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ABSTRACT 

THE SUBTLE ART OF EXCLUSION: AN EXAMINATION OF HOSTILE URBAN DESIGN 
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Amanda Dakin 
University of Guelph, 2021

Advisor: 
Dr. Mervyn Horgan 

 

Over 35000 Canadians experience homelessness on any given night (Raising the Roof 2015). 

Often subtle design interventions in the urban environment serve to exclude these persons from 

having a place to rest. This thesis explores the use of exclusionary design in a mid-sized 

Canadian city, Guelph, Ontario. First, a visual survey of hostile elements in downtown Guelph 

depicting the frequency of exclusionary design was created. Next, seven semi-structured 

interviews with official actors involved in the design and regulation of public space are 

compared and contrasted to eight interviews with social service providers who provide services 

to homeless populations. This qualitative interview data allows for a deep exploration of the 

justifications, visibility, impacts, and (un)success of exclusionary design. Finally, employing a 

Right to the City framework throughout this study that centers the rights of those experiencing 

homelessness to inhabit public spaces, alternative suggestions to excluding vulnerable 

populations from public spaces are explored. 
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1 Chapter 1 - Introduction 

1.1 Introduction 

“Cold-hearted thieves strike again at Riverside Park” reads a Guelph Today headline. The 

article discusses the repeated theft of memorial plaques from park benches. The accompanying 

picture portrays one of these benches missing a plaque.  

 

Figure 1.1: Photo from Guelph Today Article titled "Cold-hearted thieves strike again at Riverside Park." 

This headline in combination with this photo for many is likely mundane and ordinary, 

but for those experiencing homelessness, this combination leaves a much more sinister 

impression. The depicted bench appears to have end armrests as well as an additional middle 

armrest. Though sometimes argued to help elderly people and those with mobility issues stand 

up more easily, these armrests also exclude. Homeless persons who “sleep rough” can often be 

seen resting on benches, but those with a middle armrest prevent lying down. To designate the 

thieves as cold-hearted while overlooking the exclusion of those with few other options is 

curious. Is it because this form of exclusion is mundane and often inconspicuous or because the 

theft of something from the housed takes priority over the dismissal of the houseless?  

Over 35 000 Canadians experience homelessness each night (Raising the Roof 2015). 

People come to experience homelessness for a “variety of interconnected structural, social, and 

economic reasons” (Langegger & Koester 2016:1039) including poverty, interpersonal violence, 
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addiction, poor mental and/or physical health, and deinstitutionalization (Peressini 2009). 

Regardless of the pathway to homelessness, many countries, including Canada, have begun to 

recognize housing as a human right and begun taking steps to ensure everyone has adequate 

shelter (Ontario Human Rights Commission 2021). Despite the commencement of this important 

first step in securing housing for all, people continue to sleep rough outdoors and in unsafe 

conditions in the interim. Like the bench depicted above, homeless persons face a great deal of 

stigma and exclusion as they attempt to survive day-to-day in the public eye and often, in public 

spaces.  

Exclusionary design, also frequently referred to as hostile architecture or defensive 

design, is defined as any aspects of built environments used to prevent homeless people from 

freely using space (Petty 2016). This can take many forms including benches designed to prevent 

lying down, surveillance cameras, gates and fences that limit access, and even anti-homeless 

spikes. This design can specifically target people experiencing homelessness but also other 

‘undesirable’ populations like loitering youth and skateboarders.  

 

Figure 1.2: Anti-homeless spikes (Petty 2016). 

A growing body of literature surrounding exclusionary design is emerging (see Chellew 

2016; Chellew 2019; Doherty et al. 2008; Rosenberger 2020), but limited research exists on how 

this design impacts homeless populations and how it is understood by relevant actors. This study 
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aims to begin filling this gap by exploring how exclusionary design is understood and framed by 

both social service workers who provide services to people experiencing homelessness and 

official actors involved in the design and regulation of public space, including planners, 

developers, and people involved in the Downtown Business Association in downtown Guelph, 

Ontario.  

This project will be guided by two primary research questions: 

(1) Understanding how exclusionary design is perceived by service workers and identifying 

if/how it inhibits/ encourages their social service work. 

(2) Understanding how official actors involved in the design/ planning of public space 

perceive and discuss exclusionary design. 

In conjunction with these aforementioned questions, I will demonstrate the prevalence of 

exclusionary design in downtown Guelph, Ontario by creating a map of this area that depicts 

each occurrence of hostile design.  

1.2 Outline 

This thesis begins with a thorough literature review outlining the relevant existing research 

with a focus on regulation of public space, exclusionary design, and homeless persons 

experiences in and of public space. This first chapter also contains theoretical considerations for 

this thesis. A Right to the City framework is employed throughout this project. Chapter two 

outlines the various methods used to investigate the primary research questions. This chapter 

begins with a discussion of my positionality as the researcher, followed by the plurality of 

reasons Guelph, Ontario serves as a valuable research site. I then discuss my mixed methods 

approach, discussing both creating a visual mapping of downtown Guelph and conducting semi-

structured interviews with two separate subgroups of participants. Demographic information is 

shared along with ethical considerations and limitations of these research methods. This chapter 

concludes with an outline of how data analysis was conducted.  
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 Chapter three summarizes the key findings of this research – beginning with the findings 

gathered during the visual mapping of downtown Guelph followed by the findings obtained 

through semi-structured interviews. Through mapping, a variety of categorizations of 

exclusionary design were created including surveillance, limited access, signage, hostile places 

to rest, multi-purpose decoration, anti-theft, and removal of structures. Interview data focuses on 

sites of homelessness, undesirable behaviours associated with homelessness, visibility of 

exclusionary design, the impacts of this design, success of exclusionary design, and alternative 

solutions. Chapter four is a discussion surrounding the aforementioned findings, providing a 

critical analysis and connecting findings to the existing literature.  

 Chapter five is my concluding chapter, summarizing key takeaways, suggestions for 

alternatives to exclusionary design, limitations of this research, and suggestions for future 

research. References and appendices follow. 
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2 Chapter 2 - Literature Review 

2.1 Situating My Research 

This research project is situated among four existing bodies of literature: the right to the 

city (RTTC), regulation of public space, exclusionary design, and homeless persons experiences 

in and of public space. A key component of this research builds on the broad body of literature 

surrounding people’s ‘right to the city’. First introduced by Lefebvre in 1968, this literature seeks 

to demonstrate that people have an inherent right to urban spaces by virtue of creating these 

spaces. This is a framework often employed by social justice advocates and has undeniable value 

in understanding how homeless persons are excluded from the public realm and why this is 

unacceptable. The second important body of literature investigates the regulation of urban public 

space. Many homeless persons spend most, if not all, of their time in public/ semi-public spaces, 

so it is important to understand how this space is regulated and controlled. ‘Regulation’ in this 

context refers not only to official laws and policies regarding the use of public space, but also 

moral regulation and cultural normative assumptions about who public space is for. Finally, this 

study draws from the growing body of literature about exclusionary design. This literature looks 

at aspects of the built environment put in place to deter unwanted groups, new architecture that 

pre-emptively designs against ‘undesirables’, and Crime Prevention Through Environmental 

Design (CPTED). Finally, this research will draw on literature about homeless persons’ 

experiences in and of public space. While there is a large body of literature regarding homeless 

persons experiences more broadly, little research exists on the experiences of homeless persons 

in relation to the built environment. Geographies of homelessness, criminalization of 

homelessness, and non-person treatment of homeless persons by passersby will be explored. By 

situating my research at the intersection of these four bodies of knowledge, I carve out a place 

for understanding how exclusionary design impacts homeless persons and how it is framed by 

social service providers and official actors involved in the regulation and design of public space.  

2.2 What is Public Space?  

It is clear that many of the aforementioned bodies of literature - the right to the city, 

regulation of public space, exclusionary design, and homeless persons’ experiences in and of 
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public space – are related to the study of public space more broadly. Therefore, to investigate 

these literatures and to understand how people with lived experience of homelessness are 

excluded in the public realm, we first need to identify what constitutes public space.  

