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The subject of ethics is much in the news
today, with Congressmen receiving bribes,
lobbyists making illegal contributions,
executives draining their companies’ pension plans, and government officials leaking secret information to discredit their
political opponents. Most of us would consider these issues clear violations of legal
and ethical standards, and faced with
similar temptations we would most likely
“do the right thing.”
For designers, the choices are not always
so clear. As Horst Rittel, my professor
in design methodology at Berkeley often
reminded us in his delicious German accent, design problems are “vicked problems”, with the best solution not always
immediately discernible. The same can
be said of the some of the ethical questions facing designers.
What ethical questions? First a little
background about the writer. I am an
architect who has come to specialize in
“Justice Architecture”: jails, prisons, law
enforcement facilities, and courthouses.

Correctional Facility Design
At least at first, this justice architecture specialization was more by chance
than by choice; as most designers know,

the more projects you complete of a certain type, the more likely clients are to
hire you to do more of the same, and the
more difficult it is to get hired to do other
things. So now I’m considered an expert
in locking up wrong-doers; one client recently exclaimed in a meeting, “You think
like a jailer!” While this was meant as a
compliment, it didn’t feel entirely comfortable. It doesn’t mesh with my self-image
as a politically liberal, generally nice guy
who doesn’t believe that incarceration is
always the best long-term solution to society’s ills. It is arguably the most expensive solution, costing from $15,000 to over
$30,000 per prisoner per year, depending
on the level of security.
Now don’t get me wrong; I love these projects. They are diverse, complex, challenging, and program-driven, and the great
majority of my clients are thoroughly professional and highly motivated. Jail and
prison staff have a refreshingly direct approach to their jobs, with no delusions
about human nature. Everyday they deal
face-to-face with the perpetrators (or victims, depending on your outlook) of the
worst of society’s ills. Since starting down
my career path, however, society’s attitudes toward incarceration have evolved:
from the ideal of rehabilitating offenders
to mainly warehousing them.
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cupancy is now the norm within the same size cell.
Many years ago it was proven that overcrowding is
bad for both rats and people. Nonetheless, the Minnesota Legislature dictated that many of the tiny 48
square-foot cells at an older State prison be “double
bunked”, with a demonstrable increase in tension,
noise, and violence.

A prefabricated, modular,
double-occupancy steel cell
(above) and an older cell (left).

The reasons for this shift
are both economic and
political, and have come
not from the professionals, but from attitudes
of the larger public, as
represented by (or influenced by) politicians
and the press.

In older jails and prisons, staff acted essentially as
“guards” who remotely observed inmates from a secure post or “bubble”, or who peered at them while
making intermittent rounds. In the 1970s a new mode
of jail staffing was developed, called “direct supervision”, under which correctional officers are physically
positioned within the cellblock or dayroom to observe,
manage, and interact directly with inmates. This approach, when properly instituted, has been shown to
be effective in reducing management problems and
permits a higher (translate “less expensive”) ratio of
inmates to staff. But it requires that inmates be prescreened and that assigned staff be specially selected, trained, and motivated; problems arise when they
are not.

From a cost perspective, it is generally assumed that
providing humane housing and rehabilitative programming—education, vocational training, counseling—are expensive and not demonstrably effective.
Politicians allege that wrong-doers need to be punished, not rewarded; the problem, of course, is that
the great majority of offenders are sooner or later released back into society, better or worse for their experience.
This shift in attitude has had a profound influence
on the designer. Some examples: Correctional standards developed in the 1970s called for 70 squarefoot single-occupancy cells as providing the safest,
most therapeutic, most secure environment for housing inmates. Due to rapid increase in jail and prison
populations and pressure on budgets, double-oc-

A dayroom for direct supervision, where correctional officers directly
manage and interact with inmates.
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A counter trend is the “super-max”, for the most difficult-to-manage prisoners who almost never leave
their cells, have minimal direct contact with staff,
and have no interaction with other prisoners. This is
the most expensive form of incarceration, and arguably the most de-humanizing.
Modern correctional standards call for cells to have
access to natural light and views to the outside, both
of these known to promote psychological health. The
Ramsey County Jail and Ramsey County Juvenile
Center, built in Minnesota in the late 1970s, were the
high-point of that approach, relying for security on
new, but expensive, glass technology. Cell windows
have since evolved into narrow slits, often with frosted glass to protect passers-by. The current trend is
to eliminate cell windows entirely, relying instead on
“borrowed light” through the cell door. This latter
approach can result in significant savings in building
layout and construction, but it needs to be done right,
with brightly lit dayrooms and large glass openings
in the cell front.

