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Abstract of Dissertation 
 

Breaking The Mold: Re-Shaping the Way We Combat Body Image Dissatisfaction 

In today’s climate of social media, celebrity culture and physical perfection the 

struggle with ones body image is more physically and emotionally dangerous than ever. 

This thesis examines the modern day societal impacts of marketing, advertising and 

social media messages presented to young females and the effects on ones body image. 

The aim of the thesis is to create a stable and collaborative space for young adolescents 

where they can be free of judgment, shame or the anxiety that comes with the never- 

ending pursuit of the socially prescribed idea of the perfect form. The goal is to uncover 

how the built environment might create and foster emotionally positive environments. 

 
The project highlights how the built environment can contribute to a healthier 

mindset regarding the body image. Some themes that will be explored include high 

contrast, reflection, and broken imagery. 

 
Scholarly journals and research articles will be very helpful in framing the 

problem and the math heavy statistical factors that contribute to the overwhelming 

problem of negative female body image. In addition to the more standard methods of 

research filed studies and analysis will be conducted with focus groups including young 

women ages 11-15. Social media and the rise of online influences will be a contributing 

factor to the problem, which will be examined as well. 

 
Body image is definitely a topic that is in the societal rhetoric more often than not. 

 
The research will clearly outline that problems such as eating disorders, depression and 
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anxiety, low self esteem and so on are extremely pervasive and more often than not go 

unaddressed in any real significant way. 

This thesis, through the intervention of the built environment, creates a truly 

positive and beneficial community for young teens and tweens; along with education 

parents of current challenges and obstacles their children face.  The built environment 

that will evolve based on research and feedback will be conducive to a positive exchange 

and community for young users to be confident and comfortable to be themselves. The 

interior will be more than simply a physical space but rather a community based approach 

to the healthy and happy development of everyday youth. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 

Body Image dissatisfaction is as ubiquitous as the common cold. Women and 

Men alike are more and more obsessed with physical appearances as opposed to the 

content and character of oneself. The popularity of social media has heightened body 

image negativity, the obsession with perfection, and a societally prescribed standard of 

beauty. Media, advertising, fashion are indoctrinating young children, and peers to 

achieve a level of so called “perfection” which doesn’t exist; contributing to low self- 

esteem, anxiety, depression and dangerous eating disorders. I believe that the built 

environment can aid in alleviating stresses children and teens face in their day-to-day 

lives while involving parents and the community in the process. 

 
Chapter 2: Research Findings 

 
 

Throughout history a woman’s beauty was often equated with the notion of an 

ideal body type. This beauty/body link is captured in the quote, "If Cleopatra's nose had 

been shorter, the history of the world would have been changed." The standard for “ideal 

body” has changed but at any point in time, there is a dominant body type that females 

are expected to emulate. Media of all types is a significant influence on a woman's 

perception of an "ideal body." This perception of ideal body type, in turn, is closely 

linked with a woman's sense of good health. 

An ideal body, as defined by culture, is not necessarily physically or mentally 

healthy. There are many factors influencing body image. The overarching question, 

however, is how might we use the media to create positive body images for pre teens and 

create a positive and fostering space for them to excel and explore in. 
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Body Images throughout the Ages 

The standard for judging a female's ideal body type has not been static throughout 

history. A woman with a perfect body in the 1930s would barely get a second look from 

Hollywood producers today (i). In each stage of history, the media has been influential in 

crafting the message of an ideal body type. Prior to modern times (before 20th century), 

the art world was the major type of media that shaped public opinion. During the Middle 

Ages and the Renaissance period, the Catholic Church and art were closely linked. 
 
Hundreds of images of the Virgin Mary appeared and interestingly her body image, for 

the most part, was plump and curvy. The Pieta – a famous statue of Mary and Jesus – 

depicts the Virgin as a figure overwhelming in size to that of her son. Similarly, Ruben 

was a world renowned artist who devoted a lot of attention to the female body. His 

"perfect" female body was curvy and voluptuous. The Ruben’s style was emulated by 

artists who followed the well known artist, Renoir, described the women in his painting 

Rubenesque. 

 

 
Figure One 

 

Thus the ideal body image for females is affected by time and culture, both of 

which change. The famous artist, Titian, once observed, “The human body is always 
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treated as an image of society” In Titian’s time, similar to Ruben, the women he painted 

were curvy and voluptuous. Thinness was a sign of poverty and rarely were thin women 

to be emulated. In addition, death rates for underweight people, including women, were 

higher than normal weight individuals, and thus a higher weight, indirectly was viewed as 

a sign of good health. Of course, here again, Titian lived in a time when art was one of 

the major forms of communicating societal values. 

From the late 1800s forward, the numbers and type of media proliferated and was 

no longer dominated by the art world. Thought leaders affecting the dialogue on women's 

style, body standards and female icons in society increasingly involved the print media. 