Public space is a contested term without a single, clear definition. Understandings of 

public space come from a variety of diverse fields including microsociology, political geography, 

and social and political theory. For example, some major social thinkers, like Goffman, work 

with what he calls the traditional definitions of public and private space, with public space 

referring to “any regions in a community freely accessible to members of that community” 

(1966:9) and private space as “soundproof regions where only members or invitees gather” 

(Goffman 1966:9). Lofland (1989), like Goffman, is primarily concerned with the relationships 

among people in public but provides a clearer definition of public space. Lofland (1989) defines 

the public realm as “those nonprivate sectors or areas of urban settlements in which individuals 

in co-presence tend to be personally unknown or only categorically known to one another” (454) 

(such as in bus driver/ bus rider relationships). Lofland (1989) explains that this type of 

unknowing or barely knowing is only possible in urban settings where it is possible to move into 

spaces with acquaintances and strangers (454-455) This type of realm cannot exist in small 

nonurban settlements where everyone is acquainted and the lines between private and public are 

therefore blurred (Lofland 1989:455). Clearly, Goffman (1966) and Lofland (1989) are more 

concerned with social interactions and less so with strictly defining public space. However, 

Lofland’s (1989) definition, in particular, provides analytical value in understanding the physical 

and social position of homeless persons. According to Lofland (1989), homeless persons tend to 

live in urban settings and remain unknown to most passersby. Some housed people may 

categorically know the visible homeless population, by virtue of seeing them regularly, but tend 

to not know them on a personal level. Homelessness, of course, occurs in rural areas as well, but 

these people experiencing homelessness tend to be less visible, experiencing ‘hidden 

homelessness’ (Kauppi et al. 2017). People experiencing homelessness in rural areas are more 

‘invisible’ by virtue of more often sleeping in unsafe/uninhabitable locations or couch surfing 

(Kauppi et al. 2017). This population faces unique challenges compared to those experiencing 

urban homelessness and are more often out of sight of the public.  
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Other, more political definitions, come from fields like geography. Mitchell (2003), a 

cultural geographer, clearly aligns his definition of public space with that of Lefebvre (1968) and 

argues that public spaces are spaces “socially produced through [their] use as public space[s]” 

(129). As people, organizations, activists, and political groups act as oeuvres (Lefebvre 1968; 

Lefebvre 1996), they create public space – using it to create political and social change. Mitchell 

(2003) also goes further by distinguishing between the public sphere and public space defining 

the public sphere as abstract and universal space “in which democracy occurs” (134) and public 

space as actual physical, material space “from which political activity flows” (134). This 

demonstrates that while the public sphere is important, public space itself is crucial. Without a 

physical place to stand, homeless persons (and other actors) cannot come to be seen as legitimate 

members of the public (Mitchell 2003:129). 

Similarly, Habermas (1989) views the public sphere as a place where people can come 

together to discuss, debate, and critically analyze the ongoings of the bourgeoise and 

governmental bodies. This occurs in in the ‘lifeworld’ – the everyday space people share and can 

communicate freely in a space that is completely distinct from the government (Fraser 

2018:245). Quite contrarily, Blomley (2011), a critical geographer, in his research exploring 

sidewalks, refers to them as ‘publicized’ spaces that are owned by municipal governments but 

“held in trust for an abstract public” (24). This clearly blurs the lines between what truly 

constitutes public space. Blomley (2007; 2011) goes on to explain how this framing of the public 

leads to exclusion of anyone who uses the sidewalk for anything other than efficiently moving 

from point A to point B as pedestrianist-minded engineers, employed by municipalities, designed 

sidewalks to be efficient for the flow of traffic as their primary and most important role.  

 Like Blomley, Kohn (2004) is very critical of the ongoing privatization of public space. 

The increasing number of gated communities, indoor shopping malls, and privately-owned 

public spaces (POPS) threaten the very nature of public space (Kohn 2004:2; Chellew 2019). 

The distinction between public and private becomes largely blurred and many places are more 

adequately described as “exist[ing] in a gray area between the two” (Kohn 2004:7). The growth 

of quasi-public or privately-owned public spaces (POPS) in cities serves to further distort this 

distinction. These terms, often used interchangeably, refer to spaces that look, act, and feel like 
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public spaces but are privately owned by a nongovernmental body. City governments continue to 

make arrangements with private landowners to create POPS and/or sell public land to private 

individuals and organizations arguably, so that they are easier to maintain (Smith & Walters 

2018:2981). In light of this, Kohn (2004) suggests treating the term ‘public’ as a cluster concept 

– indicating that it has “multiple and sometimes contradictory definitions” (9). Kohn (2004) 

proposes that ownership, accessibility, and intersubjectivity work in tandem to define public 

space and posits that a typical public space is owned by the government, accessible to all people, 

and promotes communication and interaction among users (9).  

 Still, these quasi-public spaces help to blur the line of who belongs (Chellew 2019; Smith 

& Walters 2018). Chellew (2019) outlines how the City of Toronto continues to make 

agreements with property owners to create more of these spaces, but how there is a clear lack of 

regulation as to what can be implemented within them. Security cameras, signs with arbitrary 

rules, and unwelcoming design can be placed without condition creating increasingly hostile 

environments that are seemingly meant to be enjoyed by the broader public.  

 Based on the information presented above, this project too will be working with a broad 

definition of public space. Discussions will not be limited to ‘truly’ public spaces to which 

everyone has free access, at least in principle, but also will include quasi-public spaces that have 

conditions associated with their use (being a shopper, being video recorded, etc.) and ‘forgotten’ 

privately-owned spaces where homeless persons sometimes reside.  

2.3 Right to the City 

The idea that people can make claims to and therefore have a ‘right’ to the city was first 

introduced by Lefebvre in 1968, building off of Marx’s anti-capitalist sentiments. Though 

industrialization led to increased job opportunities and population growth in cities, Lefebvre et 

al. (1996) argued that cities had “been attacked by industrialization” (9), becoming places 

dominated by consumption activities. He argued that exchange value came to trump use and use 

value, leaving cities only a shell of what they once were (Lefebvre et al. 1996). Cities have 

become places of the ultra-wealthy versus the incredibly poor and “the results are indelibly 
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etched on the spatial forms of our cities” (Harvey 2008:32) in the form of gated communities, the 

increasing use of CCTV, and our hardened cityscapes. To overcome this dreary city life, 

Lefebvre (1968) suggested that working-class people needed to take back the city by acting as an 

oeuvre – being and acting within the city to change the city. People have a right to live, 

celebrate, create, and foremost participate in urban life (Lefebvre et al. 1996). Essentially the 

right to the city comes down to the rights of urbanites versus the rights of property owners 

(Harvey 2008). For Lefebvre (1968), the destruction of the state and corresponding self-

governing of the people is the ultimate goal (Purcell 2014).  

Today, the Right to the City has use value as both a political framework, building 

resistance and seeking justice for the socially and economically excluded, and as a theoretical 

framework through which to examine the impacts of urbanization and industrialization 

(Fernandez & MacKinnon 2019). As a political framework, the right to the city commonly refers 

to “both the individual liberty to access urban resources (including space, services and 

infrastructure) and the ability to exercise a collective power to reshape the processes of 

urbanization” (Domaradzka 2018:612) and has been taken up by social advocates all over the 

world who use this spatial framework to fight against social injustices. Originally, in the 1960s it 

was employed to combat Fordism and the accompanying impact on housing and employment 

(Mayer 2009:363). After a slight decline in the use of this term, it re-emerged in the 1980s when 

“the neoliberalization of policies brought the so-called ‘old’ social issues back on to the agenda 

of urban movements: increasing unemployment and poverty, a ‘new’ housing need, riots in 

housing estates and new waves of squattings changed the make-up of the urban movements” 

(Mayer 2009:364). For example, a volunteer run organization, founded in 1980, called ‘Food Not 

Bombs’ (see foodnotbombs.net) has used the language of the ‘right to the city’ to frame their 

advocacy work. This group provides free vegan and vegetarian meals to people in need of meals 

(without needing to provide proof of income, housing, etc.). In particular, this organization has 

served meals, outdoors to people in need in places where such a service is illegal – like Las 

Vegas (Mitchell & Heynan 2009). The volunteers claim that in doing so it keeps the issue of 

homelessness and food insecurity visible to the public and allows these people to make such a 



 

 

 

 

10 

basic claim to the city as to be allowed to consume food within public spaces (Boston Globe 

1993).  

