
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Space and Safety: How Domestic Violence Shelters Impact Resident Experiences and 
Well-Being 

 
 
 
 
 
 

by 
 

Margaret Yvonne Keiser 
 
 

A thesis submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements  
for graduation with Honors in Sociology. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Whitman College 
2020 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 



ii 

 
 
 

Certificate of Approval 
 
 

This is to certify that the accompanying thesis by Margaret Yvonne Keiser has been 
accepted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for graduation with Honors in 

Sociology. 
 
 
 
 
 

________________________ 
Michelle Janning 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Whitman College 
May 19, 2020  

 
 
 



iii 

Table of Contents 
Acknowledgements ............................................................................................................ iv	
Abstract .............................................................................................................................. vi	
Introduction ......................................................................................................................... 1	
THEORY ............................................................................................................................ 5	

Feminist Geographies ..................................................................................................... 5	
Boundary Making ........................................................................................................... 7	

LITERATURE REVIEW ................................................................................................. 10	
Empowerment ............................................................................................................... 10	
Well-being ..................................................................................................................... 11	
Safety ............................................................................................................................ 12	
Rules ............................................................................................................................. 13	

RESEARCH METHODS ................................................................................................. 14	
Methodological Approach ............................................................................................ 14	
Visual Sociology ........................................................................................................... 16	
Analysis of DV Shelter Spaces ..................................................................................... 17	
Ethical Considerations .................................................................................................. 18	
Location of Study .......................................................................................................... 19	
Participants .................................................................................................................... 19	
Data Collection and Analysis ........................................................................................ 20	
Limitations and Generalizability ................................................................................... 21	

FINDINGS ........................................................................................................................ 23	
Safety ............................................................................................................................ 23	
Communal Living and Privacy ..................................................................................... 27	

Drawbacks of Communal Living .............................................................................. 28 
Privacy ....................................................................................................................... 31 
Benefits of Communal Living ................................................................................... 33 

Feelings of Home and Comfort ..................................................................................... 34	
Empowerment and Autonomy ...................................................................................... 38	

CONCLUSION ................................................................................................................. 43	
Appendix A: Interview Questions .................................................................................... 48	
Appendix B: List of Codes ............................................................................................... 49	
Appendix C: Shelter Images ............................................................................................. 50	
Appendix D: Informed Consent ........................................................................................ 56	
Appendix E: Participant Recruitment ............................................................................... 57	
REFERENCES ................................................................................................................. 58	
 
 

 



iv 

Acknowledgements 

First and foremost, I’d like to thank my thesis advisor, Michelle Janning. Thank 

you for listening to me throughout this process, and always offering advice, ideas, and 

laughs. Thank you for teaching me to think about gender, and the world, more critically. 

I’d also like to thank Alissa Cordner, my thesis committee member. I very much 

appreciate your feedback and supporting me and my research project throughout the past 

few months. Thank you to all of the sociology faculty for inspiring me to learn and put 

my sociological imagination to use.  

Thank you to all of the individuals in the domestic violence prevention 

community who helped me with my thesis and made this project possible. Thank you for 

the hard work you put in towards bettering our community and the lives of survivors--

your work does not go unnoticed or unappreciated. It was an honor to hear from members 

of this community and include them in my thesis. 

 I’d like to thank the friends I have made in the sociology department. From long 

nights working in the library, to enjoying the sociology major parties, and answering my 

frantic thesis-related texts, I am so grateful for the relationships I have formed through 

this wonderful department. It is unfortunate that our time physically together has ended, 

but I know these relationships will continue long after we leave Whitman and Walla 

Walla. 

Thank you to my friends and family who supported me through tears, anger, and 

joy throughout this process and throughout my time at Whitman College. I am so lucky to 

have you all in my life. 



v 

Lastly, I’d like to acknowledge the victims who have lost their lives to domestic 

violence. If you or a loved one is experiencing abuse, there is help available and you are 

not alone. 



vi 

Abstract 

I examine how women staying in a domestic violence shelter attach meaning to 

domestic violence shelter spaces, and how this contributes to their well-being, as well as 

how domestic violence shelter spaces influence the physical, social, and emotional 

experiences of residents during their time in the shelter. In the United States, and 

worldwide, domestic violence remains an issue that is in need of more attention and 

research. Shelters can offer refuge from the physical, sexual, economic, and 

psychological abuse victims of domestic violence often experience. Although shelters can 

provide relief in times of crisis, the environment of shelters can be a difficult adjustment. 

To frame my project, I use McDowell (1999)’s theory of feminist geographies and 

Zerubavel (1991)’s boundary making theory. Using qualitative interviews and an analysis 

of the shelter space, I studied both domestic violence shelter residents and domestic 

violence advocates to study how spaces matter for shelter experiences and resident well-

being. I found that living in a shelter is a compensatory experience--residents gain many 

things, but it comes at the price of sacrificing something. I highlight findings related to 

safety, communal living and privacy, feelings of home and comfort, and empowerment 

and autonomy. My research found that domestic violence shelter spaces matter for shelter 

residents, and contributed to overall well-being of residents, despite some of the 

shortcomings of the shelter. My research adds to the literature on geography, shelters, and 

domestic violence. It highlights the voices of women familiar with domestic violence, 

and shows that spaces of all kinds should not be taken for granted. 

 

 



Introduction 

The summer between my sophomore and junior year of college, I had the amazing 

opportunity of working at a domestic violence violence shelter in my hometown in 

Minnesota. I will never forget an interaction I had with a mother and her three children--

an infant, a toddler, and a six year old. When they arrived at the shelter and I prepared 

their intake paperwork, the six year old child exclaimed, “whoa, this is a nice motel!” The 

mother, with tears in her eyes, explained that they had just driven four hours from rural 

Wisconsin to be here, and the kids thought this was a vacation. Unfortunately, the older 

child quickly learned that this was not a motel. They were sharing a bedroom with 

another family, eating meals at designated times, sharing bathrooms, and navigating life 

in a new space with new circumstances. The shelter space, which the child originally 

thought was a motel, shaped his experience in his time living there. 

 In the United States, on average, 20 people experience intimate partner violence 

(IPV) every minute. Annually, this sums to more than 10 million victims of abuse 

(National Coalition Against Domestic Violence). Although all genders experience 

domestic violence (DV) and IPV, women are disproportionately the victims of abuse 

(National Coalition Against Domestic Violence). As a result, many women find 

themselves in need of temporary shelter to avoid putting their lives at risk. Shelters can 

offer refuge from the physical, sexual, economic, and psychological abuse victims of DV 

often experience. Although shelters can provide safety and empowerment in times of 

crisis, the environment of shelters can be a difficult adjustment. From living with others, 

and communal spaces, to the decorations and configuration of the building, spaces matter 

and create a unique experience for those residing in the shelters. 
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Although violence against women has been happening for centuries, shelters for victims 

of abuse did not become mainstream until the 1970s (Saint Martha’s Hall). Before 

feminist activists started to speak up about the issue of DV and the need for shelters in all 

communities, many activists put it simply: “there was no place to go” (Janovicek 

2007:1). By 1979, there were over 250 DV shelters nationwide in the United States (Saint 

Martha’s Hall). Activists noted that while the need for a safe shelter was the primary 

goal, this alone was insufficient. In addition to providing emergency shelter, the 

“objective was to help battered women develop the self-confidence they needed to live 

violence free lives” (Janovicek 2007:2). With these objectives in mind, shelters popped 

up across the country to serve DV victims in their communities. On September 12, 2019, 

the National Network to End Domestic Violence conducted a survey with Washington 

state DV shelters with 84% of the programs participating. They found out that just on 

September 12th, “1,742 adult and child victims of domestic violence found refuge in 

emergency shelters, transitional housing, or other housing provided by local domestic 

violence programs (National Network to End Domestic Violence). It’s safe to say that 

DV shelters are essential and merit more research.  

 My time working in a DV shelter sparked curiosity in me when it came time for 

my senior sociology thesis. I’d already done essays and projects related to DV, so why 

not make a meaningful senior thesis research project out of passion and interest for this 

important issue? In looking at previous studies, there is a great deal of research on shelter 

experiences, both homeless and DV, and DV in general, but we lack research in the areas 

of DV shelters and its relationship to space and design, and how spatial and design 

elements contribute to shelter experiences. Some research indirectly finds connections 



3 

between space and shelter experience, but my research directly addresses this 

relationship. With all of this in mind, my research questions are as follows: 

1. How do domestic violence shelter spaces influence residents’ physical, social, and 

emotional experiences? 

2. How do domestic violence shelter residents attach meaning to domestic violence 

shelter spaces, and how does this contribute to well-being in residents? 

To answer these questions, I use qualitative interviews and an analysis of DV shelter 

spaces to examine the importance of how places create meaning and, in turn, shape 

experiences and well-being for DV shelter residents.  

Sociologist Thomas Gieryn (2000) has extensively researched sense of place, and 

has demonstrated that spaces and places matter to human beings (Gieryn 2000). With 

Gieryn (2000)’s discussion of the importance of place, he also differentiates between 

space and place. Space “is more properly conceived as abstract geometries (distance, 

direction, size, shape, volume) detached from material form and cultural interpretation” 

(Gieryn 2000:465). Building off of space, “space is what place becomes when the unique 

gathering of things, meanings, and values are sucked out” (Gieryn 2000:465). In short, 

spaces become places once significance and meaning is attached. He notes that places are 

“doubly constructed: most are built or in some way physically carved out. They are also 

interpreted, narrated, perceived, felt, understood, and imagined” (Gieryn 2000:465). In 

addition to the physical dimension of spaces and places, they also are constructed with 

the meaning attached to them. The meanings attached to places are “flexible in the hands 

of different people or cultures, malleable over time, and inevitably contested” (Gieryn 

2000:465). Different people interpret places differently, and these interpretations are a 
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result of our own experiences: “we associate places with the fulfilling, terrifying, 

traumatic, triumphant, secret events that happened to us personally there” (Gieryn 

2000:481). We know that DV shelters are important and essential to communities, but 

they are also an interesting and important site of sociological research. The DV shelter is 

an important place to study, for it represents a larger issue of inequality in the U.S. and 

globally. DV shelters serve a variety of individuals for limited periods of time after they 

have experienced trauma, and thus, they have different interpretations and experiences 

with the space. It is important to continue contributing to the existing literature on DV 

shelter experiences, especially as it pertains to how spaces--and once meaning is attached, 

places--impact experiences and well-being.  