In the late 1800s, Lillian Russell, a famous actress came to represent the norm for 

beauty. At about the same time, the Gibson Girl emerged; she was a “soft, supple, dainty 

female with a frame defined by a swan bill corset (ii). In a history of the female body 

image, one author notes: 

“The Gibson girl initially appeared in the illustrations of Charles Dana Gibson, 

who defined the “ideal female form” of American women as a woman with a thin 

waist, large bosom, rounded shoulders, and smooth neck. Gibson girls were 

“fragile” ladies who were voluptuous, but not lewd; progressive, but not too 

political; and they glamorized female independence but also didn’t stray too far 

from feminine ideals.” (iii). 
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Figure Two 
 
 
 
 

The Gibson Girl was replaced by “Flappers” in the 1920s. These women, in 

contrast to the Gibson Girl were slim, with an almost flat shape, and distinguished by a 

short, bob hairstyle. Flappers were also noted for drinking, smoking and listening to jazz 

(iv). 

 
 

Figure Three 
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The “ideal” image for a woman changed again in the post-World War II era. 
 
Perhaps the most iconic female figure of this period was Marilyn Monroe (figure two). 

The leggy, curvy blonde was the pinnacle of attractiveness during the 1950s and 1960s 

and, to some, still remains one of the most beautiful women in American history. 

 

Figure Four 
 

By the late 1960’s the full body look for women was out and replaced by what 

could be only called an emaciated body image. This look was epitomized by the stick thin 

model Twiggy who once commented “Whether you’re thin, fat, small, dark, blond, 

redhead, you wanna be something else. I wanted a fairy godmother to make me look like 

Marilyn Monroe. I had no boobs, hips and I wanted it desperately”(v). 

The ultra thin concept of beauty continued into the 1990s with Calvin Klein 
 
models such as Kate Moss who was described as “wispy, slender, with a drugged look of 

heroin-chic (vi). Moss was quoted as saying, “Nothing tastes as good as skinny feels.” 
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Figure Five 
 
 

This exponential growth in the range of media has continued. There has been a 

proliferation of influencers in the arena of the female ideal body. The forces that shape 

opinions on ideal body type for women include not only TV but the range of social media 

that have developed. As noted by one author, in today’s world, “socio cultural standards 

of feminine beauty are presented in almost all forms or popular media, barraging women 

with images that portray what is considered the “ideal body” (vii). Most of the body 

images depicted are unattainable and more importantly, unhealthy. 
 

In addition to the ubiquitous nature of media and body image, these messages are 

reaching children at an earlier and earlier age. A classic American example is the Barbie 

doll. A recent Time magazine article noted that 92% of girls in the USA own at least one 

Barbie doll (viii). The traditional doll has a shape that few females can replicate: a small 

waist and well-endowed bust.  Nonetheless the Barbie doll has been influential. 
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Figure Six 
 

The following quote from model Cindy Jackson reflects a common attitude. “ I 

looked at a Barbie doll when I was 6 and said, “This is what I want to look like.” I think a 

lot of little 6-year old girls or younger even now are looking at that doll and thinking, “I 

want to be her.” 

Thus for many girls the Barbie doll may be an aspirational role model. However, 

for some girls the Barbie is a significant factor affecting body satisfaction/dissatisfaction. 

A study of 162 girls age 5 to 8 evaluated the effects of exposure to a Barbie doll, Emme 

doll or neither on self body image (ix); the main findings suggest that girls exposed to 

Barbie (but not the Emme doll) reported lower body esteem and a greater desire for a 

thinner body shape than girls in the other exposure groups. The authors of this study note 

that the findings were evident in girls as young as 5 ½ but were most pronounced in those 

6 ½ to 7 ½ years of age. 
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Criticisms of Barbie are not new. Over the years the critiques have focused on the 

message sent to girls about body image. A particularly harsh criticism arose with the 

release of the lingerie Barbie in the early 2000s.  An article in the Washington Post 

vilified Mattel, the manufacturer of the Barbie doll for the sexualizing a girl’s childhood 

(x). The author notes, “Ultimately, we’ll need to create a society where our children’s first 

and most important reference points about sexuality are families and schools, not their 
 
peers, the media or Mattel Company.” While Barbie has been a cultural icon for girls for 

decades, the situation is changing - slowly.  This will be discussed later in this paper. 

Body Type and Female Health 
 

The concern over a desired body type is more than simply a matter of aesthetics; 

it is a matter of health. It is estimated that 15% of females in the US are affected by 

eating disorders of which anorexia nervosa and bulimia nervosa are the most prominent 

(xi). Anorexia includes the deliberate restriction of food intake as a way to control weight; 

bulimia involves eating large amounts of food and then eliminating the food usually 

through vomiting. Both of these eating disorders are most prevalent in girls, in particular 

pre teen and teenage females (xii). 

Females suffering from anorexia have an irrational fear of becoming obese and a 
 
distorted body image (xiii). Anorexia is defined as having less than 85% of their weight 

for age or has a Body Mass Index less than 17.5 (xiv). 