Food Not Bombs was an early adopter of this terminology in 1980 (when they were 

founded in Massachusetts) but in recent years the popularity of this term has swelled and many 

other organizations have adopted ‘right to the city’ framework. These organizations include the 

Right to the City Alliance and War on Want which seek to combat social injustices related to 

housing, gentrification, and global poverty. One of the most significant applications of this 

framework was employed by the United Nations during the Habitat III conference that resulted 

in the unanimous adoption of the New Urban Agenda (United Nations 2017). The right to the 

city framework serves as the foundation of this agenda that “seeks to address the major 

challenges in cities and human settlements of rapid urbanization, poverty reduction, social 

exclusion, and environmental risk that call for decisive actions and new policy priorities by 

national, regional, and local governments” (United Nations 2017). Ultimately, it employs the 

RTTC by utilizing spatially just distribution of resources, inclusive governance, and recognizing 

social, economic, and cultural diversity (United Nations 2017:24). 

 Organizations like Food Not Bombs continue to persist because policies and laws 

continue to exclude vulnerable groups. For example, Las Vegas law bans providing free meals in 

public spaces, and similarly, many cities have implemented laws and regulations regarding 

where homeless persons can sleep. Many of these laws, such as those in Denver, outlaw 

“sleeping, resting, preparing food, eating or storing belongings” (Langegger & Koester 

2016:1030) in city spaces. These spaces include the marginal, forgotten ‘cracks’ in cities – such 

as dumpsters, alleyways, and underpasses – where homeless persons often reside (Duncan 1983; 

Loukaitou-Sideris 1996). Arguably, these are the spaces in which homeless people are able to act 

as oeuvres, acting, being, and therefore contributing to the creation of the city. Studies that 

investigate the ‘geographies of homelessness’ find that by barring access to these otherwise 

forgotten spaces, homeless people’s right to the city is threatened. They are drastically limited in 

their ability to engage in survival activities related to hygiene, health, and quality of life 

activities, such as socializing (Cloke et al. 2011; Langegger & Koester 2016). These bans 

remove homeless persons’ entire ability to inhabit space. Unlike housed persons, these 
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individuals have nowhere to rest, urinate, or relax without seeking permission, and if they do 

seek permission, it is unlikely to be granted (Mitchell 2003).  

 Like scholarly investigations into geographies of homelessness more broadly, research 

that employs the Right to the City as a theoretical framework is most prominent in the works of 

urban geographers. This study intends to continue the expansion of this framework to sociology, 

focusing on the impacts of spatial exclusion. Combining empirical data with a normative 

commitment to advancing the rights of all urban inhabitants, I seek to demonstrate the use value 

of the RTTC as a theoretical framework that can create tangible outcomes to improve the lives of 

vulnerable populations – particularly urbanites who’s use of public space has been diminished 

through environmental design.  

 The right to the city of those that provide services to homeless individuals is also an 

ongoing battle. Increasing rent prices and gentrification of urban spaces pushes necessary 

services like shelters and food banks out of downtown cores where their services are most 

accessible to those in need (Cloke et al. 2011; Mitchell & Heynen 2009). 

  Employing the theoretical framework of a right to the city, it becomes clear how 

important public space is – particularly in a world dominated by private property and ownership 

(Harvey 2008). People who lack access to private dwellings deal with poverty, hunger, and 

exclusion; but beyond that, in industrialized, gentrified society, they simply have no place to be 

(Waldron 1991). “[I]n a society where all property is private, those who own none (or whose 

interests aren’t otherwise protected by a right to access private property) simply cannot be, 

because they have no place to be” (Mitchell 2003:34). If homeless people are not allowed to 

urinate or sleep in public spaces, they are not able to urinate and sleep at all. Removing this basic 

ability to exist pushes homeless people out of view but does nothing to end homelessness 

(Mitchell 2003). Using the right to the city framework, it becomes clear that homeless people 

need to be able to exist in physical public spaces in order to both demand and create spaces for 

themselves; in order to be.  
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Furthermore, if one accepts Lefebvre’s (1968) argument that those who live, work, and 

celebrate in cities are those who both make and have the right to the city, it has been argued that 

homeless persons should have the most right to city (Mitchell & Heynen 2009:617). These 

individuals are those who potentially spend the absolute most time existing in, and therefore, 

shaping the city. Clearly, this is not how policymakers and other official actors view homeless 

persons. Homeless people are viewed as ‘threats’ to city space and challenge “our rather fragile 

notions of legitimate citizenship” (Mitchell 2003:183). In modern, capitalist society, those 

without money are ‘useless’ and cannot be included in a society driven by consumerism 

(Bauman 2004). Visibly homeless people are seen not to produce nor consume and, are 

therefore, perceived as ‘redundant human waste’ (Bauman 2004:6).  

Nonetheless, homeless persons continue to exist. Even with formal and informal forces at 

work to exclude them from cities, homeless people persist. They continue to activate their 

limited right to the city through existing and acting as oeuvres in the ‘urban shadows’ of cities 

(Mitchell & Heynen 2009:613). These spaces change frequently as laws come into place forcing 

them out, but they find somewhere to act, create, and survive. The right to the city framework 

understands “homelessness as an embodied struggle for place” (Duff 2017:516) This 

understanding is interrelated with regulation of public space and the use of exclusionary design 

to deter homeless persons. The right to the city serves as a valuable framework to build upon in 

understanding how exclusionary design limits homeless persons’ rights.  

However, it is important to note the criticisms of the right to the city framework. The 

RTTC has been criticized as being too utopian and abstract and not providing clear means which 

to achieve our collective rights (Duff 2017). While this framework is undeniably broad, it has 

been implemented in clear ways that have created true change (such as Food Not Bombs 

providing thousands of meals to people in need). It can also be argued that striving for utopia is a 

strength of this framework (Purcell 2014:151). Furthermore, RTTC is criticized for vaguely 

referring to ‘urban inhabitants’ and therefore not clearly distinguishing between those it is truly 

intending to help and those who work to maintain the current social order (elites, for example) 

(Mayer 2009). This criticism is logical but clearly lacks real world applicability. The people 

fighting for social justice of the typically underrepresented are aware of who is responsible for 
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the ongoing discrimination and injustice and who they are attempting to help/ support. However, 

a similar criticism does have serious implications. The right to the city framework has been 

employed by elites – like local governments – who take their citizens’ concerns and respond by 

implementing ‘creative city’ initiatives. These initiatives intend to give the illusion that official 

actors are taking seriously citizen concerns while neglecting to create real change. For example, 

they may have citizens create art installations throughout the city that promote ‘alternative 

lifestyles’ while failing to create change at any level of government (Domaradzka 2018:612). 

These initiatives deflect and trivialize the public’s valid concerns about social justice issues. The 

RTTC has also been employed by ‘Not In My Backyard’ (NIMBY) groups who argue that the 

city is also theirs and promote the ‘quality of life’ policies that motivate many grassroots 

organizations to employ a right to the city framework in the first place (Domaradzka 2018:611).  

Despite these criticisms, the right to the city serves as a valuable framework through 

which to support homeless and other underrepresented populations. These criticisms can be 

tethered if those who employ this framework clearly outline the practicality of a RTTC approach 

rather than employing it in more abstract – potentially utopian – fashion. Furthermore, the 

group(s) they are intending to defend and the group(s) that currently serve to maintain the status 

quo should be clearly defined to ensure this framework is not being employed by the elites to 

continue to suppress the voices of the marginalized. Moreover, many organizations have 

successfully created positive social change with RTTC as their guiding principle and it allows 

people and organizations across the globe to unify knowing they have a shared common goal of 

rights for all – spatially and otherwise. 

2.4 Regulation of Public Space 

There is a rich body of literature regarding the regulation of public space that spans from 

official laws, regulations, and policies to moral regulation and cultural norms that persist in who 

can use public space. Formal and informal, explicit and implicit, intended and unintended rules 

and norms greatly impact how public places function as an inclusive or exclusive space for 

various groups. Though the literature presented below is not specific to people with lived 

experience of homelessness or exclusionary design, it has clear implications for this research. 
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Additionally, it is important to note that this discussion regarding regulation of public space is 

specific to a North American/ Western context – discussing other contexts is beyond the scope of 

this project, though would make for very interesting comparison in future work.  

