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Abstract
Respect, equity, democratic spaces, are the most cited words by people when asked how they could explain 
Urban Dignity in simple words. However, segregation, violence, insecurity, pollution, housing deficit and sanita-
tion are some of the most cited words that comes out from first year architecture and urban planning graduate 
students when they are asked about our city constraints. Those urban issues get intensified in subnormal clus-
ter areas, and challenges the academy in the housing design process when addressing Urban Dignity to those 
students. This paper presents the results of a design thinking process exercise for an informal community with 
housing needs. It considered the emotional space concept as a method to find the common grounds where in-
dividuals find comfort, safety, and joy. A brainstorm meeting with the community and field visits were used as a 
strategy to capture some of the essence of locals. The challenge to understand and capture their individual and 
personal feelings regarding their own comfortable zones and address them into a common scenario remained 
the main struggle of this project. Most of those people had never had a house with steady structure and infras-
tructure to live in. Therefore, an intense inside discussion among the design responsible people involved in the 
project, focused on translating their own perception of local’s feelings towards neighbors, of local’s belongings 
and behaviors to define the design program needs. As a result, the sense of place, open ungated buildings with 
three floors max, a common recreational central area, the use of construction materials familiar and available 
in the field, and reserved areas located on first floor were some of the main characteristics drawn to the area. 
This approach guaranteed to host locals’ activities and accommodate changes needed in their course of lives 
as some of the characteristics found essential to welcome the community of about 80 families in a place where 
they could call home. 
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The Emotional Dimension of Social Hou-
sing in the Design Process 
Issues regarding people´s wellbeing have been in 
the agenda of all those responsible for creating 
new spaces, especially architects and those en-
gaged in their formation. That can be confirmed 
when people are asked how they could explain 
Urban Dignity in simple words and responses as: 
respect, equity and democratic spaces raises their 
concerns towards cities current matters.  

When first year architecture and urban planning 
students are asked about our city constraints, the 
common words that pop out, though, are: segrega-
tion, violence, insecurity, pollution, housing deficit 

and sanitation. These urban issues get intensified 
in subnormal cluster (IBGE, 2010) areas, common-
ly known as favelas, and challenge the academy in 
the housing design process when addressing Ur-
ban Dignity to those students. That is why the in-
tegration of the social function of housing in what 
regards the right to have a dignified home, as es-
tablished by the Brazilian City Statute (MARICATO, 
2010), is part of our academic curriculum.

Students are addressed to discuss about how the 
outcomes of industrial revolution for social hou-
sing impacted in the proliferation of extended  
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sprawl throughout the urban periphery of cities. 
Brazilian Designers have been struggling to find 
new processes to revert from the rational func-
tional rigid and monotonous forms of those social 
housing that emerged during that period and per-
sist to the present dates. Those suburban housing 
settlements were seen as immediate solutions to 
solve the growing problems municipalities faced 
with the crowded migration that followed rural 
exodus period. Nevertheless, critics have alerted 
for the stressed rupture imposed by the new way 
of living between those settlements and their new 
dwellers’ environments (MARICATO, 1982 and 
ALEXANDRE, 1986). 

During the rapid expansion of Brazilian cities 
throughout its urbanization process, social hou-
sing was set aside in the land use dispute. It reflec-
ted a capitalist management empowerment of the 
urban morphology, supported by the modernist 
rationalism and monofunctional division of land 
use space (MARICATO, 1982). Those decisions re-
sulted in socially segregated urban sprawls where 
the most fragile ones urged to be integrated in city 
housing policies and actions. 

Despite all successive housing policies that follo-
wed the postindustrial, serial housing monotonous 
architecture, the intrinsic values that constitute a 
home seem to remain uncounted for those dwel-
lers. The urban justice and equity discourse found 
in the City Statute, a Federal Law Number 10.257, 
approved in 2001 by Brazilian Congress, has beco-
me a major design goal within all those interested 
in materializing Dignity in the social housing design 
process. 

For Alexander (1985), the family needs in the fra-
mework of a neighborhood context matter for the 
emotional wellbeing of a place people can call 
home. Moreover, the definition of home is careful-
ly and largely debated among students and profes-

sors, with the understanding that it goes beyond 
the definition of a house, as the place to shelter a 
family. It has been common agreed within our aca-
demy that a Dignified home embraces the emo-
tional dimension of a healthy structured neighbor-
hood and house altogether. 

Within the urban dignity design search of social 
housing, the following questions are raised regar-
ding the social aspects that defined those homes. 
How can socially vulnerable families of different 
background and needs can have their expectations 
translated to their neighborhood morphology? 
And how can that scenario assure them a sense 
of community and pride they can call home? In a 
responsible environmental behavior, that can be 
answered as a place where its physical characte-
ristics imply empathy as an emotional space (Van 
Liere and Dunlap, 1981).