Researchers have suggested that the ultra thin women shown in the media is one 

factor precipitating the development of eating disorders. While anorexia and bulimia are 

extreme examples, there are more subtle negative health consequences associated with 

the Twiggy type body. Poor dietary patterns associated with extreme dieting has been 
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associated with an increased risk of osteoporosis, nutrient deficiencies, anemia, higher 

rates of infection, poor muscle mass and heart disease (xv). Extreme weight restriction or 

weight loss can cause cessation of the menstrual cycle. If left untreated, the weight 

restriction or weight loss can result in infertility. 

There are conflicting messages presented in the media. On the one hand, 

advertisements, both print and TV, stress convenient options in eating including drive 

through fast food restaurants and "all you can eat" places with inexpensive foods (xvi). 

While on the other hand, the media presents women with flawless, thin body images. 

Research indicates that these conflicting messages can create confusion; thus individuals 

who binge on "junk food" can feel angry, frustrated and depressed (xvii). 

The psychological effects of striving for an unattainable body type can be equally 

devastating. Particularly in Western cultures during the pre teen and mid adolescence 

periods, girls self-esteem declines (xviii). Self-esteem relates to how much one feels they 

are worth. A large body of research indicates that body dissatisfaction is associated with 

low self esteem (xix). 

One of the most common negative effects of body dysmorphia is depression. 
 
Increasingly there is a research literature indicating that a girl’s dissatisfaction with their 

weight and/or concerns about weight is linked to a higher risk of depression (xx). 

Additional research points out that a female’s perception of a poor body image is also 

associated with significantly higher episodes of binge eating (xxi). For girls, there is a 

heightened sense of concern with body image that begins in the pre teen and teenage 

period (xxii). Results from a recent study in adolescents indicated that those with a 
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negative body image were more likely to be anxious, depressed and prone to suicide 

(xxiii). 

The negative focus on overweight and obesity in the popular press, TV, movies 

and magazines has reinforced attention on the “size zero” concept. The obsession with 

body image is occurring at an earlier and earlier age; as noted by Orenstein (xxiv) nearly 

43,000 children (mostly girls) under the age of eighteen have surgically altered their 

appearance in 2008 – over twice the number of a decade earlier. This same author also 

notes that a fellow classmate of her daughter, at age five, is already labeled as fat in 

kindergarten. 

The public health community is now devoting increased attention to identifying 

the key determinants of female body image and strategies for reversing negative 

perceptions (xxv). Much of this attention is now focused on pre teen and teenage girls 

where the obsession with body image first begins to emerge. The Centers for Disease 

Control reports that over 50 percent of girls 9 and 10 years old feel better about 

themselves if they are on a diet, even though only 18% of teenagers are overweight (xxvi). 

Additionally, about two thirds of adolescents are on a diet at any given time, even though 

most are not overweight (xxvii). A healthy body image in childhood can lay the foundation 

for good physical and mental health later in life; conversely, an unhealthy body image in 

childhood can have lifelong consequences. Thus understanding the determinants of and 

approaches to promoting positive images in girls is key to life long wellness. 

Determinants of Pre Teen Body Image 
 

The major factors that have been shown to affect body image are: (1) puberty (2) 

media (3) family/mother interactions (4) peer pressure (5) socio-cultural environment. 
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While each of these domains is sometimes reflected as separate entities in reality they are 

interconnected. 

The body goes through major physical changes during puberty. It is during this 

period that pre teens – in particular girls – begin to compare themselves to others. Since 

not everyone matures at the same time, or same rate, a girl’s comparison to an idealized 

standard can lead to unrealistic expectations. Puberty also appears to influence boys and 

girls differently. Research has documented that puberty for boys emphasizes 

characteristics that are generally admired by society including height, speed, and 

strength; puberty for girls brings with it characteristics that may be less desired (by some) 

such as getting rounder and curvier and an increase in the amount of body fat (xxviii). 
 
These changes may contribute to body dissatisfaction in girls. 

 

 
Figure Seven 

 
The media is a major force in the pre teen and early teen period in promoting 

celebrities as the norm for an ideal body. One study reported that children are bombarded 

with 20,000 commercials per year, many of these focusing on beauty Ads and desired 

lifestyles (xxix). The proliferation of the sources of social media has increased exposure to 
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media. In the United States about 40 billion dollars is spent by the diet industry, much of 

it targeted to females (xxx). The messages typically put forward are that if we work hard 

enough, eat right and exercise a girl/woman should be able to achieve the "ideal body." 

This clearly is a misleading message. 

 
 

Comments from family members, especially mothers, have been shown to be a 

key determinant of perceived body image. Parents tend to become less positive and more 

critical about their children’s appearance, eating and physical activity as they move 

through adolescence (xxxi). A parental over-concern with children being thin or 

encouragement to avoid being fat can influence pre teens and teens to become constant 

dieters and use unhealthy weight control methods (xxxii). 