Public space is regulated through many formal and informal and legal and quasi-legal 

workings of urban governance (Valverde 2012). Interestingly, what is commonly considered 

public space – and therefore regulated as such - is often more accurately framed as private space 

for public use (Valverde 2012:42; Blomley 2007; Kohn 2004). Municipalities own and regulate 

parks, sidewalks, and other facilities that are intended to be used by the ‘abstract’ public. Bylaw 

officers and other official actors are highly concerned with the regulation of these spaces, and in 

particular, the smooth flow of pedestrian traffic (Blomley 2011). Public space is constantly being 

maintained and reserved for a public that is not currently in sight and “people who are current 

users can be seen and impinging on the use of public space for this abstract public that the 

sidewalks are truly for” (Blomley 2011:23).  

Property owners serve as the primary members of the ‘abstract public’ for which public 

space must remain available (Valverde 2012). Homeownership is not necessarily required to 

meet this criterion as those renting and leasing still retain a permanent address, however, the 

epitome of who belongs is middle/upper-class, married, heterosexual, White, homeowners 

(Merry 1990; Atkinson 2003). These are the residents whose preferences and ideals “are 

constantly reinscribed (even in “diverse” Canada) in law” (Valverde 2012:56). The preferences 

of the ‘ideal’ citizen emerge and function to regulate space not only in law, but also in quasi-

legal and normative ways. For example, leniency in enforcing laws at its surface may seem like a 

valuable tool in allowing police officers and other official actors to use their judgement in 

responding to various situations. However, dominant preferences are commonly used as a means 

to reinforce existing inequalities (Valverde 2012; Brown 2017). For example, research shows 

that homeless youth have far more unwanted interactions with the police that lead to searches 

and arrests than their housed counterparts (O’Grady et al. 2012).  In the previous 12 months at 

the time of data collection of one study, 46% of homeless youth reported having been searched 

by the police and 44% report having been arrested. In relation to housed youth, over the previous 

24 months at the time of data collection, only 18% reported being searched and only 11% 
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reported being arrested (O’Grady et al. 2012:42). It is important to note that homeless youth 

spend a lot more time in public spaces and therefore are more easily observable by the police. 

However, these numbers still demonstrate a clear discrepancy in the application of law 

enforcement between housed (dominant, ideal group) and the unhoused (those who need to be 

regulated to maintain the quality of life of the abstract public).  

 Another interesting facet of regulation of space is the use of zoning to exclude particular 

groups. For example, many municipalities have regulations about how far apart similar 

businesses and services must be from one another. While this seemingly applies to all buildings, 

it is clearly implemented and mainly enforced in relation to locally undesirable land uses 

(LULUs) (Valverde 2012:121). Unsurprisingly, these LULUs are usually services that cater to 

low-income people and include group homes, shelters, rooming houses, and the like (Valverde 

2012:121). These LULUs [need not only] to be located not only away from one another but also 

from “good” buildings” (Valverde 2012:121). Ultimately, it appears that powers of the dominant 

groups are employed to regulate space to the extent of geographically segregating and excluding 

disempowered groups (Wacquant 2010; Blumenberg & Ehrenfeucht 2008). Interestingly, these 

regulations utilize very specific distance measurements (down to the meter) and in an attempt to 

“make moral judgement appear objective” (Valverde 2012:122). These zoning tactics allow 

homeless persons to be systematically excluded and segregated from the general public.  

 Informal regulation also plays a key role in maintaining public space. Informal ‘eyes on 

the street’ techniques for natural surveillance have long been considered useful in regulating 

public space (Jacobs 1961). Arguably, lively streets filled with diverse groups of people, mixed-

uses, and combinations of old and new buildings are the safest type of city street (Jacobs 

1961:395). Jacobs (1961) argues that because these streets have many watching eyes, crime is 

unlikely to occur, and people generally feel safer. An important component of Jacobs (1961) 

argument is that this group of ‘eyes’ should be diverse along economic, social, race, and virtually 

all points of difference and that mixed commercial uses that draw in populations at all hours of 

the day and night allow for constant regulation. This is notable as Jacobs (1961) includes all 

persons as potential ‘watchers,’ and not only those commonly considered to be the ‘ideal’ citizen 

– White, middle-class homeowners.  
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In addition to White, middle-class homeowners, engineers, business owners, service 

workers, and city employees, like street cleaners all regulate public space in some capacity. 

Engineers and other like-minded actors view the sidewalk in a pedestrianist light where “the role 

of the authorities, using law as needed, is to arrange these bodies and objects to ensure that the 

primary function of the sidewalk is sustained: that being the orderly movement of pedestrians 

from point a to point b” (Blomley 2011:22). From this perspective, obstruction is never 

acceptable even when sidewalks are empty as they are being maintained for the ‘abstract public’ 

and you never know when one of these people could emerge and be disrupted by a person sitting 

on the curb. Through pedestrianist logic, people and their movements are constantly under 

surveillance and it becomes clear that a beggar is no different than a bus stop in the sense that 

they both impede traffic and therefore, must both be regulated (Blomley 2007). These ‘move 

along’ strategies and physical barriers – such as modified, uncomfortable benches – “change the 

whole nature of a public bench from being a place of social exchange and relaxation to a space of 

brief and individual use” (Bergamaschi et al. 2014:11).  

In a less ‘official’ capacity, city employees, like street cleaners, can regulate public space 

by asking outreach workers to move their work elsewhere and by deciding what city spaces are 

cared for and which become neglected (Hall 2017). Unsurprisingly, neglected, forgotten portions 

of the city are often where homeless persons can be found making a place for themselves. These 

neglected spaces “afford a sort of tolerance, and makes some room for the homeless in the 

middle of the city,” (Hall 2017:18) even if only for a short while. Through this informal 

regulation and constant renegotiation of public space, outreach workers’ workplaces shift from 

day to day, month to month, and year to year in order to adequately follow the everchanging 

location of where homeless people are able to exist (Hall 2017). This work introduces some of 

the important, but often hidden, actors who contribute to the regulation of public space and in not 

only understanding how homeless persons are excluded from public space but also how outreach 

and other social service work is impacted by these exclusionary, regulative measures.  

 Overall, we must think critically about when regulation of public space is warranted and 

necessary for safety and security and when concerns of safety and security are manipulated in 
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ways that threaten democracy and the rights of marginalized groups (Horgan & Kern 2014; 

Smith & Walters 2018).  

2.5 Exclusionary Design 

A third area of existing research that helps to frame my study is a broad body of literature 

about exclusionary design. Exclusionary design - also called hostile architecture, unpleasant 

design, and defensible space, among other names - can target a variety of ‘undesirable’ 

populations such as teenagers, skateboarders, and drug users (Rosenberger 2020). These terms—

exclusionary design, hostile architecture, unpleasant design, and defensible space—are often 

used interchangeably, but there are some distinctions. Defensible space is presented as a strategy 

that allows residents to act as their own security and surveillance (Newman 1972) while hostile 

architecture is posited as a strategy that intentionally modifies behaviour to reduce crime or 

disorder (Chellew 2019). Though these distinctions are made throughout some of the literature, 

definitions are inconsistent and overlapping. Some even argue that at this stage in the research, 

with a lack of consensus and objectivity, “the designation of something as ‘hostile’ is not an 

objective or innocent description; it is an allegation” (Rosenberger 2020:884). Though there is no 

clear consensus on what adequately defines exclusionary design, what is agreed upon is that this 

type of design can take many forms such as modification of structures (i.e. adding a middle arm 

rest to a bench to prohibit lying down), addition of new structures (i.e. placing a large planter in 

an alley), or the removal of existing structures (i.e. removing benches from a park) (de Fine Licht 

2017:29). This design can also be present in much more subtle ways, such as pre-emptively 

designing buildings without recessed doorways where homeless people may opt to rest (Hall 

2017). These inconspicuous forms of exclusion often go unnoticed by the general public but are 

apparent to those they are designed to deter (Chellew 2016:18). More explicit, harsh exclusion, 

such as anti-homeless spikes, often receive more attention from the media and sometimes spark 

public outrage (Petty 2016). Whether implicit or explicit, these designs are commonly 

understood to be intended to deter homeless persons from congregating, laying down, or seeking 

shelter from the elements.  
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This body of literature stems from the criminological idea of Crime Prevention Through 

Environmental Design (CPTED). This term was coined in 1971 by criminologist C. Ray Jeffery 

but was largely introduced by Oscar Newman (1972) in his book Defensible Space: Crime 

Prevention Through Urban Design. Although these ideas were not widely written about until 

1971, these types of methods have been used extensively throughout human history. It is even 

evident in castle moats, walls, and drawbridges used to deter enemies and unwanted guests 

(Cozens & Love 2015; Petty 2016). These types of methods to create seemingly safer spaces are 

still very prevalent today and typically come in the form of things such as security cameras, 

locks, signage, fences, and even hostile architecture. While CPTED techniques are also related to 

the regulation of public space discussed above, because it is specific to limiting criminal 

‘deviant’ behaviour of some actors and pushing them out and creating ‘safer’, more welcoming 

spaces for others, I discuss it here alongside exclusionary design. Also, by virtue of it being a 

starting point for varying forms of hostile design, it is necessary to examine it in this context. 

