are also 
subject to harsh weather in summer and 
winter.  

Design Sloution:  This solution is a 
Sleeping Pod.  The bed is raised on a 
storage shelf.  There are hooks to hang 
clothes.  A solar panel on the top runs 
a light, a small heater and can charge 
electronics such as a cell phone.  
Screens in teh windows pull down over 
the window to allow the user to block the 
sun and prevent people from looking in.  

Dignity:  This pod gives the homeless a 
place to sleep and escape the weather.  
It keeps them and their belongs safe at 
night.  This pod gives the homeless a 
place that they can feel is theirs, even 
if only for one night.  Many homeless 
people need a little help to get them 
back on their feet.  This pod will keep 
them safe and protected from the 
weather and public while they work 
to get themsleves back on their feet.  
Having access to power allows them to 
charge a phone which can be crucial 
to getting a job interview.  These can 
be placed in parks or any urban area in 
which there is a need. 

Solar Panel

Coat Hooks

Possible Park Setting

Storage Shelf


