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"Furniture says it all. As the paleontologist can 

reconstruct a prehistoric animal using 

a bone fragment from the jaw, 

one can reconstruct an interior and its user’s 

attitudes by a single chair.”

Witold Rybczynski (1988)
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Carceral design -Understanding the meaning and impact 
of objects, furniture and interior design in institutional 

spaces of incarceration 
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Carceral design -Understanding the meaning and impact 
of objects, furniture and interior design in institutional 

spaces of incarceration 

Forensic Psychiatrich Hospitals, Adult Psychiatric 
Hospitals, Childrens’ Psychiatric Hospitals, Jails, 

Prisons, Special Residential Youth Homes



Exterior – Space – symbol - alienation 



Interior – Place - Body- Node - Connection 



Theoretical Perspective

• Carceral Geography (Moran)

• Queer phenomenology: Orientations, 

objects, others (Ahmed)

• Researching lived experience: human 

science for an action sensitive pedagogy 

(van Manen)

Method

‘Sketch and Talk’



Carceral Design Heritage

Unconscious (?) repetition of interior 

design

Can carceral design heritage affect 

care, wellbeing and Re-orientation 

in life?
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Risk and Safety -Opportunities

• Risk related to interior design - self-harm, suicide, 

physical violence

• The physical environment cannot, be a substitute for 

staff’s experience to evaluate risk





The epidemiology and prevention of suicide by hanging: a systematic review (2005)

Modus

• Hanging/Strangulation

• Prevalent in studies and reports

• in Scandinavia, UK, and globally



Modus

• Hanging / Strangulation

• Place: Patient room, Bathroom

• Ligature Point: Hook, Handle, 

Shower head, Bed 

• Å bryte livet i fengsel. Hammerlin (2010)

• Factors influencing the decision to use hangingas a method of suicide: qualitative study. 

Biddle et.al (2010)

• Beskyttelse af selvmordstruede patienter fysiske rammer og patientsikkerhed. (2010)

• Where schizophrenic patients commit suicide:a review of suicide amonginpatients and former inpatients. Maurizio (2005)



Why this field as a designer? 

Helix Forensic Hospital, Stockholm, 2012



Notes from the field

The National Board of Institutional Care 
Youth Homes

Children and adolescents 12-21 years of age

Mental health problems, criminality













Behavioral health design guide, James M. Hunt and David M. Sine (2018)



• Evidence-based research, process and method on the 

built / physical environment where healthcare is provided. 

• Predominantly research on somatic care, psychiatry less explored

Evidence Based Design, EBD



View through a window may influence recovery from surgery, Ulrich, R., 1984



Effect of Phytoncide from Trees on Human Natural Killer Cell Function, Q. Li, 2009
Psychiatric hospital Bohnice





Salgrenska University Hospital, Göteborg, Sweden



Psychiatric ward design can reduce aggressive behavior

Ulrich, Roger et.al (2018)



HOWEVER…



Studies emphasize the importance of views and 

access to nature, single beds and autonomy.

But what it is like to experience the physical 

environment as a patient is a question that is 

rarely asked.



”Torn wallpaper, scribblings on the wall, 

engraved messages and tags, the evidence of 

prior inhabitants, the physical environment 

becomes a vessel for shared narratives of 

loneliness, loss of power, sorrow and isolation”

(Designing for care: employing ethnographic design 

methods at special care homes for young offenders – a 

pilot study)

(Franz James & Sepideh Olausson)Designing for care: employing ethnographic design methods at special care 

homes for young offenders – a pilot study

James, F & Olausson, S (2018) Design for Health



Experiencing and understanding the patient room is to 

take the same position as the patient’s. To lie in bed and 

study what you see 20 cm from the floor.

The ceiling has sound absorbers, the wardrobe has a 

weird sloping top. The surveillance window in the door. 

To be looked at.



Travar med trasiga Lilla Åland

”Hur tänker man när man har sådana här 

farliga möbler där man kan bryta av en 

ryggpinne?”

“There are certain bodily comforts significant to the individual 

that tend to be lost upon entrance into a total institution –

fore example, a soft bed or quietness at night. 

(Goffman 1961, Asylums: essays on the social situation of mental patients and other inmates)





Vermont Psychiatric Care Hospital

Vermont Department of Mental Health

• View

• Open shelves

• Few ligature points

• The bed – safe design 

• The bed – a private zone

Safety and design is not a 

dichotomy



Bygg inte allt likadant. Inte bara 
nischer o Stora fönster. Rörelse!!! 
Visa skolan

ONE OF MANY OPORTUNITIES

DESIGN FOR MOVEMENT

INDOORS AND OUTDOORS



• Children’s Psychiatric Hospitals and Prisons

• Be critical, even to research and EBD -Don’t design everything the same at all 

wards, think of zones and patient groups

• Take the perspective of the person with the lived experience of psychiatry

• Carceral Design Heritage

• No ”magic bullets” (Wener), but a lot of knowledge

• Fit and Re-Orientation

• Healing Environments- safety and design is not a dichotomy

Conclusions



Thank you for listening

franz.james@hdk.gu.se

franz.james@healsafeinterior.com