 In this thesis, I first begin with a literature review on shelter research that has been 

done in the past, and how it relates to my research questions. Next, I discuss the 

theoretical frameworks utilized in my research: feminist geographies and boundary 

making theory. Next I describe my research methodologies and the data collection 

process using interviews and spatial analysis. After the methods, I outline the findings of 

my research, including analyses on safety, communal living and privacy, feelings of 

home and comfort, and empowerment and autonomy, as well as how these findings relate 

to resident well-being in DV shelters. I conclude this thesis by summarizing my findings, 

providing suggestions for DV shelters, and outlining suggestions for future research. 
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THEORY 

Using two theories to ground my research, my research focuses on analysis at the 

micro-level. In looking at physical spaces, building design, and aesthetics and their 

influence on experiences of shelter residents, my research is about meaning-making and 

how things are perceived. The DV shelter is a contained space with relatively few 

individuals in it, lending itself to a micro-sociological level of analysis. My research 

studies how space and individuals interact with one another, and how space shapes 

certain experiences in the DV shelter environment. To guide this thesis project, I am 

utilizing two central theories: feminist geographies and boundary making. In conjunction, 

these two theories offer insight into how DV shelter residents experience and navigate the 

shelter spaces while employing boundary making techniques. 

Feminist Geographies 

Feminist geographies, a theory and term by McDowell (1999), look at the actions 

and meanings of gendered people, the significance of places to them, how different 

places are gendered, and how this affects one’s perception of them self through 

experience in a particular space or place (1999). McDowell builds upon Gieryn’s 

discussion of the importance of place, but elaborates on how gender is an important 

factor in the importance of place. Feminist geography is built upon the idea that “places 

are made through power relations which construct the rules which define boundaries. 

These boundaries are both social and spatial--they define who belongs to a place and who 

may be excluded, as well as the location or site of the experience” (McDowell 1999:4). 

Places are socially constructed, and these constructions are closely tied to power, 
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dictating the dynamics of the space, how experiences are shaped in the space, and who 

belongs in the space.  

Gender permeates nearly all aspects of our daily lives, and McDowell claims that 

space is no exception. Gender and space are related “in assumptions about the ‘natural’ 

and built environments and in the sets of regulations which influence who should occupy 

which spaces and who should be excluded” (McDowell 1999:11). People of different 

genders experience places differently, and many places are inherently gendered. For 

example, the outdoors has traditionally been seen as a site of masculinity, and therefore, 

men and women may have different experiences in the outdoors. Similarly, DV shelters 

elicit different experiences for women, and this is partially due to the gendered nature of 

the place.  

DV shelters are gendered spaces, and it has been argued that the home is as well. 

DV as an issue is notorious for taking place behind closed doors, often in the home. 

McDowell states, “abuse and physical harm are more likely to be perpetrated by someone 

known to the victim, often within the ‘haven’ of the home, than by a stranger in a public 

arena” (1999:151). For feminist geographers, the “contradictory nature” of the home--the 

idea that the home is typically a safe refuge, but for many individuals experiencing DV it 

becomes a dangerous place, as it’s the site of abuse--has been widely studied as a site of 

inequality (McDowell 1999:89). As gender is intertwined with places, the home can be a 

site of different experiences for men and women. For women, the home has historically 

been a place in which they were encouraged or forced to identify with to perform their 

duties as wives and mothers while their husbands were out at work (McDowell 1999). 

The home “may be simultaneously a place of safety and a trap” (McDowell 1999:31). 
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However, the reality for many women experiencing DV, the home is “a site of fear and 

abuse” (McDowell 1999:88).  

DV shelters are the result of inequality in gendered spaces, and are, in turn, 

gendered spaces. Spaces reinforce identity, and DV shelters will create different 

experiences for different people, in this case, female-identifying survivors of DV. As I 

am studying an inherently gendered space that is the result of gender inequalities, looking 

at my project through a feminist geographical lens grounds my research along the lines of 

gender inequality and space, in order to better understand why space matters and how it 

can determine experiences and well-being in DV shelters. 

Boundary Making 

Most areas in DV shelters are communal, a challenge and adjustment for many 

DV shelter residents. When navigating this new space, residents need to employ 

boundary making techniques to determine private and public spaces and the appropriate 

behaviors in these spaces. According to Zerubavel, “the way we cut up the world clearly 

affects the way we organize our daily life” (1991:1). Although spaces, lines, and 

boundaries are socially constructed, they are very real in the way we perceive our social 

reality: “to define something is to mark its boundaries, to surround it with a mental fence 

that separates it from everything else” (Zerubavel 1991:2). Marking boundaries fulfills a 

need for order in our minds, and helps make sense of the social reality around us 

(Zerubavel 1991). 

 In many ways, gender is a result of boundary-making practices. McDowell (1999) 

identifies masculine and feminine spaces, including public spaces, outdoor spaces, and 

places of work for men, and private spaces, indoor spaces, and the home for women. 
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There is a clear boundary between which places are suitable for men and women, and this 

boundary influences the types of experiences in each space for gendered individuals. 

Women might feel uncomfortable in ‘male’ spaces such as a business office with mostly 

men, just as men might feel out of place in a home kitchen. This boundary leads certain 

places to carry prescribed meanings for gendered people, and this alters how an 

individual will interact with the space. Furthermore, Valentine (1989)  investigates the 

geography of women’s fear and concludes that women are typically fearful of male 

violence in public places, leading women to “adopt false assumptions about their security 

when in places falsely deemed safe for women, such as the home” (1989:385). DV 

shelters are private, indoors, and serve as a temporary home for women experiencing 

abuse. Gendered spaces and boundaries create unique experiences for individuals who 

inhabit these spaces. Using Zerubavel’s and McDowell’s theories, DV shelters are 

feminized spaces, and we see gender operating once again in spaces, and again in 

boundary-making tactics.  

 Zerubavel (1999)’s theory of boundary-making lends itself useful in interpreting 

spaces, especially spaces of a communal nature like DV shelters. Boundaries clearly 

divide space, but they also create mental partitions, which, in turn, create significance 

(Zerubavel 1999). Zerubavel notes that “wearing different sets of clothes...helps 

substantiate the mental distinction between business and casual, or ordinary and festive” 

(1991:7). Distinctions help us understand and create meaning in our lives, and this can 

translate into spaces as well. Divisions of spaces in the home “help us compartmentalize 

our daily activity into separate clusters of functions...as well as mentally separate culture” 

(Zerubavel 1999:7). For example, behaviors vary in the living room and the bathroom, 
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and the boundaries between these spaces help us know appropriate behaviors in each. In 

DV shelters, residents must adjust to a new space, and evaluate the boundaries in place to 

navigate the space appropriately. For example, a DV shelter resident will act differently 

alone in her bedroom, opposed to in the communal bathrooms. Having mental clusters for 

different spaces is important for healing purposes, as well as maintaining proper conduct 

within communal shelter spaces. Boundaries in the shelter, their new temporary home 

with an emphasis on communal living, are different than in homes they may already be 

accustomed to. Boundary making theory helps to guide my research as it pertains to how 

women use boundary making practices in shelter spaces, and how this shapes their 

experiences. Depending on how women navigate these boundaries, their experiences may 

differ.  
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

As mentioned previously, research in the areas of DV shelters and their 

relationship to space and design is lacking. However, existing literature on shelter spaces 

has guided my research. Themes of empowerment, safety, feelings of home and comfort, 

communal living and privacy, and rules emerge as salient topics to consider in my 

research. All areas researched in my literature review give insight to and address how 

physical space shapes experiences in terms of well-being, which my research questions 

investigate.  

Empowerment 

Many DV shelters adopt an empowerment model in their shelter environment and 

in the services they provide. Empowerment has been defined as a “meaningful shift in the 

experience of power attained through interaction in the social world” (Gregory, 

Nnawulezi, and Sullivan 2017:3). For survivors in a DV context, empowerment can mean 

increasing power through things like goal setting, acquiring social and material resources, 

and increasing their awareness of the greater social world (Gregory et al. 2017). 

However, all DV shelters have rules in place to ensure safety. DV shelters are known as a 

“surveillance climate” and many experiences with DV shelters operate around the 

rhetoric of empowerment and well-being, even though this might not be the case due to 

rules and regulations (Gregory et al. 2017:18). Shelters are intended to be a refuge that 

improve the lives of, or empower, its residents, and the space can do this in addition to 

the services offered: "the gateway represents the entering women and children's first 

bridge to the healing process" (Refuerzo and Verderber 1993:43). One resident in 
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Friedman (2000)’s study notes that she “now feel[s] a sense of privacy and safety, and the 

autonomy to make decisions for [her]self and [her] family” after her shelter stay 

(Friedman 2000:78). Privacy, safety, and autonomy are all connected to empowerment, 

for they represent a “meaningful shift” from their abusive relationship, into their life at 

the shelter (Gregory et al. 2017:3). Empowerment is embedded in the language of DV 

advocacy, and research is needed on how spaces affect feelings of empowerment. 