In popularizing CPTED, Jeffery (1971) criticized the existing criminal justice system and 

advocated that modifying the physical environment to deter crime was far more important and 

useful than punishing and/or rehabilitating criminals after the fact. Supposedly, by directly 

limiting opportunities for crime, through modifying the built environment, far fewer criminal 

acts will be committed.  

However, this crime prevention method can only prevent certain types of crime – 

including crimes of survival committed by homeless persons and other marginal groups. White 

collar crimes, that occur in offices behind closed doors, are not preventable through 

environmental design (Jeffery 1971:232). This mode of thinking also corresponds with the belief 

of ‘cycles of dependence’ created by welfare systems that encourage people to remain 

unemployed and the belief that poverty does not contribute to crime (Jeffery 1971:131). This 

logic seems to work in tandem with the ‘culture of poverty’ concept popularized by Oscar Lewis 

(1959) and employed by American governments – though widely criticized – throughout the 

1960s and 1970s (de Antuñano 2019:813-814). Allegedly, children who grow up in 

impoverished settings will internalize these beliefs and become reliant on public welfare support 

(Lewis 1959; Murray 1984). This feeds into the narrative that there is a distinction to be made 
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between the ‘deserving’ and ‘undeserving’ poor and that financial aid should be reserved for the 

former (Katz 1990). Clearly, these theories are quite critical of low-income individuals and 

families and use unfounded logic to suggest redesigning the urban environment is the best way to 

deter criminality. How structural factors contribute to crime, particularly low-level crime like 

minor theft, is disregarded. Also, little attention is given to how a binary distinction between 

legitimate and illegitimate users is created. Who does and who does not belong is undeniably 

subjective yet is taken for granted as an objective distinction (Parnaby 2006). Furthermore, there 

is a surplus of evidence to suggest that programs like basic universal income do not 

disincentivize people to work (Painter & Thoung 2015; Van Parijs 2004; Koebel & Pohler 2019). 

Other CPTED theories are more sympathetic to those living in poverty (Newman 1972). 

Believing that the built environment could be used to deter criminal activity, the theory of 

defensible space focuses on enhanced safety, security, and ultimately quality of life of low-

income persons (Parnaby 2006). Supporters of CPTED argue that it creates safer spaces through 

promoting “a sense of ownership in legitimate users of space, thereby reducing criminal 

opportunities by discouraging the presence of illegitimate users” (Cozens & Love 2015:396). It 

is argued that if legitimate users feel they have the rights and resources to question and survey 

illegitimate users, crime reduction will occur (Newman 1972). Increasing surveillance 

opportunities and people’s claim to territory is used in addition to physical/ architecture 

modifications that directly limit people’s behaviours – such as metal bars over windows to 

prevent robbery and replacing benches with individual chairs that cannot be laid upon. 

Furthermore, defensible space, unlike the previously discussed theory of CPTED, argues “the 

root causes of inner city and ghetto crime lie deep in the social structure of our nation. Criminal 

and victim alike come from that strata of the population without the power of choice” (Newman 

1972:13).  

Ultimately, research on the effectiveness of CPTED and exclusionary design yields 

mixed results. Some studies outline incredible successes in crime reduction while others show 

inverse relations, indicating that CPTED strategies may actually increase crime (Atlas 1991; 

Raymen 2016). For example, CPTED tactics focus on unused, hidden spaces where crime is 

believed to occur, however, some ‘criminals’ prefer to act in highly visible spaces. Graffiti 
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vandals, for example, prefer for their work to be seen and installing lights (another key element 

of CPTED) may actually encourage graffiti vandals as it more clearly displays their work 

(McKay 2020). Even if CPTED strategies are used to only reduce fear of crime and not actual 

incidence rates, Davis (2006) argues that creating increasingly hardened cities can instill more 

fear in citizens. Furthermore, there is a clear lack of comprehensive, methodologically sound, 

high quality research regarding CPTED techniques (Cozens & Love 2015; Sherman et al. 2002). 

Due to the unclear boundaries of what truly constitutes CPTED and what is encompassed in its 

scope, conducting quality research is difficult (Johnson et al. 2014; Armitage 2013; Ekblom 

2013). Additionally, it is argued that the research that does exist and shows positive outcomes in 

reduction of crime may ignore potential displacement of crime and therefore not be accurate 

(Kaplan 1973). It is concerning to believe CPTED strategies are being advocated as ‘best 

practice’ with no strong evidence to substantiate such a claim (Rosenberger 2020; Smith & 

Walters 2018). 

 Still, some researchers argue that CPTED and exclusionary design, more broadly, are 

positive additions to the urban environment, general population, and even to homeless people 

themselves. de Fine Licht (2017), for example, argues that ‘bum-proof’ benches encourage the 

homeless to seek shelter in safer places – such as homeless shelters. However, there is a large 

body of literature to demonstrate why homeless people forego using shelters and it is not simply 

because there are currently enough ‘bum-friendly’ benches. Numerous studies have documented 

the plurality of reasons homeless persons do not use shelters. For example, shelters are often 

located outside of urban cores and/ or far from other social services (Donley & Wright 2012:295-

296). This placement can make it difficult for homeless persons to travel to other social services, 

employment, and to see friends and family and they may, therefore, forego using shelter services. 

For those who reside in areas with more centrally located shelters, there are many other barriers 

to accessing accommodations. Many shelters have rules and regulations related to drug and 

alcohol use (Donley & Wright 2012:301) that exclude people who use drugs and/or deal with 

substance abuse issues. Some shelters go as far as to breathalyze people who ‘appear to be’ 

under the influence of drugs or alcohol before granting entry (Donley & Wright 2012:301). 

Whether a person has used a substance or not, this practice can bring about embarrassment, a 



 

 

 

 

21 

sense of inferiority, and discourage people from seeking shelter (Donley & Wright 2012:301). 

Additionally, many shelters do not allow pet owners, thereby excluding homeless persons with 

companion animals (Lem et al. 2013:291-292; Kidd & Kidd 1994). Companion animals are often 

very important to homeless persons and people sometimes adopt a “pet before self” mentality 

where they forego opportunities for shelter, employment, income, etc. if it means separating 

from their pet (Lem et al. 2013:291). Furthermore, pets have been shown to have positive 

impacts on homeless persons emotionally (sense of companionship and love), may reduce drug 

use, and can create a sense of structure, stability, and routine (Lem et al. 2013; Kidd & Kidd 

1994; Bender et al. 2007).  

Within emergency shelters, people also experience and/ or are fearful of experiencing 

theft, separation from partners, lack of privacy, and lack of control (Donley & Wright 2012; 

Hoffman & Coffey 2008; Stevenson 2014). Another overarching and primary concern of shelter 

users is poor treatment by staff. Homeless persons have reported experiencing disrespect, 

rudeness, lack of compassion, incompetence, unethical treatment, infantilization (being treated 

like a child), and objectification (being treated as nonhuman) at the hands of shelter employees 

(Hoffman & Coffey 2008:213; Stevenson 2014). 