The emotional space is defined in this study as tho-
se where the design process considers the client 
history, behaviors and background in the oppor-
tunity and constraints conundrum. It adds to the 
Vitruvius triad firmita, utilitas and venustas the 
emotional component that can vary among dif-
ferent people. It considers our own responses to 
the different senses, like sound, smell, texture, and 
noise, besides the visualization within the design 
concept of a place, as a full (BURNS, 2000). 

Those theories, discussed in class, have grown 
into the students´ realm in a way that it has reflec-
ted in the number of monographies about social 
housing as their final academic design proposal 
exercise. This paper presents the result of one of 
those design thinking process exercise for an in-
formal community located in the city of Vila Vel-
ha, Espirito Santo, Brazil. The chosen site had the 
city hall interests as it happened to be one of their 
concerning housing problems within a community 
called “Santa Rita”. The overall design considered 
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the emotional space concept as a method to find 
the common grounds where individuals from this 
community could find comfort, safety, and joy. 

The first part of the process involved the Instituti-
on’s Practice and Research Architecture and Urban 
Planning Center group (NEP-UVV) in a brainstorm 
meeting with the community and in a field visit, 
used as a strategy to capture some of the essence 
of locals. The challenge to understand and captu-
re their individual and personal feelings regarding 
their own comfortable zones and address them 
into a common scenario, remained the main strug-
gle of this project. Most of those people had ne-
ver before had a house with steady structure and 
infrastructure to live in. Therefore, an intense di-
scussion among the design people involved in the 
project focused on translating their own percep-
tion of locals´ feelings towards neighbors, of locals´ 
belongings and behaviors, to define the design 
program needs. 

Ethnography of the Social Housing Study 
Area Context 
The location site of this study is situated within 
the southeast port city area of Vila Velha, the most 
populated city in the State of Espirito Santo, Brazil 

(Figure 01). The city of Vila Velha is part of the Me-
tropolitan Region of Vitória, the state capital, and 
it has an estimated population over 500 thousand 
people, according to 2020 census data (IBGE1). The 
city limits with the Vitória bay to the north and 
with the Atlantic Ocean to the east, that is whe-
re the most valued property areas are located by 
the beaches, while the less valued ones were left 
unoccupied by local real estate entrepreneurs, be-
cause they are located by the industrial port area. 

The aforementioned social segregated land use 
settlement resulted in a city full of contrasts bet-
ween formal and informal areas. Its accentuated 
inequalities emphasize its contrasting social-spa-
tial lifestyles, especially within those informal sett-
lements characterized by the favelas. That is the 
social reality of the study area of Santa Rita neig-
hborhood, an informal community formed by 80 
families that occupied a filled area that used to be 
part of a local mangrove. This area was previously 
occupied by slums during the 1980s, filled by the 
municipality to provide basic urban infrastructure 
to locals during late 1990s, and designated as an 
area of interest to accommodate social buildings 
to settle all families that were living without access 

¹ Brazilian Geographic and Statistics Institute 

Figure 1: Study area location (Designed by author from PAULO, 2020)
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to basic services in the area. The number of buil-
dings built was, though, less than the minimum 
necessary to accommodate all families, and those 
80 ones, were left homeless (PAULO, 2020). That is 
when they decided to return to the site addressed 
to house those buildings and occupied the remai-
ning construction site area with their slums (Figure 
2).

The favela contrasting landscape that fragments 
the area from the rest of the city is also limited 
by intense traffic roads and surrounded by intro-
spective port containers storage area. These uses 
limit the integration of this community to the rest 
of the cityscape. This study realized that these phy-
sical aspects that segregate the community are as-
similated by locals as a feeling of non-belonging. 

This was perceived by the NEP-UVV study group 
after the first encounter with locals hosted by the 
University of Vila Velha (UVV). This focus group 
meeting gathered city hall’s social workers, Vila 
Velha Urban Development Secretary, communi-
ty residents´ representatives and the professors, 
graduate, and undergraduate students from UVV. 
(Figure 3)  

During the focus group discussions, it was made 
clear that those non-conventional and informal 
settlements resulted from the lack of such vulne-
rable social groups to access the formal real estate 
market (MUNIZ, 2021). This gathering was organi-
zed to uncover participants´ perceptions, beliefs, 
and values regarding the Santa Rita settlement. 
The assembled group, moderated by the research 
team, joined residents and city representatives 
to gain an in-depth understanding of communi-
ty’s social issues from those living the problems 
and those trying to manage it. At one side, resi-
dents were sharing their own stories about their 
living experiences background, and on the other 
side, city representatives were trying to engage 
in an understanding with the community through 
a collaboration joint force with NEP-UVV to work 
on some solutions to help reverse communities’ 
current vulnerabilities. The meeting ended with a 
scheduled visit to the site.