Empowerment and well-being are intimately related, and using the language of 

empowerment in my research will help me determine how shelter experiences affect 

resident well-being.  

Well-being 

A term borrowed from psychology, well-being addresses overall positive affect in 

one’s life. Keyes (1998) states, “the psychological tradition operationalizes well-being as 

the subjective evaluation of life via satisfaction and affect” (1998:121). Simply put, 

“emotional well-being is an excess of positive over negative feelings” (Keyes 1998:122). 

Although well-being is more psychological than sociological, Veenhoven (2008) makes a 

case for well-being in sociology: “subjective well-being of individuals entails important 

information about the quality of the social system in which they live. If people typically 

feel bad, the social system is apparently not well suited for human habitation” 

(Veenhoven 2008:11). Since well-being is subjective, it is operationalized in different 

manners depending on variables, but often involves a compensatory aspect, as 

“subjective well-being is seen as the product of an overall appraisal of life that balances 

the good and the bad” (Veenhoven 2008:2). For example, Flook (2011)’s study on 

children’s well-being looked at positive versus negative interpersonal events. It is 
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important to study well-being among DV shelter residents in order to see how the shelters 

are impacting them overall, and “it serves to communicate that something is beneficial” 

(Veenhoven 2008:2). In my study I measure well-being as an excess of positive 

experiences with privacy, comfort, safety, autonomy, and empowerment compared with 

negative experiences.  

Safety 

After experiencing abuse, feeling unsafe is common among DV survivors. The 

purpose of a shelter is to provide safety to DV victims in times of crisis. Safety, 

undeniably, is crucial to think about in the context of DV shelters. Most shelters are 

anonymous “secret places” to protect residents, but anonymity alone doesn’t suffice 

(Refuerzo and Verderber 1993:41). Refuerzo and Verderber (1993) also note the entrance 

is of importance for safety features: “the entry wall of the shelter is meant to be 

formidable to the batterer,” and that the entryway serves as a transition space from the 

public to private sphere (1993:42-3). Safety inside the shelter is equally important. 

McLeod and Walsh (2014) identify that having solid, heavy, locking doors increased 

feelings of safety (2014:29). Walsh et al. (2010) echo this sentiment noting that their 

resident interviewees also wish for a sense of safety, but not in a way that felt rough or 

controlling (Walsh et al. 2010:41). Friedman (2000) adds that having a childproofed 

space was also of importance to residents. Feeling safe in a tumultuous time is necessary 

to the well-being of DV shelter residents. Feeling safe or unsafe in a shelter space 

contributes to the overall experience of residents, and I explore how space contributes to 

safety among my sample. 
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Rules 

Lastly, with communal living environments and “surveillance climates,” rules are 

often enforced (Gregory et al. 2017:18). In sociological terms, norms are defined as “the 

rules or expectations that determine and regulate appropriate behavior within a culture, 

group, or society” (Open Education Sociology Dictionary). Shelter experiences vary 

greatly based on what policies are enforced. Friedman (2000) adds that “the negative 

effects of rules can be offset by the size of shelter settings,” noting smaller shelters can 

afford to have less rules (2000:147). Rules ranging from when residents can eat meals 

and chore assignments, to attending group meetings and where residents can gather 

control residents in DV shelters (Friedman 2000; Gregory et al. 2017). Gregory et al. 

(2017) find that, although some rules are necessary, “in communal shelters where rules 

are pervasive, unrealistic, or punitive, survivors have reported less satisfaction and more 

problems” (Gregory et al. 2017:3). In shelters rules are very space-specific, and many 

rules are created because of the spatial configurations of shelters. Studying resident 

experiences related to rules will give me insight into how rules surrounding spaces 

contributes to the experiences of DV shelter residents.  

My research will directly add to the existing body of knowledge surrounding 

shelter experiences. Current literature focuses on shelter experiences as a whole, and 

spaces emerge as important variables in determining these experiences. However, the 

current research doesn’t directly examine how DV shelter spaces influence resident 

experiences and well-being. My research will fill a gap in the current literature about DV 

shelter experiences, specifically focusing on how spaces shape the experiences. 
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RESEARCH METHODS 

Methodological Approach 

For my data collection, I used a multi-method qualitative approach made up of 

interviews and an analysis of space. Using a pre-existing relationship with the local DV 

shelter, which I will refer to as Community Shelter, I conducted in-depth, in person 

interviews with current and former residents of the shelter and shelter advocates. For 

participant recruitment, I attended a Community Shelter house meeting where shelter 

residents gather with advocates and discuss how things are going, things that need 

improvement, and resources that are available. I introduced myself and my research 

project to residents, leaving them with an information sheet about my project, my contact 

information, and a $10 Safeway gift card as a reward for participation. I expected to 

receive some interest from this, but the meeting had low attendance and did not yield any 

interview participants. With the help of pre-existing advocate contacts at the Community 

Shelter, an advocate distributed my information sheet under the doors of each bedroom 

with a brightly colored sticky note saying “$10 gift card!” Additionally, she alerted 

Community Shelter advocates of my study, and I reached out to members of my personal 

network for shelter advocate interviewees.  

I used purposive sampling for my research, for I was working within a single DV 

organization, and I intentionally reached out to individuals who would be fit to participate 

in my study -- those with experiences in DV shelters who are 18 years of age or older. 

My purposive sampling also turned into snowball sampling. I found that when I was at 

the shelter completing an interview, both advocates and residents would often note that 
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their friend or coworker was also interested in being interviewed, and we would connect 

from there. When I was physically present in the shelter, I had better luck with participant 

interest. Using a combination of recruitment tactics, I ended up with ten interview 

participants.   

To incentivize participation, $10 Safeway gift cards were given to those who 

participate in the interviews. The Community Shelter agreed that this would be a smart 

way to reward their emotional labor, as it is a need among clients. The gift cards are also 

beneficial for advocates who participated to thank them for their time during their busy 

work day of helping others. Interviews were conducted in person either at the Community 

Shelter or at a public space such as a library, and lasted anywhere from 10-35 minutes. I 

used semi-structured interview questions to make sure main themes such as comfort, 

safety, and autonomy were covered, but to allow for the conversation to go where the 

interviewee took it. The interview questions had been pre-approved by the Community 

Shelter, and they had input regarding the creation of the questions to ensure that the data 

will be valuable for them, as well as for the thesis project. Questions differed for 

advocates and shelter residents, but the main themes of safety, communal living, privacy, 

empowerment, autonomy, and the shelter space in general were covered (see appendix A 

for full list of interview questions). After reviewing and signing an informed consent 

document, interviews were recorded with permission, assigned pseudonyms, and then 

transcribed.  

Interviews are key to my research question, for my study relies on the experiences 

of those with intimate experience with DV shelters. It’s important that DV survivor and 

advocate voices are heard, and close attention is paid to their experiences with shelters 
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and shelter spaces. Both residents and advocates know the ins and outs of shelter life, and 

are important voices to include in my research. I would not have been able to hear these 

perspectives intimately through other methodologies, so qualitative interviews were the 

best option. In my interviews, I was cognizant of the fact that discussing shelter 

experiences may be difficult for some participants. Participants were allowed to skip any 

questions or choose to withdraw their participation at any point with no penalty. After 

meeting with the Community Shelter, they determined that I was able to conduct 

interviews with shelter residents due to my past training and certification as a sexual 

assault and DV victim advocate. With this experience and certification, I was confident in 

my ability to conduct interviews with this population, and the Community Shelter 

deemed me qualified to offer support should a participant become distressed in the 

interview process. I received Whitman IRB approval on 12/12/2019, with amendments 

approved on 1/30/2019. 

Visual Sociology 

Visual sociology is a sub discipline of sociology that asserts that images carry 

meaning. Visual sociology aims to “record, analyse and communicate the complexity of 

social life through photography, film and video” (Martiniello 2017:1185). O’Brien (2017) 

notes that while the actual images are important, “the social significance of visual images 

lies not only in the content of the images themselves, but also in the author’s intent, the 

framing and composition of subjects, and reception by audiences. The meaning and 

significance of images is always socially contingent” (2017:119). Visuals help convey 

narratives that other data aren’t always capable of doing, and hold messages about our 

social realities. Having a visual record of data, often used in conjunction with other 



17 

methodologies, both quantitative and qualitative, can help the researcher “reflect and 

expand” upon data and findings (O’Brien 2017:123). I am able to refer to and reflect on 

my research images to better understand my findings. 

The use of images in my research, along with qualitative interviews allows me to 

look at the issue of DV shelter spaces and well-being more holistically. For example, 

visual sociologist Marco Martiniello (2017) used images of his research subjects in his 

research. The ability to visualize this “with the help of photography had a clear added 

value and helped [them] to develop and convey [their] argument, both within and beyond 

academia” (Martiniello 2017:1188). I hope that the use of visuals in my research does the 

same--conveys my argument in a way that readers can visualize and understand the issue 

at hand: DV shelter spaces. 

Analysis of DV Shelter Spaces 

I also conducted an analysis of the shelter spaces. With the accompaniment of an 

advocate, I took pictures of common spaces making sure that no people or names are 

visible in the photos taken. I took photos of the kitchen, bathroom, laundry room, living 

room, and play room. Additionally, when I interviewed current shelter residents, part of 

my informed consent asked if I had permission to see their bedrooms and take photos. 

Images can play roles in each phase of research, and are used as “a complement to the 

other qualitative and quantitative methods” (Martiniello 2017:1188). Visual sociologist 

Vincent O’Brien (2017) notes that “both still and moving image sequences provide an 

observational permanence that offers advantages over live field observation, allowing for 

repeated cycles of review, analysis, and interpretation over time” (O’Brien 2017:121). 