Shelters have even been labeled ‘total institutions.’ Goffman (1961) describes a total 

institution as “a place of residence… where a large number of like-situated individuals cut off 

from the wider society for an appreciable period of time, together lead an enclosed, formally 

administered round of life” (xiii). It is difficult to deny that shelters fit this description, but it is 

unfortunate as total institutions – and correspondingly, homeless shelters – are known for having 

strict rules and regulations that enforce physical and social control (Stark 1994:555). These 

highly regulated places create a sense of loss of control of their inhabitants and can even 

reinforce homeless persons’ marginal identities (Stark 1994; Hurtubise et al. 2009).  

 In sum, unpleasant design – employed to exclude ‘undesirable’ groups – emerged 

following the popularization of CPTED techniques. This technique suggests that altering the 

physical environment can prevent crime by removing the opportunity to do so and by increasing 

surveillance and creating a sense of ownership over publicly accessible spaces. Existing research 
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on the effectiveness of CPTED is mixed and some research even suggests it may be beneficial to 

homeless persons – pushing them out of public spaces and into shelters. This belief ignores the 

plurality of reasons homeless persons opt to avoid shelters. The next section further explores the 

experiences of homeless persons.  

2.6 Homeless Persons’ Experiences In and Of Public Space 

Homelessness is complex. People come to experience homelessness for a “variety of 

interconnected structural, social, and economic reasons” (Langegger & Koester 2016:1039) 

including poverty, interpersonal violence, addiction, poor mental and/or physical health, and 

deinstitutionalization (Peressini 2009). There are also a variety of types of homelessness ranging 

from the hidden homeless/provisionally accommodated who couch surf, staying with friends and 

family. In addition, there are those who are emergency sheltered staying in shelter services, and 

those who are unsheltered, sleeping rough outdoors or in unhabitable locations (Gaetz et al. 

2012:1). The experiences of homeless persons are also differentiated among class, race, age, and 

gender lines, with all individuals having nuanced experiences (Jackson 2015).  

 Homeless persons spend large portions of their day moving through spaces to access 

services (Johnsen et al. 2008:197; Jackson 2015), avoid unpleasant interactions with the police 

(Gibson 2011), earn money, and to find lost, uncared for spaces where they can rest undisturbed 

(Johnsen et al. 2008:200; Hall 2017). As cities continue to become commodified spaces of 

consumerism, the places homeless persons are allowed to exist continue to shrink (Harvey 

2008:31). Homeless persons are often unable to even perform basic human functions, like using 

the washroom, because there is nowhere they are welcome to do so. Similar to other amenities, 

access to public washrooms is shrinking (Wilson 2018) and homeless persons have increasing 

limited spaces to perform survival activities. The continuing privatization of public spaces 

pushes homeless persons into the margins (Harvey 2008) “to clear certain groups away from 

areas to safeguard the public” (Atkinson 2003:1840). 

 In order to survive, some people experiencing homelessness engage in sex work, 

panhandling, squeegeeing, selling drugs, or engaging in theft to earn a living (O’Grady & Gaetz 
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2004; Ferguson et al. 2018). ‘Survival behaviours’ including theft, selling drugs, and 

squeegeeing are most associated with young men experiencing homelessness (O’Grady & Gaetz 

2004), while activities like sex work are more associated with women and transgender persons 

(Wilson et al. 2009). In part due to illegal means of acquiring an income, homeless persons 

experience criminalization – interacting with the police, being arrested, and receiving charges for 

crimes and survival activities disproportionately compared to the general housed population. 

Laws prohibiting activities like simply sitting or lying down in public are also increasingly 

implemented (Hennigan & Speer 2019:908). Policies in Ontario, like the Safe Streets Act, target 

homeless persons for ‘aggressively’ panhandling and squeegeeing and unnecessarily criminalize 

people experiencing homelessness (O’Grady et al. 2012). This study demonstrated that the 

Toronto police continued to give out more and more charges and fines under the Safe Streets Act 

while rates of panhandling and squeegeeing were on the decline (O’Grady et al. 2012:7), 

demonstrating the clear targeting of homeless persons for engaging in survival activities. This 

increasing criminalization and accompanying distrust in police has serious implications for the 

safety of homeless persons (Kramedine & Silverstone 2016). Many homeless people are victims 

of crimes and harassment (upwards of 70 percent), but only a small portion ever report to the 

police out of lack of trust in police (Novac et al. 2009:60).  

In addition to receiving poor treatment from law enforcement, those who panhandle are 

often treated poorly by the public (Duneier 2001). Passersby often avert their gaze or speed up to 

avoid interacting with panhandlers (Lankenau 1999:184), treating them as ‘non-persons’ 

(Goffman 1963). Panhandlers arguably engage in ‘interactional vandalism’ going against the 

norm of civil inattention in public space when attempting to draw in passersby (Duneier & 

Molotch 1999; Horgan & Kern 2014), which may feed into this non-person treatment. 

 However, other homeless persons want the same civil inattention granted to all other 

members of the public (Langegger & Koester 2016:1034). Sometimes people experiencing 

homelessness have a negative sense of self because they know they are violating social rules by 

making home in a public space (Duneier 2001:185). In order to save face, some homeless 

persons attempt to ‘pass’ as non-homeless (Roschelle & Kaufman 2004:33) while others distance 

themselves from other people experiencing homelessness by continually discussing how they 
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differ and why they are more ‘worthy’ (Snow & Anderson 1987:1348-1349). This distancing can 

take the form of explaining their ‘unique’ pathways into homelessness, maintaining a tidy 

appearance, not engaging in panhandling, etc. Furthermore, these people may choose to live in 

more hidden areas of the city, squatting in abandoned buildings or setting up camp under 

overpasses, for example, to avoid being seen and judged. In line with the criminalization of 

homelessness, however, these camps are often quickly removed (Novac et al. 2009:94).  

 Other homeless people, rather than distancing themselves from other homeless persons, 

create strong social ties in this community, going as far to even create ‘families’ (Barker 2012; 

McCarthy et al. 2002). These fictive kin help homeless persons have a sense of social 

connectedness and “make street life more manageable” (Smith 2008:765). These street families 

also provide tangible benefits such as resource sharing and physical protection (Smith 2008:174-

175). There is, however, debate in the current literature related to the ‘success’ and longevity of 

these families, particularly in relation to homeless youth. Research suggests that youth who are 

part of street families may engage in more criminal activity and experience violence from their 

fictive kin (DePaolo 2015). Additionally, these families appear to be in constant fluctuation, 

lasting anywhere from days, weeks, months, or even years (Hagan & McCarthy 1998; DePaolo 

2015). Regardless, these homeless youth are still drawn to create street families with others 

experiencing homelessness, rather than seeking to distance or differentiate themselves from this 

population.   

Despite what individual homeless persons may do to avoid conflict, the general public 

still often views homeless persons as lazy (Petit et al. 2019:10), not fully human (Harris & Fiske 

2006), contagious, inferior (Bergamaschi et al. 2014:9), and frightening (Kinsella 2012:122). 

Interconnected with the criminalization of homelessness, the general public is often fearful of 

homeless persons believing they may harm them or commit crimes against them (Kinsella 

2012:122). In reality, “criminal acts of violence or theft toward passersby under […] “broad 

daylight” conditions [are] extremely rare” (Duneier & Molotch 1999:1279) and, as previously 

discussed, homeless people themselves are often victims of crime.  
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 Overall, homeless persons’ everyday experience is a mix of navigating the physical world 

to access services and avoid interactions with the police while sometimes engaging in informal 

work to earn an income. Many homeless people also spend considerable time trying to ‘save 

face’ and appear non-homeless or at the very least more ‘worthy’ of respect. This highly 

stigmatized population consists of unique individuals with varying pathways into homelessness 

but “they are nonetheless collectively treated as unsightly human trash and systematically 

removed from public view” (Langegger & Koester 2016:1039).  

2.7 Conclusion 

 Situated within these bodies of research is a place for understanding how exclusionary 

design is understood by social service providers and official actors involved in the regulation and 

design of public space. Understanding how public space is regulated allows insight into how 

planners and designers may justify the use of exclusionary design and CPTED techniques. 