Figure 2: Study area occupation (PAULO, 2020)

Figure 3: Focus group Meeting between municipality, 
residents and NEP-UVV (author‘s photo)
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The site visit was important to understand locals´ 
perspectives and behaviors aimed to gather some 
of their complex personal experiences to be then 
translated into an emotional design for the com-
munity common open space. That was the goal of 
the final project exercise of Nadia Segatto Paulo, 
a student in the last semester of the Architectu-

re and Urban Planning undergraduate program 
at UVV. The definition to concentrate the design 
forces towards their common areas was made 
after the visit when residents pointed towards 
existing social buildings of the site. Those built by 
the government within their social housing plans, 
which continue to be replicated as their strategy 
for Brazilian housing deficiency. After visiting the 
area and reviewing some literature about those 
government initiatives, the problem of those com-
mon open spaces became evident (PAULO, 2020). 
The community grounds shared by the residents 
that were settled in the social formal buildings and 
those from the informal slum ones translate the 
sense of non-belonging for its lack of any infras-
tructure (Figure 4). The absence of care, thought 
and personality seen consequently for their dis-
tant and segregated locality is reflected in the sur-
roundings of the settlement. Nevertheless, there 
are histories, lives and pride among residents sha-

red with the design team during many encounters 
on the day of the visit. Despite of the aspects of 
the place, there were some deeply cared and or-
ganized “houses” among those slums. Moreover, 
while walking around, the team was welcomed by 
residents gathered in the streets, inviting students 
and professors to visit their places. 

Figure 4: Understanding neighborhood behaviors and surroundings (author, 2020)

Their own settlement scape suggests that an open, 
ungated, and integrated landscape design is in 
consonance with their lifestyle interests. There are 
some pedestrian alleys connecting their different 
‘houses” indicating their needs to keep their con-
nection with the outdoors and neighbors. Some 
of their places have selling signs of different pro-
ducts, some are homemade, others are related 
to their house needs like cooking gas or related 
to recycling. There are some residents that works 
with recycling, they have a cooperative that col-
lects bottles, cans, and plastic to sell for recycling, 
and they need a place to store and separate their 
daily collects, currently accommodated in large 
bags left in front of their “houses” (Figure 5). This 
image also illustrates that some of the streets have 
been paved while others remain covered by earth. 
There is no urban furniture, play area or any other 
infrastructure, as if the place did not exist to the 
municipality.
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The site survey considered local environmental, 
morphological, and behavioral aspects of their cur-
rent settlement to address the main guidelines for 
the proposal designs. It demonstrates how locals 
urge for transformation from their current situa-
tion, also verbalized as their need for a community 
center and a recreational area (PAULO, 2020). 

Achieving Dignity Thought the Emotional 
Design Thinking 
The concept emerged from the site opportunities 
and constraints were addressed based on the trans-
lation from designer’s perception on locals´ expe-
riences and demands. It reflected the urge to rees-
tablish locals’ pride into a space that would allow 
residents to emotionally relate to the new open 
space designed. The design strategy was then based 
on three main guidelines comprised by connection, 
identity, and sustainability. The first one, connection, 

was drawn to create an environment that embraces 
local needs and experiences while its designs beco-
me appealing and worthy to be integrated to the rest 
of the city. The second one, identity, was planned to 
build up locals’ pride towards stablishing a feeling 
of belonging and pride, where locals´ activities and 
abilities are integrated into the design. The last one, 
sustainability, was thought to mitigate current phy-
sical vulnerabilities and to create opportunities to 
host residents´ economical activities (Figure 6). 

Figure 6: Emotional Design Guidelines (Elaborated by author based on PAULO, 2020)

Figure 5: commercial activities within locals (author, 2020)
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The masterplan designed for the study area was 
though thought as to improve community’s legibi-
lity. New buildings were reserved to house those 
80 families within an organic open space setting 
thought as to reproduce their current street pattern. 
The project also reserved some spaces for residents´ 
trade activities to be settled in recycled containers 
carefully located within the planed area. Those con-

tainers reproduce the surrounding and familiar sce-
nery of the place. Designs also reserved spaces to 
house their recycling cooperative and religion activi-
ties (Figures 7 and 8). The entire place was thought 
to promote continuity within a walkable public 
square landscape. Design elements were thought to 
promote visual permeability to induce community 
use within a democratic open space (PAULO, 2020).  

Figure 7: Views from the designed area (PAULO, 2020)
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Figure 8: Masterplan of Study area (PAULO, 2020)

As a result, the sense of place, open ungated buil-
dings with three floors max, a common recreatio-
nal central area, the integration of familiar recycled 
structures available in the field, and reserved areas 
for community commercial needs were some of 
the main characteristics drawn to the area. This 

approach was designed to host locals’ activities 
and accommodate changes needed in their course 
of lives, as some of the characteristics found es-
sential to welcome the community of about 80 fa-
milies, in a place where they could call home.
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