Using these images, I corroborated my interview data, as well as used the images as a 
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baseline for descriptions of space. I frequently referred to these images throughout my 

research to better understand the residents’ experiences with the spaces. Since I am 

specifically looking at how space influences experiences, conducting an analysis of space 

was a useful method to include in my project. For analysis of the images of the spaces, I 

used pen and paper to mark anything that stands out about the spaces. I ensured that no 

names or people are present in any images, for some are included in this thesis, and for 

confidentiality and ethical concerns.  

Ethical Considerations 

I have taken ethical considerations into account for my research project. First and 

foremost, all information will be kept confidential, and only I and professor Janning will 

have access to research materials. Due to the close working relationship with the 

Community Shelter and their input in the project, I am sharing a report with them, with 

identifiers omitted, containing key findings and recommendations. Interviews were 

transcribed on a password protected computer, and names and identifying information 

were omitted throughout the transcription process. After transcription, recordings were 

deleted. There was very low foreseeable risk associated with participation in my research, 

but all participants reviewed and signed informed consent outlining potential risks and 

resources. There was the chance that negative feelings or memories could arise during the 

interview, but there was no higher risk than what participants could experience in 

everyday life. Additionally, given my advocacy training, I would have been able to 

support interviewees if they had felt distressed. All interviewees participated voluntarily 

and had the option to skip any questions or withdraw their participation at any time with 

no penalty. Due to the space, the Community Shelter likely knows who participated, but 
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will not know who responded what and will not be able to track specific responses to 

certain individuals. There was no additional risk associated with this, for I did not ask for 

sensitive information that would negatively impact the individual or the organization. 

Location of Study 

My data for this thesis was conducted exclusively through the Community 

Shelter, the only domestic violence shelter in the county. Originally I had planned to use 

more than one shelter for my thesis, but in addition to logistical challenges such as travel 

and time constraints, shelters vary greatly in their spaces, operations, rules, among other 

things. My literature review demonstrates that different shelter spaces and setups can lead 

to very different experiences among residents. For example, the shelter I worked at in 

Minnesota has shared rooms, a curfew, a long list of rules, and no kitchen access. 

Contrastingly, the Community Shelter has individual bedrooms, limited rules, no curfew, 

and unlimited kitchen access. These differences matter and can lead to different 

experiences, but for the scope of my project I decided it would be more fruitful to solely 

focus on the Community Shelter for reasons of access, convenience, as well as the ability 

to collect richer, more in depth data with a single shelter operation. 

Participants 

 I interviewed 10 individuals associated with the Community Shelter. I completed 

5 interviews with shelter advocates and 5 with shelter residents, some currently residing 

in the shelter, and some who formerly resided in the shelter. All participants have 

experienced domestic violence, or are intimately familiar with the issue through exposure 

at the shelter. All of my research participants were women, for the Community Shelter 
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serves only female-identifying individuals in the shelter, and all advocates are women 

with the exception of one male who was not interviewed. All participants were 18 years 

of age or older. 

Data Collection and Analysis 

The data for this thesis was conducted solely by me during the month of February 

in 2020. For data analysis, I chose not to use qualitative coding software due to my small 

number of interviews, and for convenience. Instead, I used pen and paper coding using an 

initial list of codes I created, which were mostly large themes like “safety” or “privacy.” 

Each code received a different highlighting color. From this first round of coding, I went 

on to do another round of coding, looking for things I missed, and creating sub-categories 

to better understand the depth of already coded data. Please find my list of codes in 

Appendix B. 

 I used the spatial analysis images to corroborate interview data, as well as 

highlight important features in the images. For analyzing these images, I made notes of 

important items and characteristics of the space. The images are useful for “repeated 

cycles of review, analysis, and interpretation over time” (O’Brien 2017:121). In my 

findings, when I mention a particular space, I use the images to help situate the space, 

and give a description of the space to help the reader understand the context and location 

of my research. The images will also be useful for reference in the appendix. Please see 

appendix C for select images. 
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Limitations and Generalizability 

As someone who has worked closely with DV shelters, I can be seen as an 

insider. This status has allowed me easier access to my population of study, as well as 

allowing me to better understand the issue of domestic violence and the shelter 

experience more fully. My advocacy certification and experience with DV shelters could 

have created unintentional biases. While it has helped me in my research having previous 

knowledge and experience, this could have also led me to have a more limited 

perspective opposed to someone who might be considered more of an outsider, without a 

background in this area. 

 Although I did not ask identifying questions such as race, my participants were 

mostly white or white-passing. I believe that the shelter experience has the potential to 

vary for women of color compared to white women. I believe my study could have 

benefitted from having a more diverse sample of participants, but I do think my sample 

was overall representative of the Community Shelter.  

 The scope of my project is quite small. It would have been great to interview 

more shelter residents and advocates to gain even more information and perspectives on 

the shelter experience. I also only studied one shelter. Like I have mentioned previously, 

every DV shelter is different in terms of its facility, its rules, its residents, and its 

advocates. All of these factors contribute to the shelter experience, and the Community 

Shelter is not representative of all DV shelters, limiting the generalizability of my thesis. 

However, my data is still useful and provides a starting point into how the physical 

spaces in DV shelters can contribute to the overall shelter experience. To increase 

generalizability, I would recommend future researchers expand the sample to include 
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multiple DV shelters in geographically diverse settings. I would also recommend having 

a larger sample to highlight more perspectives, and including more women of color. 

Nevertheless, my study provides a foundation for future research.  
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FINDINGS 

My research has focused on findings in terms of safety, communal living and 

privacy, feelings of home and comfort, and empowerment and autonomy. Focusing on 

these areas, the findings can help determine how DV shelter spaces influence the 

physical, social, and emotional experiences of residents, as well as how the perceptions of 

the shelter space contribute to resident well-being. First I will discuss safety findings, 

then move to communal living and privacy findings, and then finish with feelings of 

home and comfort, and empowerment and autonomy. 

Safety 

When fleeing an abuser to live in a DV shelter, it makes sense that shelter 

residents would seek feelings of safety from their new living space. When interviewees 

were asked about the shelter space making residents feel safe, all residents interviewed 

responded that living in a shelter had made them feel safer, and all advocates interviewed 

echoed these sentiments noting specific things about the shelter that contribute to these 

feelings of safety.  

Having a place to stay was an important factor for some shelter residents. For two 

shelter residents, Leah and Sarah, the simple fact of having a roof over their heads meant 

safety. Sarah noted, “if I wasn’t in the shelter, I’d be out on the streets.” Leah echoed this 

sentiment of feeling safer: “just the fact that I know my kid has a roof over her head.” For 

some women, the simple fact of having a temporary living space was enough to make 

them feel safer, and protected from their abusers. Without a safe home or the option of a 

DV shelter, Sarah and Leah would be homeless and out on the streets. The simple fact of 
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having shelter was comforting to them and made them feel safe knowing that one of their 

most basic human needs were met. The physical building in and of itself added to 

resident feelings of safety. 

In addition to the building alone, despite the building location being public 

knowledge, there were other elements of the shelter space that interviewees noted that 

added to feelings of safety and security. Most notably, seven out of the ten interviewees 

mentioned the doors in the shelter as being of importance. The Community Shelter is 

designed where one has to enter through multiple locked doors with a key card to enter 

the facility. The shelter itself is also up a flight of stairs. One advocate, Melissa describes 

this process: 

I mean the women who live in our shelter come to us with varying degrees of 
feelings of insecurity and safety, some, you know, very very afraid of physically 
running into their perpetrators around town still, and so we always try to really 
emphasize especially for those that are really physically scared that you know, we 
walk them through the shelter, we give them the tour we let them use their key to 
unlock the outside door, the next door, and then their room door and kind of 
emphasize that ok, did you notice that we had to come through three locked doors 
to get to your room? There's no way anyone that we don't want in this building is 
gonna be able to come in. 
 

All advocate interviewees mentioned the doors in the building, and two residents talked 

about the importance of the locking shelter doors. Resident Colleen shared her thoughts 

on this aspect of shelter security:  

Everything is locked...so you have all of these different security measures. 
The...as you go in the back doors, residents go in the back door, so that’s locked 
and you have to have a key fob to get in. And then, there’s another one once you 
get out of the staircase to go into the actual rooms, so it made me feel safe 
because in my situation, I uh...my ex has a tendency to stalk so I was always 
looking over my shoulder and so just coming into the beginning I felt safe. 
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The multiple locked doors residents have to go through to enter the shelter added to an 

extra sense of security. Many women, like Colleen, have had traumatic experiences that 

have led them to feel unsafe. The series of locked doors in the shelter ensures that, like 

advocate Melissa noted, no one would be able to come in if they weren’t authorized.  

 In addition to the doors as is, the materials used for the doors added to the sense 

of security. The interior shelter doors are made out of heavy, solid wood. Advocate 

Margaret talked about one door in particular that leads up to the shelter. This particular 

door is heavy and made out of metal. She said when it slams, “it sounds like a prison 

gate.” Initially she worried about the “jail-like” sound of the door closing, but then 

somebody said “it also might feel safe to people because of the solidness.” This comment 

makes sense, as does the special attention paid to doors and entrances in the shelter, for it 

has come up in previous research as well. McLeod and Walsh (2014) identify that in 

homeless shelters, “some of the characteristics of shelters that participants identified as 

contributing to feelings of safety and security included solid doors, peepholes, locked 

facilities, locked personal storage spaces, and buzzers to enter the site” (2014:29). 

Refuerzo and Verderber (1993) echo this, noting the importance of a “formidable” shelter 

entrance to keep residents safe (1993:42). Across studies, the desire for safety has been 

emphasized. Community Shelter residents also wish to feel safe, and the doors help 

achieve this element of well-being. 