Similar to the family, peers exert an enormous influence on body image. Some 

research involving pre teen and teen-age girls suggests that peer pressure can be as 

influential as the media in stressing thinness as the norm for an ideal body weight xxxiii
 

Finally, the socio cultural environment in which a pre teen life exerts a strong 

influence on a pre teen’s sense of self and cultural ideals of thinness are one factor that 

has been identified as influencing how girls define an ideal weight. Gossip columnists in 

popular magazines such as US and People regularly comment on a woman’s appearance 

such as Hillary Clinton’s hair or Michelle Obama’s dress choices. The appearances of 

these women are not related to their positions, yet their physical image is fodder for the 

media. Men are rarely subjected to such scrutiny. 

Females Fight Back 
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There are some promising signs that a backlash to the size zero norm is occurring. 
 
A recent issue of Sports Illustrated had a size 16 model on its cover. In addition, 

increasingly, the media is presenting “plus size” models in their ads. An example of this 

is shown in figure three. 

The one size Barbie has also undergone a metamorphosis. For the first time in 

over 50 years, Mattel, the manufacturer of Barbie, has four body types that are now sold. 

One of the Barbie types is what is described as “curvy”. One litmus test of the appeal of 

this curvy Barbie will be sales. 

Commercial brands like Dove, and H and M in the UK have also made efforts to 

include diverse body types in their catalogues and ads. In addition, organizations like The 

Representation Project are working to educate women and girls about media literacy and 

how to handle the sexualized images of women seen on TV and on the internet (xxxiv); 

their website in 2015 stated, “While we have a lot to celebrate in 2014, some things aren’t 

changing fast enough. We all – men and boys, women and girls – must combat harmful 

stereotypes and demand better representation in our media and culture at large.” 

 
 

Figure Eight 
 

Well known celebrities are speaking out against the propaganda on “ideal body” 

type.  Jennifer Lawrence, for example, once observed that in Hollywood she is 
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considered fat. Her message now stresses a healthy body; she is well known for strongly 

denouncing the thin ideal (xxxv). 

Chapter 3: Design Components 
 

Next, the overall concept, mood and inspiration for the intervention is 

discussed. The concept, mood, imagery and inspiration for the innovative recreational 

space will be explored in depth; including the artist and precedents used to inform design 

considerations.  The site evaluations, options and ultimate site are detailed throughout. 

Various site and programmatic case studies will be discussed, concluding with the final 

program of the recreational site. 

Concept, Mood and Inspiration 
 

As discussed, this thesis aims to prove how the built environment can 

improve the over all view of body image and it’s affects on self-esteem, confidence and 

overall self acceptance in tweens, teens and their parents. Through initial conceptual 

frameworks, inspirations and mood studies the primary themes of duality, high-contrast 

and reflection will be explored. 

The formative analysis of black and white photography was the initial and 

integral explorations that lead to the conceptual themes of this thesis.  The black and 

white photography represents many of the key terms and values to be represented in the 

physicality of the innovative recreational space. The high contrast of the black and white 

imagery represents the constant contradiction of inner versus outer beauty. Societal 

narratives such as “love who you are” and “you are beautiful just the way you are” are in 

blatant contrast of the over 30,000 media edited images we see daily. The idea of 

embracing ones inner beauty is immediately undermined by the mixed messaging 



15  

individuals get from marketing, advertising, social media and their day to day interactions 

in life. 

 
 

Figure Nine 
 

High contrast black and white imagery speaks to the root of this contradictory 

pull. The black representing the heaviness of body image dissatisfaction, the shame, 

anxiety and depression that results from body dysmorphia and false self image. The 

literal heaviness that weighs on ones self presents itself in a loss of self-esteem and an 

extreme discomfort in ones own skin. The contrast of the white imagery represents the 

lightness hope to be achieved through the intervention of the built environment, helping 

to inform the architectural programming. 

The high contrast also informs the duality of our selves. The contradiction of 

owning who we are does not align with the inside outside one sees. We have to be pretty 

on the outside and it doesn't matter what is happening inside us. The darkness is inside of 

us, and the beauty and lightness on the outside. The outside being all that matters, all that 

is seen, all that is in the light. 

Within the conceptual framework of contrast, an additional dominant inspirational 

theme was the concept of heavy waters and drowning. An alternative examination of the 

duality of body image and the dissatisfaction one feels.  Water is the source of life, a 
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beauty to be marveled. Water can also be destructive, heavy and drowning. The 

juxtaposition of water and it’s force applies to the duality that one feels within their 

bodies. The outside needing to be perfect, trying to rise, swim and stay above water to 

survive; the inside being drowned in the heaviness of the water itself. The concept of 

silent screams also presents itself through the form of water. The water silencing ones 

screams for help and acceptance. The movement of the water imagery will help inform 

the spatial layout of the interiors in addition to helping contribute to concept of broken 

reflection. 

 
 

Figure Ten 
 

The reflection and movement of water help in continuing the conceptual 

idea of broken reflections.  In breaking the mold we are also breaking the prescribed 
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reflections we are indoctrinated to see. In breaking the water, breaking the mirror, 

breaking the reflection the beginning of a new approach emerges. 