Borrowed light permeates the cells.
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Ethics
So, the question: “what is the role of the designer in
addressing these issues?” We know that the indoor
environments we help create have an impact—good
or bad—on the lives of individuals. This is true in
homes, schools, hospitals, and nursing homes, but it
is especially relevant in jail or prison cells, in which
human beings are confined for as many as 23 hours
each day, for years or even the rest of their lives. What
a responsibility!
Where to go for guidance? The AIA Code of Ethics
and Professional Conduct is a four-page document
listing the architect’s “shoulds” and “should-nots.”
Most of these proscriptions concern business ethics:
how we should not violate laws, how we should not fix
our prices or accept bribes, how we should not lie to
or steal from our clients. Under “Obligations to the
Public,” the code also states that architects should
be involved in civic activities and provide pro-bono
services, but it says nothing about the content of our
work; what our responsibility is as designers in serving the public, contributing to society, shaping the
future of our communities, and profoundly affecting
the lives of those who enter and use our buildings.
Classical ethics would have us “live the right way”
(Socrates), produce “good results” (Mill), promote the
“general well being of the society” (Aristotle), meet
our “duties and obligations to society” (Kant). Architectural historians through the ages have suggested
that as architects (and, by extension, designers), we
should give attention to the “welfare of society in general” (Vitruvius) and to provide “safe and welcome
refuge” (Alberti). Much more recently, Christian Norberg-Schultz asks that “we make man’s environment
better” and Perez-Gomez argues that “the common
good has always been a primary concern in architecture.” These statements suggest that design ethics
involve much more than mere business, but that our
work—what we design—has a role in contributing to
the public good. Such issues confront us daily, in ad-
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dressing accessibility for the handicapped, environmental sustainability, and historical preservation.
If we accept this ethical responsibility to design “for
the public good”, how do we apply this to correctional
design (or any project type)? Some ideas:
• Define our client; for whom are we designing? Is it
the general public who funds the project through
their taxes, the political body who authorizes the
work, the entity who signed our contract, the manager who pays our bills, the superintendent or
manager who runs the place, the staff who work
there (but get to go home), or the prisoners who live
there day-in and day-out?
• Understand the impact of the design on our selected client. For the general public, it may be a secure perimeter to keep the bad guys inside. For the
facility administration, it may be the provision of
educational programs for inmates or adequate staff
training and motivation. For the staff, it may include good acoustics, lighting, sight lines and other
ways to make their job safer and less stressful. For
the inmate, it may mean providing adequate personal space, natural light, views to the world and
other visual stimulation, and some measure of individual control over their environment.
• Educate our paying client about the importance of
these issues. While the designer may not be an
expert in facility operation or inmate management,
he or she can certainly communicate his or her
experience regarding the results of both good and
bad decision-making. For the individual prisoner,
there are very few advocates for the quality of their
environment; credible resources for such advocacy
are the standards developed by professional organizations such as the American Correctional Association (ACA).
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What if our paying client refuses or neglects to listen
to our advice or follow accepted standards? Or if the
project in some other ways doesn’t feel like the right
thing to do? Some years ago my then-partner and I
elected not to pursue the “super-max” addition a local
state prison, and I would like to think that I would decline a project to “double-bunk” cells that are already
undersized. But, if we’re already involved, a little creative license can make a big difference to the people
that use our buildings. So what to do next time we
designers are confronted with a “vicked problem?”
Do the right thing, of course!
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InformeDesign has many Research Summaries about
ethics and institution design and other, pertinent, related topics. This knowledge will be valuable to you as
you consider your next design solution and is worth
sharing with your clients and collaborators.
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