 Another feature in the shelter that helped with feelings of safety were cameras, 

which four interviewees discussed. One advocate, Emily, mentioned that in addition to 

having staff at the shelter most of the day, there is always a 24/7 crisis phone line that can 

be called, “so there’s always somebody watching, and we have a camera system, so eyes 
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are always on.” Residents noted that this surveillance feature made them feel safe, but 

also had some limitations. Alyssa, a resident, talked about going outside for smoking and 

feeling a bit unsafe outside of the building at night. She elaborated: “I know there’s two 

cameras right there, but still, it’s like, I mean that camera is not going to save us...if he’s 

going to grab us he’s going to grab us.” Resident Leah also questioned the use of 

cameras, while still acknowledging that they made them feel safer. She has heard from 

someone that there were cameras in the kitchen, and she wondered “why is that even in 

there? And then that kind of makes me feel like I’m being monitored for everything I 

do.” The sentiment of wanting to feel safe, but also questioning some of the safety 

measures is not unique to Community Shelter residents. Walsh et al. (2010) stated that 

their interview participants, homeless shelter users, “identified the need for twenty-four-

hour surveillance, [and] security cameras” (2010:41).  Despite this desire for security 

features, it was important to participants “that shelters did not convey an institutionalized 

atmosphere” (Walsh et al. 2010:41). For shelter residents, security measures are often a 

double-edged sword. On one hand, the surveillance of cameras helps foster a sense of 

security for DV shelter residents. On the other hand, it does not completely mitigate fear 

and can lead to an institutional feeling. Gregory et al. (2017) note that “residents from 

homeless shelters and human trafficking organizations also have similar experiences with 

a surveillance climate, and experiencing restrictions under the rhetoric of ensuring safety 

and empowerment" (2017:18). For many shelter residents, surveillance is both a benefit 

and a drawback. There is a fine line between feeling protected and safe, and feeling 

watched and observed. While safety elements like cameras and doors help residents feel 
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safe, they can also highlight the surveillance climate, and make feelings of privacy 

diminish.  

 The Community Shelter has to work within the constraints and boundaries of the 

physical building it resides in. The building has a sturdy look and feel to it, and is made 

of concrete. Advocate Margaret revealed that the facility was, quite literally, “built to be 

a bomb shelter, the walls are 8-10 inches thick.” Like Walsh et al. discussed, this feature 

of the facility could be seen as an added security measure, but could also lead to an 

institutional feeling. The feelings of safety and institutionalization were reflected in 

resident interview responses. Sarah said that the shelter “literally feels like a bomb 

shelter.” Colleen said, “it’s just a bulky building...made me feel like I was in a bunker, so 

bunkers are safe.” Some DV shelter residents recognize that feelings of safety might have 

to be accompanied by elements that feel rough or institutional, like Walsh et al. describe.  

Communal Living and Privacy 

One component of well-being for DV shelter residents is privacy. Everyone likes 

to feel like they have their own private space, and especially for those who have just 

experienced trauma, privacy is important in the healing process, and allows a space, both 

mentally and physically, to reflect. Communal living is often accompanied with 

challenges for everyone, but communal living challenges are exacerbated for DV shelter 

residents who have just experienced trauma. At the Community Shelter, DV shelter 

residents are fortunate to have their own private bedrooms, something not the case at all 

DV shelters, but all other spaces are communal, including the kitchen, bathroom, play 

area for children, laundry room, and TV room. The kitchen has a large wooden 

communal table, a large communal fridge in addition to private miniature fridges with 
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locking cabinets on one wall, with appliances on the other walls. There is limited counter 

space. The bathrooms resemble a dormitory or gym bathroom, with showers on one side, 

toilets on the other, and sinks and mirrors in the center. The laundry room was small in 

size and had two washers and two dryers. The playroom was a large room with toys 

scattered against the walls. The TV room had a large couch, coffee table, TV, and 

windows into the playroom.  

In my interviews, nine out of ten interviewees mentioned the benefit to having a 

private bedroom, but even with this perk, all ten interviewees discussed the drawbacks of 

communal living. However, many noted that communal living isn’t all bad, for nine 

individuals also noted the benefits of living with others. Advocate Margaret expressed, “I 

think communal living is hard whether or not you are in crisis. It's hard to be with a 

bunch of people you don't know, and share space and everybody has different ideas of 

what's clean, what's tidy, what's quiet, what's loud...you have to change your expectations 

around privacy, and quiet.” I found that there are highs and lows when it comes to 

communal living in a DV shelter, both adding to the shelter experience and well-being.   

 Drawbacks of Communal Living. The shared kitchen seemed to be a culprit for 

many of the complaints regarding communal living. Karen, an advocate, remarked, “you 

have to share the space and as silly as it sounds, the biggest issue is the dishes...nobody 

wants to wash somebody else's dishes and sometimes you have to. So that is really... it's a 

bummer, it's a big bummer.” In fact, six out of ten interviewees mentioned the kitchen 

and dishes as being a point of tension in the shelter. Nobody wanted to clean up after 

others, but they would then have to. Resident Leah, who is also a mother, expressed her 

frustrations with the situation: 
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It's kind of crappy because everybody else's actions kind of result on everybody 
you know, so like when somebody does something, even if we don’t talk, it kind 
of reflects on us and we have to deal with it. So like, as far as the kitchen and stuff 
goes, if people don't do their chores, I already have enough chores right here [in 
reference to child], I don't need to be doing people's dishes...I feel like I'm doing 
quadruple the work. 

 
It is enough work for one person to clean up after themselves, especially with a child, but 

interviewees often found going into the kitchen frustrating, for they were greeted with the 

dishes and mess that other residents had left behind. Resident Colleen was frustrated that 

there was very little accountability. Friedman (2000) noted that the kitchen is one of “the 

hardest spaces to share” (2000:75). A DV shelter resident in Kunkel and Guthrie (2016)’s 

study is also frustrated with people leaving the communal spaces messy. She remarks, “it 

makes me wonder how, if a woman can’t even wash her dishes, how is she supposed to 

go out and find a new place and start over?” (Kunkel and Guthrie 2016:112). Previous 

literature shows that dishes and messy communal areas are an issue, and my research at 

the Community Shelter shows that this continues to be a frustrating element of communal 

living.  

Like Leah remarked, residents are often forced to clean up after others, even if 

they don’t know one another very well, due to shelter rules and norms of cleanliness. A 

drawback that multiple interviewees mentioned was not knowing who they were living 

with very well. When asked about the drawbacks of communal living, resident Sarah 

responded: “I mean not really knowing everyone very well, like not knowing what they're 

like and...I mean it's not really my business what their background is, but you kind of like 

to know who you live with.” The discomfort of not knowing the people you live with 

well can make kitchen messes more uncomfortable and frustrating, and can add to 
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tensions in the shelter overall. Not knowing your neighbors can make DV survivors feel 

like they are moving from one uncomfortable living situation to the next, despite the 

added safety measures.  

Like Margaret said, communal living is difficult for everyone. In my interviews, 

multiple shelter residents complained about other individuals in the shelter, and expressed 

their frustrations regarding their motives. Leah describes her feelings: 

You know some people are here just because...they made situations of their life 
that they don't know what to do because they are drug addicts and that's whatever, 
you know like we all have problems, but at the same time when you have a kid 
and you're here for stronger reasons...it kind of takes a toll. 

 
Resident Colleen expresses similar sentiments: 

I hate saying it but I’ve been around them long enough to know. When you’re 
around addicts, they’re always scoping to see what you have, and what they could 
take and what they could sneak and so when you’re in the shower and you see 
their feet coming over toward your stuff, it’s like...I have to worry about it you 
know....I didn’t want to have to worry about other people that maybe weren’t 
there for the right reasons. 
 

Leah and Colleen aren’t alone in their frustrations. Kunkel and Guthrie (2016) 

demonstrate that their DV shelter resident interviewees believed that “some peers took 

advantage of the system” and were getting a “free ride” (2016:111-12). When DV shelter 

residents feel unsettled around those who they are living with, it can “take a toll,” like 

Leah suggested. Living in a communal DV shelter can be aggravating as it is, but 

suspecting that some of your peers aren’t there for the correct reasons can be invalidating 

and frustrating, and can lead to lower overall well-being.  

 Colleen mentioned that fellow residents would often come look at her things 

while she was showering, suggesting they might be stealing. Other interviewees 

mentioned this as well. Resident Sarah voiced that “[other residents] would go through 
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your stuff, and take your food and stuff, and it's just frustrating because you're all adults.” 

Leah was also disappointed. She said, “I don't have the money to buy food, and people 

keep stealing my food.” Advocate Melissa commented on instances like these: “of course 

there are petty fights or disagreements that occur and the whole communal living space 

can get very dramatic at times.” Other shelter residents in past literature express similar 

frustrations. One resident in DeWald and Moe’s (2010) study voices her frustration with 

a resident who got caught stealing, yet there were no consequences (2010:120). The 

communal living environment, and the nature of not knowing everyone you live with can 

lead to an environment where shelter residents are worried about their things being taken. 

This adds to the stress of surviving trauma and living in a new place. Some interview 

participants were agitated about this, and this took a toll on their overall well-being. 

 Advocate Emily remarked, “you’re never alone, you know?” Aside from dirty 

dishes, not knowing fellow residents very well, and theft, classic communal living 

problems were common--different sleeping schedules, noise preferences, and washing 

machines not being available because someone hasn’t taken their laundry out, for 

instance. Communal living is definitely a challenge for DV shelter residents to say the 

least.  