 
 

Figure Eleven 
 

The concept image informing this thesis was created after hundreds of iterations 

of an initial image of a woman drowning reaching for help up out of the water, out of the 

darkness, out of the heaviness. The ultimate goal of the recreational intervention is after 

all to help reach parents and their kids out of the oppression of the constant worry and 

self hate of body dissatisfaction.  The high contrast of the initial black and white 
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photograph continued the thematic element of the duality of body image and the light and 

darkness one experiences. It also illustrates the constant struggle between the opposing 

forces of what is on the outside versus who we are on the inside. 

 
 

Figure Twelve 
 

Ultimately the image became more and more oppressed, a similar journey one 

experiences when battling body image dissatisfaction. The further the programming and 

intended affects of the interiors progressed, became clear that the image was imperative 

to the site, yet heavier than the intended user experience. 

With many iterations and alternative perspectives of the image the final image 

came to light; by inverting the image, and having the lightness as the driving force of the 

concept, the image was formed. Ultimately by turning the image on it’s head, the 

uplifting nature of the intended interior came alive; the concept clearly exemplifies the 

positivity in the lightness rising up and out of the water. The form at the top is meant to 

be conceptual, not male nor female, just a form. This form is rising up and out of the 

darkness, out of the crushing weight of the heavy waters. The figure is also reaching 

down to uplift the drowning form, in need of the programmatic intervention the modern 

day recreational interior will provide. 
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Figure Thirteen 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter 4: Case Studies 
 

This thesis explored multiple case studies in order to inform the programmatic 

intervention. This chapter will discuss the various cases looked at, their significance, and 

their ultimate impact on the modern day recreational center. 

Moma Art Labs, located in the Moma New York City, is a family oriented approach to 

museum and art culture.  The program offers various activities and events for children 



20  

age 4-14 and their parents and caregivers. The goal is to engage children in creative 

activities while exploring the world in a new way.  Parents are encouraged to help 

children realize and appreciate the art, culture and history of the pieces as well as the 

museum itself. The architecture of the building is integral in explaining modern art to the 

children. 

Parents are able to take their children to art classes, mini art lectures and 

interactive activities throughout the ArtLabs experience. Based on the Moma ArtLab’s 

familial involvement encouragement, this thesis added an entire family component. 

While originally the intervention was geared first at girls only, then boys and girls, it 

came to light that parents would benefit from this architectural design intervention as 

well. By engaging the parents in the recreational environment it aims to insure that the 

principles and ethos of the space are maintained and reinforced throughout the users 

home life. 

In the proposed modern day recreational center parents can attend workshops with their 

children, listen to lectures on what issues and challenges children face today, or simply sit 

and converse with children and other parents.  Parents will be able to interact with 

children outside the stresses and confines of everyday life. The goal is to bring parents in 

to engage with their children and help continue the self-exploration and mindfulness 

when they return home. 

The Girls Garage was also studied to inform this thesis intervention. To 

understand just exactly what Girls Garage is and aims to do we need to go back further 

and examine Project H, founded by Emily Pilloton. Designer Emily Pilloton founded 

project H in 2008. Emily had been working in the design furniture arena as well as 
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architecture, design and construction. Through her work, though, she felt a major 

disconnect between the work she was doing and her community ties. It was then that 

Emily decided to launch Project H, a non profit geared at engaging children with design 

that addressed real societal problems all around her. 

By 2010 Project H had moved from the San Francisco Bay are to Bertie County 

North Carolina. With the help of a progressive super intendant, Dr.Chip Zullinger, they 

launched Studio H. The program was modeled after a design studio setting. Engaging 

high school kids to design and build; starting with the detailing and constructing of corn 

hole units, chicken coops and ultimately designing an in use farmers market for the 

community of Bertie. 

The success of Studio H sparked a great deal of buzz, a gripping documentary, “If you 

Build it”, highlighted the trials and tribulations of getting such a low funded program off 

the ground. The outcome of Studio H led to other outreach programs, such as Girls 

Garage. 

Girls Garage was created after Studio H saw a gender discrepancy within the 

studio culture.  Seeing the need for female confidence and empowerment Girls Garage 

was born. The program, specifically for girls ages 9-13, aimed to teach girls to build, 

design and be fearless. The idea was that if a girl could learn to weld, mold, draft and cut 

then they could be secure and confident in their abilities to do anything they set their 

minds to. 

It was the Girls Garage initiative that informed this thesis to have art spaces as 

well as hands on activities, which children can learn and grow certain skills not 

necessarily focused on in the typical scholastic programs seen today. 
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The Nook Play, Arlington Virginia, was another informative element of this thesis 

intervention. The nook is a new age space for 0-4 year olds and their parents. It prides 

itself on being a modern play space with uncluttered creative spaces for kids to learn and 

explore. 

 
 
 

Figure Fourteen  
 
 
While the discussed case studies above informed the overall theme and goals of this 

thesis, it did not provide the programmatic elements intended to be implemented 

throughout the interior intervention. The next section will look at various floor plans and 

layouts of additional spaces that helped inform the interior programming. 