Examining the literature on homeless persons’ experiences in and of public space allows this 

project to focus on the individuals that this design strategy seeks to exclude. The combined focus 

on exclusionary design and its impacts on homeless persons’ experiences of public space 

highlights the gap this study intends to fill. Little research has explored the perceived impacts of 

exclusionary design on homeless persons from the perspective of social service workers while 

also comparing and contrasting these findings to those who are involved in the implementation 

of exclusionary design. Finally, a Right to the City framework, often employed by social justice 

advocates, focuses on socially and economically excluded groups, fighting to improve their 

conditions. Likewise, I retain a focus on those impacted by homelessness and exclusion 

throughout this research. 

3 Chapter 3 - Methods 

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter provides a detailed overview of the methods used to investigate exclusionary 

design in downtown Guelph. It begins with a discussion of my positionality as the researcher and 
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how I differ from the populations under investigation. Next, understanding why Guelph, Ontario 

serves as a valuable research site is discussed. Then each of the mixed methods that are 

employed are explained followed by a discussion surrounding sampling and recruitment and 

compensation. Finally, ethical considerations, limitations, and analysis of the data are discussed.  

3.2 Positionality 

It is pertinent to first identify my positionality as a researcher in the context of this study 

before delving into specific methods and my methodological framework. This research 

investigates official actors’ experiences and perceptions of how the outdoor built environment 

can include/ exclude homeless persons. I, myself, have never experienced homelessness and am 

therefore an outsider to the community that my research investigates. I have no shared 

experience of being homeless though I continued to be reflexive and compassionate throughout 

my data collection. Additionally, being an outsider to both social service workers and people 

involved in the design and regulation of public space allowed me to identify what is considered 

implicit knowledge in these communities as I do not have prior experience in these fields and 

therefore no ‘taken for granted’ knowledge that may be second nature to others. However, being 

an outsider also has its pitfalls. Myself, and my participants, who have never had to ‘sleep rough’ 

cannot understand to the fullest extent how the outdoor built environment shapes the lives of 

homeless and under-housed persons. Though I systematically and thoroughly documented how 

the outdoor built environment includes/ excludes homeless persons, I continue to understand that 

the true knowledge is held by those with lived experience of this phenomena. 

3.3 Research Site 

Guelph, Ontario serves as the primary research site for this study. Guelph proves to be a 

valuable research location as homelessness is a prevalent issue in this city and in the downtown 

area in particular. A 2018 Guelph-Wellington Point-In-time Count of homelessness found that 

approximately 325 individuals were homeless on the night of their count (Ellery 2018). The 

Guelph & Wellington Task Force for Poverty Elimination considered this a conservative 

estimate as many homeless persons are difficult to locate. For example, those squatting in 
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abandoned buildings and sleeping on friends’ couches – also commonly referred to as the hidden 

homeless - and who do not outwardly appear homeless often go uncounted. This research project 

will focus on the homeless population that point-in-time counts are able to capture, as they are 

arguably most impacted by exclusionary design. This sub-section of the homeless population 

includes those who are unsheltered – meaning sleeping in places unfit for human habitation, such 

as outdoors and in vacant buildings – and people receiving emergency shelter that is usually 

temporary and provided by governments, non-profit organizations, and/or faith-based 

organizations (Gaetz et al. 2012:2).  

Furthermore, 62 percent of the population observed during the point-in-time count reported 

experiencing chronic homelessness meaning they were homeless for six months or more in the 

previous twelve months (Ellery 2018). Fortunately, it appears that this is not true for all people 

experiencing homelessness, particularly youth. In Guelph, rates of chronic youth homelessness 

have been steadily declining over the previous year (CAEH 2021). Nonetheless, these findings 

clearly demonstrate the need for research regarding homeless persons’ experiences in Guelph. 

Not only are upwards of 300 people experiencing homelessness on any given night, but a 

majority of these people are not simply facing a small rough patch. These persons are homeless 

for extended periods of time and are worthy of our time and consideration when it comes to 

understanding their experiences.  

Additionally, this research will mainly be conducted in Guelph, Ontario as I want to 

examine hostile design within an urban environment that has received little attention thus far. 

Most research tends to focus on large urban centres – such as Toronto, Ontario and Vancouver, 

British Columbia – with little attention being paid to smaller cities. Though it is true that more 

than 57 percent of the Canadian population reside in the largest cities/Census Metropolitan Areas 

(those with a population above 500 000), a still significant fifteen percent of the Canadian 

population resides in Census Metropolitan Areas with populations between 100 000 and 500 000 

people (Statistics Canada 2021). These 5.5 million residents are under researched as studies 

continue to focus on major cities with populations approaching or exceeding one million.  
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Furthermore, within Canada and Ontario specifically, Toronto is a prominent location for 

current exclusionary design/ Crime Prevention Through Environmental Design research, so I 

hope to expand current literature to include other urban environments. Moreover, Guelph is part 

of the Greater Golden Horseshoe (GGH) of Ontario and the 2005 Places to Grow Act requires 

that small cities within the GGH – like Guelph – quickly increase in population density in the 

coming years. Understanding the regulation of public space in the GGH is necessary to 

understand how this intensification will impact vulnerable populations.   

Finally, it is unfortunately not difficult to identify hostile elements within Guelph – such 

as bus shelters that discourage resting for long periods of time and benches with unnecessary 

armrests and generally uncomfortable designs. Ultimately, due to the substantial number of 

people experiencing homelessness, Guelph’s ongoing population growth, rising housing costs, 

and the visible hostile elements in the outdoor environment, Guelph serves as an ideal research 

location.  

3.4 Mixed Methods 

To adequately address the research objectives, this project employed a mixed-methods 

approach. Visual mappings of downtown Guelph and semi-structured interviews serve as the 

primary methods for this research project. The visual mapping of downtown Guelph allows for a 

clear, easily understandable portrayal of the prevalence of exclusionary design. This map not 

only provides context to the study, demonstrating the existence of hostile design in Guelph, but 

will allow for future comparison, demonstrating the increasing/decreasing nature of exclusionary 

design. The results can also be compared to data collected through interviews to make 

connections in relation to where homeless persons spend time (or chose not to spend time) in 

downtown Guelph. Additionally, semi-structured interviews allow exploration into the primary 

research questions of this study. Open-ended questions and space for modification when 

necessary allow me to attain answers to my primary questions while allowing participants to 

speak freely and share their expertise on topics I may not have considered as an outsider to both 

social service providers and officials actors involved in the design and regulation of space.   
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3.4.1 Visual Survey of Exclusionary Design 

Creating maps – a form of visual sociology – has immense use value (Prosser & Loxley 

2008). Physical representations of cities are not only useful for geographic purposes but can 

illuminate urban processes (Zuev & Krase 2017:5) highlighting conflicts, decay, and injustice. 

Taking visuals seriously can uniquely highlight the ways in which those with power and control 

can exclude and eliminate and how this manifests in the physical environment (Harvey 1989; 

Krase 2012). Gentrification, graffiti, gated communities, and hostile architecture all lend 

themselves well to this sociological research method. Used in combination with interview data, 

visual mappings provide audience- and stakeholder-friendly means through which to disseminate 

data to those outside academia (Brennan-Horley et al. 2010). Furthermore, the clear, visual 

nature of maps can help offset the alleged limitation of qualitative research that posits that 

qualitative methods often do not output clear results (Brennan-Horley et al. 2010).  

With this in mind, to commence my data collection, I first created a visual mapping of 

Guelph, Ontario’s downtown core that depicts where and at what frequency exclusionary design 

can be found. Downtown Guelph was chosen as it appears to be where homelessness is most 

visible in the city and where social services are most densely located. I began working on this 

map before interviews were conducted in order to create prompts for my interviews but 

continued to modify and update the map as my research progressed.  

Selecting the border for my map of downtown was based on the many ‘official’ maps of 

Downtown Guelph provided on the City of Guelph’s website (guelph.ca). The most clear and 

recent maps were taken from Guelph’s Official Plan. The maps included in the Official Plan 

were created in accordance with the A Place to Grow Act implemented by the Ontario 

Government. This plan promotes cities in the Greater Golden Horseshoe of Ontario to create 

complete communities by virtue of intensification, economic and employment activities, and 

planning for resilient communities (Ministry of Municipal Affairs and Housing 2020). In 

particular, the A Place to Grow Act requires that the population in Guelph increase from the 

current 131,000 to 203,000 by 2051 (Ministry of Municipal Affairs and Housing 2020). 