Privacy. The communal living experience is incomplete without a discussion of 

privacy, or lack thereof, in the shelter. Community Shelter residents have their own 

private bedrooms, which is not the case at all DV shelters. Although this is a great, 

private space, all other spaces in the shelter are shared. The bedrooms are modest in size, 

with a window, twin bed, and closet. Advocate Emily noted the benefit to private 

bedrooms, and said “you have somewhere to escape to because you have your own 
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room.” Advocate Melissa seconds this idea: “the fact that they do get their own private 

room and have you know, even though it's modest, to have this little oasis, some place 

they can go to and feel...to not only feel safe, but to actually be safe.” Everyone needs 

privacy to a certain extent, and many shelter residents were incredibly grateful to have 

this private space. Sociology theorist Eviatar Zerubavel (1991) argues that boundaries 

divide space, as well as create mental partitions. Having the private space to retreat to, 

which Melissa refers to as an “oasis,” is important for everyone, but especially for 

survivors of DV. Advocate Margaret highlights this need: “people have their own rooms 

that have locks, so they can keep their things safe and they're not worried about things 

going missing, things getting stolen. Little things like that are super important for people 

who've been oppressed.” Having private bedrooms gives DV shelter residents the space--

both mentally and physically--to compartmentalize. The private bedrooms have a 

physical boundary to divide the space from the communal spaces in the rest of the shelter, 

and a mental boundary that allows shelter residents to relax and heal.  

 The bathroom was mentioned as a space where privacy was hard to come by. 

Advocate Debra brought up that there have been “feelings of not having privacy at times 

since we have communal bathrooms and showers.” Echoing earlier sentiments, Resident 

Alyssa agrees: “the showers I think should be more private.” The desire for privacy is 

seen throughout past literature. A shelter resident from McLeod and Walsh (2014)’s 

study noted: “I didn't feel safe taking a shower” (2014:29). Like advocate Margaret said, 

private space is essential for trauma survivors, and this extends to bathrooms as well. 

Despite the complaints and concerns regarding bathroom privacy, most residents and 

advocates agreed that there was enough private space in the shelter due to the private 
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bedrooms. Friedman (2000) wrote that those who “had a private bedroom were much 

more positive about their experience,” (2000:44). I think that most residents were grateful 

to be there, and to have their own bedrooms, for that is more than a lot of shelters can 

offer. When asked if she could change anything about the shelter space, advocate Emily 

said, “I think everybody should have their own bathroom.” While the private bedrooms 

are an undoubtedly great feature in the shelter, the complaints about the communal 

bathrooms and lack of privacy while using them demonstrate that resident well-being 

would likely increase if there were more privacy in the restrooms, or if they had private 

restrooms as well.  

 Benefits of Communal Living. Given all of these frustrations with communal 

living, 9 out of the ten interviewees still had positive remarks about the living situation. 

Many interviewees echoed the perks of having a community of women who have had 

similar experiences. Advocate Emily touched on the sense of solidarity that can be 

present in the shelter: “the benefit I would say is that sense of you're not alone in what 

you're going through, because everybody here is fighting their own demons but in the end 

you know, it's all similar. They have different paths but same...same issues.” Others 

talked about how they like the feeling of not being alone. Resident Sarah revealed, “you 

are with people, so it's like you're less likely to get depressed by yourself, cause there's 

people around you.” Advocate Melissa reflected on the power of female friendship:  

It can definitely be a wonderful bonding experience for some. I've noticed some 
of our residents meet other residents in the shelter and it becomes a beautiful 
thing, it's the beginning of a friendship, it's like women's solidarity, all of the 
awesome positive things that can happen when women bond with other women. 
 

Resident Lisa demonstrates how the communal living experience has helped her form 

relationships with others: “I like getting along with other people, I also like to help other 
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people the same as they help me. I always want to help them too...It seems we have each 

other, we’re not alone.” This benefit of communal living was echoed in past research. In 

Kunkel and Guthrie (2016), one resident says, “this is our house. We live here. It’s our 

job to help each other” (2016:110). These supportive relationships formed through the 

communal living environment show the positive side to living with others. It is apparent 

that even with the drawbacks of communal living like cleaning up after others and not 

knowing others very well, residents can still have a very positive experience with the 

shelter communal living environment, and forming relationships with others and 

receiving and providing support from peers can positively impact resident well-being.  

Feelings of Home and Comfort 

DV survivors are often forced to leave their homes and seek shelter in places such 

as the Community Shelter. For many people, the adjustment from their home to a DV 

shelter is an uncomfortable one--sleeping in a different bed, sharing spaces, and 

mourning the loss of their life at home. Although many DV shelters, including the 

Community Shelter try to make the space comfortable and make it feel like a home, these 

efforts can miss the mark and result in shelter residents feeling uncomfortable. However, 

all but one interview participant said they thought the shelter space was comfortable.  

 Debra, an advocate, when questioned about resident comfort responded: most of 

the time people are just so thankful to have a safe space that they don't voice a lot of 

concerns or critiques on the space, on the comfort.” She then added, “I think for them 

safety is comfort, so the way that you and I might think of comfort, we might think of it 

in, like, a more like luxury sort of way, but for them it's more basic and translates more 

into safety.” Debra brings up a good point in that expectations for comfort might be 
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different for those who have lived through domestic violence and trauma. Many DV 

shelter residents feel grateful to be in a space where they worry about their physical 

safety less, for that basic need is taken care of.  

 That being said, shelter staff try to make it a comfortable experience for shelter 

residents. Advocate Melissa elaborates: “well I think our rooms are modest but I think 

they are comfortable. I hope that people feel comfortable in them. We do our best to 

make it feel like a warm, inviting space when they first arrive. We make sure that, you 

know, that the room is very clean, the bed is nicely made, we leave a little kit of toiletries 

and towels.” For the most part, the efforts of the staff are well received, and most 

residents find the shelter to be very comfortable. Resident Alyssa commented, “it's the 

best sleep I've had in a long time.” Melissa described a similar scenario about a former 

resident: 

On the last day she was moving out she asked if she could have the sheets from 
her bed, and I was like, oh, well we have brand new sheets I'll just go get you a 
new set, and she was like, actually can I just have the ones I've been sleeping on? 
I want to have a memory of my time here and how well I slept and what an 
amazing place this was for me. 

 
I think that the fact that residents were able to get restful and peaceful sleep in the shelter 

is a strong indicator of comfort and feeling at home. For Debra, she is constantly thinking 

about “how to make women feel like this is their space, and this is their home.” The 

Community Shelter is a nice facility. It is clean, has private bedrooms, and advocates do 

their best to make it comfortable. Friedman (2000) writes, “well-taken-care-of and homey 

spaces send a message to staff who work in these settings that [residents] are worthy of 

being well treated” (2000:71). A comfortable living space makes shelter residents feel 

respected, relaxed, and contributes positively to overall well-being. 
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 Well many residents had positive things to say about shelter comfort overall, there 

were some exceptions. Multiple women had the sentiment that even if it wasn’t very nice, 

and there were some drawbacks to the space overall, the shelter is better than nothing. 

Colleen elaborated: 

You don’t need a big space, this isn’t somewhere where you’re going to live. For 
a short term it’s a roof over your head and like I said I was just grateful. So I think 
I’m more humble than some people I guess because you get some people that 
complain and it’s like (sighs), well at least you’re not living in your car (laughs). 
 

Leah, another resident, also had similar sentiments:  

It has helped a lot so at the end of everything even if it's like the worst of 
worst...at least my daughter has a roof over her head no matter if she's driving me 
crazy and we're in a small spot, cause we'd be in no spot at all….So I just have to 
suck it up but it does really suck. 
 

At the end of the day, many women are just grateful to be in a safe space for the time 

being. Even if it isn’t the nicest place they have ever been, or there are things about the 

shelter that bother them, they acknowledge that it has improved their well-being, even if 

just by a small amount. Previous researchers have demonstrated sentiments like Colleen 

and Leah’s. While many people prefer a comfortable, home-like environment, 

interestingly enough, “some women stated it is unnecessary for shelters to be really 

comfortable, as they recognize the temporary nature of the facility” (Walsh et al.  

2009:311). While it is important that living spaces are comfortable, at the end of the day, 

shelters are temporary, but at the very least they can provide a safe place to reside, heal, 

and improve well-being.  

 I can also imagine a scenario where perhaps, due to my affiliation with the 

Community Shelter, residents felt a need to express gratitude for the space and say 

positive things about their comfort. Despite the Community Shelter having no way of 
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knowing who said what in their interviews, perhaps some shelter residents felt 

uncomfortable being critical of the shelter. There is also a high need for available DV 

shelter beds, and perhaps this motivated them to say positive things about the shelter, for 

there are always women in DV situations seeking shelter. However, despite sharing their 

gratitude and positive remarks with me, some residents still had suggestions for how the 

shelter could improve.  

 Like I discussed in the safety section, sometimes shelter spaces can have a rough 

or institutional feel to them. Despite staff efforts to lessen the rough feeling of the shelter, 

the thick concrete walls at the Community Shelter will always be there. Resident Sarah 

describes her suggestions:  

Probably, like, a more homey situation, cause it's really... like how [advocate 
name] was like, it's a bomb shelter...well it literally feels like a bomb shelter. The 
walls are so thick and cold and the rooms are just white, like put colors and stuff, 
make it more happy and inviting I guess. 