Union Market, Washington D.C., helped in guiding the open floor and ever-changing 

pop-ins throughout the space. The Market prides itself on the people composing the 

community and culture.; similar to the atmosphere attempting to be created with this 

thesis intervention. 

Union Market was once the largest market in the DC metropolitan area, dating 

back to the 1870’s. Going through many different uses and renovations it now lies in the 

North East Corridor between 4th Street and Florida Avenue, a bustling epicenter of city 
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life. The Market embodies a floor plan as seen below.  The flow and movement 

throughout the space engages the user in a journey throughout all the vendor and kiosks 

available. More permanent structures and restaurants create special moments of focus for 

the individual to meander and spend deliberate time with. 

 
 
 

 
Figure Fifteen 

 
 
 

Union Market provides an atmosphere for many different walks of life in the D.C. 

area to converse and interact.  The market offers fresh food from local vendors, bringing 

in some visitors daily or weekly. In addition, there are pop in shops and activities that 

draw in the less frequent visitor while still providing a sense of strong cultural 

community.  Most recently the Market hosted a SoulCycle pop in, introducing the craze 

to some who otherwise may not have had access to other studio locations. 

The intended flow and overall layout of the modern day recreational center will 

be closely modeled after such an open floor plan. Therefore yet another example was 

researched, Eataly market in New York City.  Described as the largest Italian 

marketplace around the globe, Eataly embodies the new age programmatic elements of an 

open plan.  Eataly includes hot spot restaurants, bakeries, retail and even boasts a cooking 
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school. Eataly encompasses the new age culture of constant change and flux, while still 

maintaining an older, traditional way of commerce. 

 
 

Figure Sixteen 
 

As shown in the figure above, the proposed floor plan is flexible and constantly 

changing, allowing for new vendors to experience competitive commerce while still 

maintaining an artisan feel with it’s customers. The fluidity of the space itself allows for 

additions, pop ins and specialty alike. 

Eataly has multiple locations, worldwide, allowing for the tailoring of the 

interiors to be personalized depending on demand, constraints and overall design 

intention. As shown below, Eataly has a very focused and deliberate layout and intended 

experience for their users, both visitors and vendors alike. 
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Figure Seventeen 
 
 

In addition to the previously discussed analysis and studies, existing recreational 

interiors had to be examined, both traditional as well as progressive. The conclusions of 

the analysis will be discussed and help inform the proposed interior program for this 

thesis. 

As seen below, traditionally a recreational center is used for aerobic activity, 

community gatherings and special events. Depending on overall square footage there 

may be as many as 25 designated rooms, with fixed plans, rigid with no room for 
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flexibility; the typical recreation center focus on physical engagement alone; not a lot of 

learning or creativity fostering activities. 

 
 

Figure Eighteen 
 
 

The Washington D.C. area does have one very progressive and forward thinking 

recreational center, The Raymond Recreation center and Playground. Located at 915 

Spring Road NW, the center has been renovated and updated to meet the modern day 

standards of living and learning. The new rec center is attached to the Raymond 

Elementary school, allowing easy transition from the school to the after school activity 

space. 

The DC Department of General Services, along with the Parks and Recreation 

department spearheaded the initiative, “including features such as: 

•   Indoor gymnasium 
•   Computer lab 
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• Game room 
• Fitness room 
• Multipurpose rooms 
• Locker rooms 
• Offices 

            Playground and Outdoor Space 
 

   The project also includes exterior improvements, such as new play equipment 

   and landscaping. Outdoor improvements include a new: 

 
• tennis court 
• basketball court 
• shade pavilion with picnic tables 
• game tables 
• fitness zone 
• play equipment for 2 to 5 and 6 to 12 
• pebble flex safety surface 
• artificial turf field with 2 youth soccer fields and walking track (1 field is for u-6 and 

one for U-9) 
• trees and landscaping. 
• bio retention areas 
• ADA accessible 

 
This playground features new state of the art equipment, new to the District of 

Columbia, and a new Eclipse Net Climber is the first installed in the country. The "we 

saw" is a multi-seat see-saw, Its design and gentle rocking motion invites kids and 

families of all ages and abilities to participate in the fun. The We-saw is wheelchair 

accessible. The  We-saw provides opportunities for collaborative play and teamwork. 

 
The "Pulse Tempo" is an interactive, multisensory game to encourage movement 

in an exciting new way; kids listen to the music which is great for both individual 

enjoyment and social interaction. 
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The below figures provide a visual representation of what the space looks and 

feels like for children and parents alike. 

 

 
 

Figure Nineteen 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure Twenty 
 
 
 

Chapter 5: Site 
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The Powerhouse Georgetown, located at 3255 Grace Street NW Washington, 

provides many of the necessary programmatic and design elements to meet the site 

intervention of the modern day recreational center. 

 

Figure Twenty-One 
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Located in the heart of Georgetown, The Powherhosue was formerly a Trolley 

manufacturing site in the late 1800s. Since then, the site became an event venue, and is 

currently in talks to become a broadcasting station. 

The exterior of the building is all brick with large two story windows on the 

North, South and West elevations and a large white smoke stack protruding from the 

South East corner of the building. 

The concept of breaking the mold was also informed throughout the site analysis, 

after dissecting the aerial views of the site plan itself. The smoke stack that intersect and 

rises up and out of the rigidity of the square heavy brick form of The Powerhouse. The 

smokestack breaks the conformity and prescribed notion of the box (mold) and rises up 

above the heaviness of the structure. The circular element will be an integral focal point 

in the interior intervention. 

 
 

Figure Twenty-Two 
 

The lightness of the concept and imagery is reflected in the programmatic 

elements of the intended intervention on The Powerhouse.  The user enters the space 
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feeling heavy and burdened by the emotional side effects of body dissatisfaction. The 

goal of the space is to create a purposeful flow up and out of the heavier topics such as 

counseling and tutoring towards the light both literal and conceptual. 

The large scale windows at the north and west sides of the interior will create a 

natural pull to the users who will experience the programmatic moments that will lead 

them to self exploration, mindfulness and ultimately acceptance and embracing of 

oneself. 

 
 

Figure Twenty-Three 
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Chapter 6: Proposed Programmatic Intervention 
 
 
 

 
Figure Twenty-Four 
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Figure Twenty-Five 
 
 

The following chapter explores the intended interior program for the modern day 

recreational center. The chapter will discuss the intended uses, movement, flow and 

overall approach to design and layout for the interior space of the Powerhouse 

warehouse. 

The interior program of the modern day recreational center pulls from the entire 

exploratory process thus far. The initial concept images and mood boards, the case 

studies and various site analyses all contribute to the programmatic intentions throughout 

this thesis. 

The overall intention of the program is to take the user on a journey that leaves 

them feeling light, unburdened and embracing of themselves. To achieve this outcome 

many design moments have to be addressed and achieved. 

The entire programmatic intention is for the user to enter and rise through the 

space. Feeling less burdened as a result. The ground level begins with the main entry off 

the courtyard. Incorporating a trolley installation around the main entry helps begin the 

visitor on their journey into transformation and community. Regardless of what the 

intended user is coming to The Powerhouse for, the intent is for them to rise up and 

through the atrium lightness into the art gallery, aiming to have the user feeling positive 

and burden less as they are transformed by and leave the space. 



34  

 
 

Figure Twenty-Six 
 

 
Figure Twenty-Seven 

Taking the inspirational concept of high contrast and fluidity the ground floor is 

the more open and public space. Users meander in a circulation around the atrium where 

they can rest and swing on the 35ft tall swings suspended from the 2nd floor.  Visitors 

may also utilize more private searing near the bar off of the Grace Street entry. There 

they will find private seating units for personal reflection or one on one intimate 

exchange. 
 

The ground floor also includes the active element of the program; aiming to 

achieve a judgment free community.  The physical fitness room can be used for multiple 
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recreational activities; overlooks the canal with two large scale windows, alternatively the 

windows can be blacked out for a blackout intimate experience depending on the class. 

The user ultimately rises up and through the atrium to reach the second level 

where they find heavier subject matters such as counseling and tutoring. 

All handle the “heavier” “darker” subjects; while helping them progress to a healthier 

less burdened self.   These spaces are closed off, more intimate, and private. 

The art gallery allows for student work to be appreciated, while engaging the 

parent community as well. The Gallery aims to bring intended users up through the 

space, even if they aren’t necessarily going to the more private spaces. Hoping to create 

community and engagement, the gallery gives a glimpse into the lives of their children. 

 
 

Figure Twenty-Eight 
 
 

The entry exit areas are an extremely important element in the programmatic 

experience intended for visitors of the rec center.  The entry being a significant moment 
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in the users initial experience of the space. They are entering feeling heavy, burdened 

and uncomfortable; the entry’s need to be embracing and comforting in order to start 

peeling away ones defenses. 

 
 

Figure Twenty-Nine 
 

The initial programmatic intervention focused heavily on the lower two 

entryways, off of Grace street on the south side of the building, the more intimate, 

obscured entries. Both entries are single doors, leading into a ground level, darker floor. 

The entries feel private and discreet. They will be secured for children safety reason, but 

will not be overtly grandiose or intruding.  They will occupy no more than 500 square 

feet total, again creating an intimate safe space, with the intent to move through quickly 

while still feeling welcomed and at ease. 

The more camouflaged approach is intended to help those who are coming to the 

center to address some heavier emotional and societal issues. The adjacent programming 

elements to these entries were originally things such as counseling and tutoring. The 

spaces will be intimate and inviting to help ease the anxiety ridden transition from the 

hustle busy of the outside world slowly immersing oneself into a safer more accepting 

space. The counseling center will consist of six rooms for optimal privacy and comfort, 

totaling 1,200 square feet. Each room will be 250 square feet, providing a comfortable 

distance between the two users in the space, while still allowing a level of closeness to be 
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achieved. The same programmatic elements remain for counseling alternatively on the 

upper level. 