 
Advocate Margaret reflected, “how do we soften this space so it doesn’t look like a bomb 

shelter? And I think...that will always be an ongoing thing.” Margaret was also the 

advocate who talked about a slamming door sounding like a prison gate. Although 

Margaret recognizes these shortcomings in the shelter’s comfort and homeiness, the 

shelter still may feel institutional, like Sarah described. This is an issue that other shelters 

in past research have also faced. A resident in Friedman (2000)’s study revealed, “I felt 

like I was in a prison lineup” (2000:75). A shelter resident from DeWald and Moe 

(2010)’s research echoed this: “if you come into a shelter, you need it not to feel like a 

correctional center. Like a prison!” (DeWald and Moe 2010:128). An advocate from 

Merchant and Whiting (2015)’s study said, “shelters must grapple to create a space tough 

enough to create safety, but sensitive enough to understand the client’s perspective” 
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(2015:473). Certain elements of DV shelters, the Community Shelter included, can make 

it feel institutional. No one wants to feel like they are living in a correctional facility, and 

while advocates at the Community Shelter have done what they could to soften the space, 

at the end of the day, the door slams and thick concrete walls do not contribute to a 

homey environment in the shelter. Concrete walls may not contribute to well-being, but 

many residents were simply grateful to have a temporary place to call home, improving 

their overall well-being. 

Empowerment and Autonomy 

Gregory et al. (2017) define empowerment as a “meaningful shift in the 

experience of power attained through interaction in the social world” (Gregory et al. 

2017:3). Many DV shelters adopt an empowerment model in their shelter environment 

and in the services they provide, and pride themselves on assisting DV survivors in 

regaining their autonomy and confidence. However, DV shelters are a “surveillance 

climate,” where empowerment and autonomy are at the cornerstones of the shelter, but 

things like rules and group living might inhibit actual feelings of autonomy and 

empowerment (Gregory et al. 2017:18). Residents in the Community Shelter experienced 

this surveillance climate. Advocates try to promote empowerment and autonomy, but 

sometimes their efforts are overshadowed by things like room checks, abiding by the 

rules, and living with others.  

 Two advocates noted that the fact that they are in a shelter and made the choice to 

flee an abuser is a sign of autonomy. Emily elaborated on this idea: 

Having their own rooms and being able to have control over what they are doing 
that day, whether it be just getting up to take a shower because that's all they want 
to do that day, or whatever it is that they do, they get to make that choice. They 
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get to make the choice of what's going to go on for them that day. So, that I think 
gives them a sense of empowerment. Having their own space to be with their own 
thoughts, and regroup.  
 

There is a sense in the shelter that residents are regaining something they lost in the midst 

of their abusive relationship and bettering themselves. Sarah and Alyssa felt this way. 

Sarah said, “I have a house...I have somewhere to go at night, like I'm not just out 

roaming the streets. I am doing something. I am bettering myself in a way and I'm able to 

help myself by doing this.” Alyssa felt similarly, “I think I just feel empowered because I 

have me back. I'm not being controlled by him, I can control my own life.” Sentiments 

like these show that being in a shelter does make DV shelter residents feel empowered 

and autonomous. They are able to make choices for themselves, heal, and gain new skills. 

Having the shelter space has allowed them to feel empowered and autonomous, and 

therefore, increase their overall well-being.  

 There are also certain material aspects of the space that promote empowerment 

and autonomy for shelter residents. Advocate Debra describes how advocates try to 

decorate the space to make it feel empowering to residents: “we try to have different sort 

of inspirational empowering quotes, art, messages all along the walls...we constantly put 

up different things on the bulletin board and on the walls, bathroom mirrors, etcetera.” In 

addition to empowering decorations in the shelter, Debra thinks the shelter space itself 

promotes autonomy and empowerment. She pinpoints the kitchen in particular as being a 

powerful space: 

The fact that there is autonomy I think can be a good reminder of the fact that you 
can still do so many things, even though you are hiding from an abuser. The 
kitchen is a great kitchen...people find a lot of joy in taking things back and 
saying like, I can cook for myself again, or I can cook something without thinking 
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of what he's gonna say, so I think that can be an empowering thing….It makes 
you want to do these things again. 
 

Certain spaces in the shelter foster empowerment and autonomy. Past research has 

indicated that DV shelters can improve feelings of empowerment and autonomy. One 

resident in Friedman (2000)’s study notes that she “now feel[s] a sense of privacy and 

safety, and the autonomy to make decisions for [her]self and [her] family” after her 

shelter stay (Friedman 2000:78). Advocates and residents agree that DV shelter spaces 

allow residents to take back control, and gain skills that improve their autonomy, 

empowerment, and therefore, their well-being.  

 While some interviewees had positive things to say about empowerment and 

autonomy in the shelter, others were more critical. Multiple participants thought the 

shelter was not empowering and did not foster autonomy, because you are still living 

under the conditions of other people. Advocate Karen touches on this: 

I'm not so sure that there's very much about the shelter that's empowering. I think 
that the work that we do with residents is empowering because we definitely lay 
out their choices and then they get to choose. But being in the shelter, I don't think 
it is a very empowering place because you really don't have a lot of choices. You 
have to clean up after yourself, you have to share the TV, you have to share the 
laundry room, you have to share the bathroom. So I would say I just don't see it as 
a very empowering place.  
 

Compared to living in one’s own home, living in a shelter comes with extra 

responsibilities and burdens. Communal living requires that spaces are shared and kept 

clean, that it is quiet at night, and health and safety codes are upheld. One way codes are 

sustained is through room checks “to make sure their vents are covered and that they 

don't have drugs or alcohol in their room.” Debra explains that “it might seem like an 

invasion of privacy...but really we just need to abide by code.” Resident Leah expressed 
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her frustration with the room checks: “them coming into your room for a room check, and 

just, you know, it always happens to be at random times when I just barely get [child’s 

name] to sleep or something and then it's just the inconvenience of not knowing, and then 

just kind of feeling like you are under somebody else's supervision to a point, you know.” 

The room checks made Leah feel like she had little autonomy, and was not in control of 

her own space and schedule. Resident Alyssa also felt restricted by the rules in the 

shelter: “well I mean they tell you that you have to, like if I wanted to go stay the night at 

my grandma's or something, I'd have to make sure and call and stuff like that, so like kind 

of still being told what to do. There are rules, but there's rules in everyday life anyways, 

you know what I mean, so it's not as bad as what it was. So, I mean, I can live with that.” 

In general, the Community Shelter has very few rules compared to most shelters, and the 

ones that are in place aim to abide by health codes, as well as aim to maintain harmony in 

the shelter. Even with few rules, Gregory et al. (2017) found that in shelters where rules 

are “pervasive,” “survivors have reported less satisfaction and more problems” (2017:3). 

Although the rules are important and necessary to keep the shelter safe and harmonious, 

they can make DV shelter residents feel like they aren’t reaching their potential in terms 

of empowerment and autonomy.  

 Advocate Margaret dreamed about her ideal shelter space. She revealed, “I wish 

that we had...I would love it if we, instead of rooms and communal spaces for living and 

bathing and eating, it would just be so great if every one of those units was a self-

contained apartment with its own cooking, and bathing, that would be a dream. That 

would truly give people autonomy.” Ideally, all DV shelter residents would be able to 

carry on with their lives as normal, and have their own space for cooking, bathing, 



42 

sleeping, and eating. This would hopefully give them a sense of empowerment and 

autonomy. However, Margaret has an important point:  

Even though people are housed here, they are still considered homeless because 
they don't have control over their living space. They're still dependent on 
somebody else's decisions to whether they can be there or stay, if they can be 
there or not be there. So, I don't think, even if we had apartments, it would still be 
homelessness because of the lack of true control. So, maybe in part by definition, 
it is not autonomous. 
 

By definition, those staying in shelters are under the control of another person. Often, and 

at the Community Shelter, those in control have good intentions and try to help shelter 

residents gain feelings of empowerment and autonomy, but the fact is, residents are still 

living under the supervision of someone else. Compared to where women were before 

coming to the Community Shelter, the shelter could be seen as something either 

inhibiting or promoting their feelings of autonomy and empowerment. For most people, 

living in a DV shelter is not an ideal situation. There are rules to be obeyed, adjustments 

in privacy, and sometimes uncomfortable spaces or situations. However, given all of the 

drawbacks to shelter living, I argue that even with rules and regulations, living in a 

shelter increases well-being, for residents are more empowered and have more autonomy 

in their situation in the shelter, opposed to their past abusive relationships and homes.  
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CONCLUSION 

My research addresses two research questions: 1. How do domestic violence 

shelter spaces influence residents’ physical, social, and emotional experiences?, and 2. 

How do domestic violence shelter residents attach meaning to domestic violence shelter 

spaces, and how does this contribute to well-being in residents? My research found that 

DV shelter spaces matter for shelter residents, and contributed to overall well-being of 

residents. However, the shelter experience is not this black and white. My research found 

that the shelter space contributed to feelings of safety in residents, but certain features 

like cameras and heavy doors both helped residents feel safe, as well as led to an 

institutional feeling. The communal living experience in the shelter undoubtedly 

contributed to overall resident experiences, both positively and negatively. Residents 

were overall positive about having a sense of solidarity with other residents, for they had 

similar backgrounds, but that doesn’t mean that drawbacks like theft, cleanliness levels, 

and lack of privacy didn’t take a toll on shelter residents. Many women were grateful to 

be at the shelter, but agreed that the space could have been made more comfortable and 

home-like. Lastly, the shelter space allowed many women to regain autonomy and feel 

empowered, even with rules and regulations like room checks. Going back to the 

definition of well-being, I’ve found that the positive things my sample experienced in the 

shelter outweigh the negative, and DV shelter spaces can have drastic impacts on resident 

well-being. This leads me to conclude that the shelter experience is a compensatory one. 

Some things are gained, like a sense of safety, for example, but it comes at the price of 

renegotiating privacy. The gendered space of the Community Shelter is unique and DV 

survivors have unique experiences because of this. Boundaries surrounding privacy and 
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autonomy had to be renegotiated. My research demonstrates the importance of listening 

to those familiar with DV, and shows that all spaces should communicate respect and 

dignity to those who inhabit them.  

 Feminist geographies and boundary making help explain my findings. McDowell 

(1999) claims that gender is an important factor in the importance of place, and that 

places “are made through power relations,” and can dictate the experiences had in certain 

places (1999:4). Gender is definitely important to think about in a DV shelter. The DV 

shelter, as a place, exists due to imbalances in power relations, and all residents had 

experienced DV as a requirement of staying in the shelter. The experience of living 

through DV certainly impacted their shelter experience. For example, having locking 

doors and thick walls in the shelter contributed to safety for some, and others experienced 

a sense of autonomy and empowerment they did know they were capable of due to being 

in the shelter, and no longer under the control of an abusive partner.  

 McDowell (1999) also helps explain the “contradictory nature” of the home 

(1999:89). For those experiencing DV, the home “may be simultaneously a place of 

safety and a trap” (McDowell 1999:31). I found that most residents were grateful for the 

space they were given, and it became a comfortable place for them overall. Some 

acknowledged the temporary nature of the shelter, and felt it didn’t have to be super 

comfortable or home-like. The shelter became a home for some women who would be 

homeless or living in their cars. The shelter space, like the kitchen, for example, became 

a place where they could reclaim their sense of home, for they weren’t worried about a 

partner getting upset with them or criticizing their cooking. In a way, the shelter has a 

type of “contradictory nature” to it, for some women felt at home in the shelter, and 
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others were more critical of the space (McDowell 1999:89). For those more critical, 

perhaps the shelter, to them, represented a “place of safety and a trap” (McDowell 

1999:3) 

 Zerubavel (1991)’s boundary making theory can help us understand how shelter 

residents navigated a new space, and how they renegotiated their boundaries surrounding 

privacy, autonomy, and comfort. Applying boundary making to my research, the most 

notable connection is with communal living. According to boundary making theory, “the 

way we cut up the world clearly affects the way we organize our daily life” (Zerubavel 

1991:1). In a DV shelter context, the way residents had previously “cut up the world” 

needed to be renegotiated to account for the new space they’d be living in, and the set of 

rules and norms that accompanied this new place of residence.  

 Boundaries also divide space and create mental partitions and significance 

(Zerubavel 1999). Divisions and distinctions in space can help us create meaning in our 

lives, as well as “help us compartmentalize our daily activity into separate clusters of 

functions...as well as mentally separate culture” (Zerubavel 1999:7). In my research, 

shelter residents knew that some spaces were private, like their bedrooms, and others 

were communal, like the kitchen, bathroom, and laundry room. Even with these 

distinctions, the lines between private and public were blurred. From people being noisy 

in the hallway, or an advocate coming to do a room check unexpectedly, the shelter 

environment requires that shelter residents are always changing their boundaries and 

making sense of the space they are in.  

 My research has applications and implications for DV shelters. For DV shelters, I 

know that it can be difficult to work within the boundaries and barriers of the facility, and 
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not everything is an easy fix. That being said, I think it is important to make changes 

where applicable, and to listen to what residents like and dislike. When possible, 

residents should be given as much private space as possible, whether it is their own 

bedroom, having a divider or curtain in a shared room, a locking cabinet for storage, 

showers with more privacy, and other things of the like. Shelters should try and make 

their space desirable to live in, and it should be comfortable, even if it is just a temporary 

home. Livening up blank walls with artwork and posters, or colorful pillows on couches 

and chairs can make a difference for residents. Lastly, it is important to give residents as 

much autonomy as possible, within safety limits. Having a long list of rules, or punitive 

measures when said rules are inevitably broken, does not foster autonomy or 

empowerment. Of course certain rules are necessary for safety and group harmony, but 

residents should be able to maintain as much control over their space and lives as 

possible in a shelter setting.  

 My research adds to the literature on geography, shelters, and domestic violence. 

It highlights the voices of women familiar with DV, and shows that spaces of all kinds 

should not be taken for granted. While I believe my research offers valuable insight into 

the DV shelter experience, it is not without limitations. If I were to conduct this research 

again, I would rethink my interview questions, and make sure they are understandable to 

a broad audience, and ground my questions further in terms of physical space. 

Additionally, it would have been beneficial to have a larger sample using more than one 

shelter. The Community Shelter has individual bedrooms and limited rules and 

regulations, which is not the case for many shelters. It would be interesting to see the 
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experiences of DV shelter residents and advocates from shelters with shared bedrooms, 

and more rules and restrictions. This also limits the generalizability of my research. 

 DV shelters are essential to communities, but often tight budgets restrict shelter 

spaces from reaching their full potential for what would be best for both staff and 

residents. My population of study deserves to have their voices heard, and we should all 

think more critically about shelters, and that they can always be improved. My research 

shows that while DV shelter spaces contributed to resident well-being, it was not without 

roadblocks or frustrations. My thesis suggests that spaces are significant and have 

impacts on our well-being, and that we should all think about spaces close to us more 

critically, and how they can be improved to benefit the well-being of ourselves and 

others.  
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Appendix A: Interview Questions 

Interview Questions for Shelter Residents: 
• Has living in a shelter contributed to feelings of safety? How so? Is there anything 

about the space in particular that lends itself to you feeling safe? 
• What has the communal living experience been like for you? Any positives and 

negatives? 
• Is living in a shelter comfortable? What aspects of the shelter space or design 

make you feel comfortable or uncomfortable? 
• How does the shelter space make you feel empowered?  
• Do you feel like the shelter space allows you to have autonomy? Why or why 

not? 
• Do you feel you have enough private space? 
• How do you navigate the communal spaces in the shelter? 
• If you could reconfigure the space, what would you want it to look like and why? 
• What are your thoughts on the small refrigerators? What is your opinion of the 

laundry room? How do you feel about sharing a kitchen? What are your thoughts 
on your room? 

• In general, how has the physical shelter space impacted your time as a resident at 
the shelter? 

 
Interview Questions for Shelter Employees: 

• Does living in a shelter contribute to feelings of safety for residents? Is there 
anything about the space in particular that lends itself to residents feeling safe? 

• What are your thoughts on the communal living experience? What are the benefits 
and drawbacks in your opinion? 

• Can you talk about comfort in the shelter? What aspects of the shelter space or 
design make it comfortable or uncomfortable for residents? 

• How does the shelter space lead to feelings of empowerment for residents? 
• Do you think the shelter space lends itself to residents having autonomy? Why or 

why not? 
• Do you feel residents have enough private space? 
• If you could reconfigure the shelter space, what would you want it to look like 

and why? 
• In general, how do you think the physical shelter space impacts resident 

experiences? 
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Appendix B: List of Codes 

• Safety 

• Communal living benefits 

• Communal living drawbacks 

• Privacy 

• Feelings of home/comfort 

• Autonomy/empowerment 
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Appendix C: Shelter Images 

Kitchen 
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Play Room/TV Room 
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Bathroom 
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Bedrooms 

 



55 

 

 
 

 
 



56 

Appendix D: Informed Consent 
 
Welcome to Meg Keiser’s sociology thesis study! Please read the following information 
carefully. 
  
Thank you for choosing to participate in my study. Please answer the interview questions 
carefully, thoughtfully, and honestly. The interviews are intended to explore the 
relationship between the physical domestic violence shelter spaces and the experiences of 
residents who stay in these shelters. Part of my study also includes analyzing photos of 
spaces in the shelter. In order to participate, you must be at least 18 years old. 
  
By participating in this study, you are potentially benefiting domestic violence shelters 
and people who stay in them by providing useful feedback about resident experiences. 
This study has low anticipated risk, but there is the potential that negative feelings may 
arise due to talking about experiences in a domestic violence shelter. If you find yourself 
needing support, a trained professional is available to talk at all times through the 
National Domestic Violence hotline at 1-800-799-7233. [NAME] at the Community 
Shelter is another resource ([phone], [email]). Your participation is voluntary and you 
may skip a question or stop participating at any time without penalty. You will be 
compensated for your participation, including partial participation, in the form of a $10 
Safeway gift card that you will receive at the end of the interview. 
  
All information collected will be used for my research and will be kept confidential. You 
will not be asked to share identifying information, and there will be no markers in my 
research connecting you to the results. Information in the form of an abbreviated report or 
my final thesis may be shared with the Community Shelter, but names will be removed, 
and there will be no markers connecting you to the answers. If you have any questions or 
concerns, please reach out to Meg Keiser (952-607-7997, keisermy@whitman.edu) or 
Professor Michelle Janning (509-527-4952, janninmy@whitman.edu) at any time. You 
may also also contact Whitman’s Institutional Review Board with questions or concerns 
about the study (Whitman College IRB, irb@whitman.edu.) 
  
By signing and dating below, you are confirming that you are at least 18 years old, have 
read the information above, and a willing participant in this study. 
 
Please sign and date here if you agree to participate in an interview. 
________________________________                               ________________________ 
Signature                                                                                  Date 
  
Please sign and date here if you consent to having photos taken of your room. No people 
or names will be present in the photos. 
  
___________________________________                         ________________________ 
Signature                                                                                  Date 
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Appendix E: Participant Recruitment 
 
Hello, my name is Meg Keiser and I am a senior sociology student at Whitman College. 

As part of my degree, I am doing a thesis research project studying how shelter 

environments impact resident experiences in domestic violence shelters. I am looking for 

current or former residents of domestic violence shelters, or employees of shelters who 

are 18 years of age or older to participate in my research. This will consist of interviews 

lasting around 30 minutes, and you will receive a gift card for your participation. All 

participation is voluntary. All information collected will be used for my research and will 

be kept confidential. You will not be asked to share identifying information, and there 

will be no markers in my research connecting you to the results. If you have any 

questions or concerns, or are interested in participating please reach out to Meg Keiser 

(952-607-7997, keisermy@whitman.edu) at any time.  
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