As psychologists today points out the interiors of counseling rooms are just as 

important as the counselor and patient are. Ambient soft lighting will be a major role in 

these six interiors. The light, another major theme throughout this thesis, will help calm 

the user, helping them be present in the space and time, while still preparing them for the 

journey ahead. The 1,200 square feet on counseling space will be one of the only rigid, 

structured, walled space throughout the program. The rigidity allows for complete 

confidentiality between patient and doctor, as well as allowing the user to truly embrace 

the space and goal of the counseling itself. 

 
 

Figure Thirty 
 

The tutoring, while still a somewhat heavier topic being dealt with through the 

interiors, will follow a more open floor and layout. 

Designated tutoring spaces will comprise another 1,200 square feet of space, and 

will have additional 250 square feet of “unofficial” tutoring or “work spaces” as the user 

journeys further into the space. 
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The tutoring center will be an open setting. The goal is to create a space where 

tutors and pupils can work together privately, as well as students working together 

collaboratively, or children working alone as well. The openness of the area will allow 

for exchanging of ideas, helping one another, and building a sense of community and 

camaraderie free from judgment. 

The layout can be easily compared to that of the modern day start up. No real, 

designated workspace, constant change and movement from desk areas to computers. The 

space will be very fluid and welcoming, while calming and focusing for kids to work on 

their assignments. There will be two private rooms for more intense focused tutoring if 

needed. 

While the counseling and tutoring areas are the “heavier” subject matter, they 

ultimately lead to more uplifting and positive experiences throughout the rest of the 

interiors. The transitional spaces from the heavier, more rigid activities will be an 

integral element in the seamless movement from heavier topics into the lighter geared 

ones. 

The atrium area will be 2,500 square feet of the interior. The focus of the atrium 

will be fluidity and movement, allowing for multiple activities and discussions to occur at 

the same or different times. 

The area will allow for daily lectures and talks for kids and parents. Informing 

parents of what is going on in their kids lives, kids being educated on issues they face 

daily, will all take place in this ever changing, always accommodating space. 

The fluidity of the space allows for activity themed functions as well. Children’s 

yoga and meditation, rock climbing, cycle classes and team building activities will all be 
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encouraged in these spaces. Artistic opportunities can be explored and expanded on here 

as well.  The entire goal is to let the space be organic and really meet the needs of the 

user as they are presented. One day the space could be entirely geared at lecture and 

conversation, the next it could be a dodge ball tournament, freely allowing for the 

expression needed. 

The café area, a focal point within the entire journey, is geared at bringing 

children and parents together in a moment of calm interaction and social exchange. The 

café will be the most public space in the Powerhouse, occupying about 2,000 square feet 

of space. The café will flank either side of the main entry, braking the rigidity and 

conformity of a grid like plan. The café will be bright with the natural light of the North 

and West sides will begin the strong and warming pull that continues moving the user up 

and through the space, ultimately leading them towards the light. The gallery space, 

featuring children’s work from the activities in the pop-in, will be the culmination of ones 

journey. 

 
 

Figure Thirty-One 
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The gallery space, located on the upper mezzanine levels, adjacent to the large 

bay windows on the North and West sides, will be approximately 1,000 square feet in 

size. The user can take in the work of fellow patrons, reflect in the days journey, and 

converse with fellow gallery visitors. The gallery allows for a time of healing and 

embracing of oneself. The natural light coming in from the outside, paired with the 

views of the canal waters movement will help create a sense of comfort and ease before 

one leaves the center for the day. 

 
 

Figure Thirty-Two 
 

The Main entry, approximately 500 square feet, is meant to create a bright and 

welcoming atmosphere, bringing the guest into a light and creative space immediately 

upon entering. This entry is geared more for the visitor who is coming to the space for 

undefined reflection an participation, as opposed to the more defined topics such as 

counseling and tutoring. 

The main entry allows for users to follow a different path and experience a 

completely alternative journey. The user enters into a buzzy dynamic space, with natural 

light and creative stimulation abound.  Instead of moving up and out of the darkness 
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towards the light, this user moves more fluidly through the already light environment. 

The user can then glide between the gallery, café and the pop in for activity, all while 

transitioning seamlessly from one space to the next. 

The remaining areas are less rigid and defined, yet still imperative to organic 

intent of the space. There will be an additional 250 square feet of “work space” for 

parents and children to do homework, research or more informal tutoring sessions if need 

be. There will also need to be at least 500 square feet of mens and womens facilities 

throughout the interior, not necessarily all together. In addition 500 square feet will be 

devoted to storage and utilities, as well as a small area for back of house employees and 

administrative purposes. 

Chapter 7: Conclusion 
 

In conclusion the modern day recreational center helps to create a positive 

and uplifting experience for all it’s users. Through the intervention of the built 

environment users are able to access personal counseling as well as tutoring and art 

studio classes which allow children to progress. The dual engagement of the parental 

units creates a collaborative and cross generational environment through which parents 

can understand the daily struggles and challenges they face in their current over 

stimulated lives. 
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