Expanding the boundaries of downtown Guelph is one way city officials plan to reach this goal.  
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However, it is unclear how this quick intensification will impact vulnerable communities 

like homeless persons. The 2020 Office Consolidation of the Place to Grow Act makes no 

mention of this population. It does vaguely refer to the public realm - where homelessness is 

most evident - stating that goals include a “high quality” (Ministry of Municipal Affairs and 

Housing 2020:58) and “vibrant public realm, including public open spaces” (Ministry of 

Municipal Affairs and Housing 2020:14). These are the only two mentions of the public realm in 

this 114-page document aside from the also vague definition which outlines the public realm as 

“all spaces to which the public has unrestricted access, such as streets, parks, and sidewalks” 

(Ministry of Municipal Affairs and Housing 2020:80). The implications of intensification on 

both the public realm and vulnerable populations are unfortunately left unexamined throughout 

this Act. The front page of the 2020 Consolidation of this act, however, does contain a photo of 

exclusionary design.  

 

Figure 3.1: Portion of the 2020 Consolidation of A Place to Grow Act cover depicting anti-sleeping/anti-
skateboarding benches. See Appendix A for full cover. 

Though directed at skateboarders, not homeless persons, via the metal nodes on the 

benches to prevent ‘grinding.’ This surprising finding does not present a hopeful forecast for 

‘undesirable’ populations in light of this new Act. Nonetheless, this Act is the primary reason 

city officials chose to expand the boundaries of downtown Guelph.  

Schedule C of the Official Plan (see Appendix B) provides the clearest visualization of 

the current boundaries of Downtown Guelph (also referred to as the “Urban Growth Centre” 

throughout this planning document), but many maps are provided in this plan. Several of the 
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maps, all which claim to outline the Urban Growth Centre, have different boundaries. For 

example, Schedule 1 (see Appendix C) outlines the Urban Growth Centre/ Downtown Guelph 

but includes the small riverside park area adjacent to the Guelph Lawn Bowling Club located on 

Gordon Ave, whereas Schedule C (Appendix B), excludes this area. For this reason, my chosen 

border is not completely representative of a single map provided by the City of Guelph. 

The previous official map of Downtown Guelph (see Appendix D) was last published in 

2006 and referred to the Downtown area as the Central Business District. This mapped area is 

significantly smaller than the current map(s), which were last updated in 2018. The most notable 

expansions occurred in the East and North – expanding to include more of Wyndham St. S., a 

portion of York Rd., more of Neeve St., and a large portion of Arthur St. S, Elizabeth St., Huron 

St., Alice St., and Duke St. The boundary also extended slightly to the West and Southwest to 

include the area between Gordon St. and Dublin St. S and between Norfolk St. and Dublin St. N., 

until just after Paisley St.  
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Figure 3.2: Schedule C of The Official Plan which provides the clearest visualization of the current downtown 
boundaries. 

In addition to these more ‘official’ maps of Downtown Guelph, the City of Guelph 

website provides many maps including a Downtown Guelph street map for visitors, a ward 

boundaries map, a waste collection map, a zoning map, and even a map of “awesomeness” that 

displays locations of assets like community gardens, accessible food markets (though left 

undefined), immigration services, and art facilities.  
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The boundary I used for my mapping was based mainly on what officially constitutes 

downtown Guelph taken from the ‘Downtown Secondary Plan’ of Guelph’s Official Plan 

(Appendix A). I also included public spaces directly adjacent to this map where dense 

commercial activity and park space stretched beyond official boundaries (including Royal City 

Park). I extended my mapping slightly when cut-off points were not at intersections or other 

prominent landmarks (including continuing Arthur St. and Ontario St. until they intersect at 

Manitoba St. on the outskirts of downtown). I also took other maps present in the Official Plan 

into consideration and included areas that were excluded in some and included in other images 

(including both sides of Speed River and Eramosa River at the Southern boundary of the map). 

Within this mapped area, the highest concentration of services for homeless and low-income 

individuals are found in the downtown core, primarily on Wyndham Street North and 

neighbouring streets including Cork Street and Gordon Street.  

It is also important to note that I included both truly public spaces and quasi-public 

spaces in my mapping. Quasi-public spaces are spaces that look, act, and feel like public spaces 

but are privately owned by a nongovernmental body (Doherty et al. 2008). These spaces are 

easily accessible by pedestrians and often used in the same ways as truly public space. 

Furthermore, it is clear that the distinction between public, quasi-public, and private space is 

easily blurred. Schedule B of the City of Guelph Official Plan (see Appendix E) outlines the 

areas considered to be the ‘public realm’ located within Downtown Guelph. Within this map, 

much of the area surrounding the Basilica of Our Lady Immaculate church – in the core of 

downtown - is identified as public “existing park and open space.” However, during the mapping 

process, I observed multiple ‘no trespassing’ signs on these ‘public’ areas. So, while a map may 

designate a space as private, at the ground level it is treated by users of the space as if it is a 

public space. Examples like this demonstrate how the distinction between public, quasi-public, 

and private can become blurred and illustrate why I did not choose to work with a strict 

definition of public space to conduct my mapping data collection.  

To survey downtown, I gathered photographs of the landscape (including streets, parking 

lots, and parks where possible) from Google Earth and Google Street View. With these 

photographs in hand, I completed walkabouts and made notes on digital copies of the photos 
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using a cellphone and stylus. I completed a total of 29 hours over 17 discrete sessions conducting 

these walkabouts. The sessions spanned between thirty minutes to four hours with an average of 

1.7 hours. The walkabouts took place primarily from October 2020 to January 21, with a few 

sessions conducted in September 2021 to verify some findings. I walked the full length of every 

street twice, walking on either side if both included a sidewalk and one side twice, but focusing 

on alternating sides, if only one sidewalk was present. I primarily completed these walkabouts 

alone though sometimes was joined by my partner, particularly when investigating alleyways 

and other ‘hidden’ areas. I conducted addition rounds of observations on some streets (Wyndham 

St., Wilson St., Macdonell St., Carden St., Baker St., Chapel Ln., Yarmouth St., Suffolk St. E., 

Quebec St., Cork St. E., Church Ln., and Woolwich St.) to focus on identifying benches of all 

types. I initially surveyed these streets in the downtown core early in my observation when I was 

focusing on collecting data related to hostile seating but later decided it was important to 

document all public seating within the downtown core. I surveyed these areas to identify hostile 

elements, document exact locations, and photograph prominent examples of the outdoor built 

environment that are commonly considered to be hostile or defensive within current literature. 

On each of my 17 outings I noted elements that can be considered hostile toward homeless 

persons, skateboarders, youths, elderly people, and general loiterers (though this likely includes 

primarily housed youth and homeless persons). I also took note of what was similar and 

dissimilar (in terms of hostile elements and the general landscape, including renovations) from 

the current landscape relative to Google Street View and Google Earth images for comparative 

purposes. It was easiest to locate physical additions that limit persons’ use of outdoor space, but 

it was admittedly more difficult to ascertain more subtle forms of exclusionary design, such as 

buildings intentionally constructed without recessed doorways. Using Google Street View and 

Google Earth Images aids in this process by allowing comparison of the built environment over 

time. The available Google Street Views of each street differ with the earliest dating back to 

2009 and the most recent being 2020. All streets included in my mapping contain views dating 

back to at least 2014 and with latest versions depicting 2019 or 2020 (with the exception of the 

portion of Carden Street, found near the centre of the map, that has become Guelph Central 

Station which includes images from only 2009 for a majority of the street and images from 2017, 

2018, and 2019 for a small portion of the street adjacent to Wyndham St.). 



 

 

 

 

35 

 Admittedly, I created this map working with the current foggy, value-laden definition of 

exclusionary design. As noted in the literature review there is a lack of clarity in current 

literature as to exactly what counts and what does not as hostile. I attempted to keep my 

definition and map as consistent as possible to avoid confusion and arbitrary identification of 

hostile elements. Using existing typologies of hostile architecture (de Fine Licht 2017; Chellew 

2019), I documented modifications to/specially designed structures (i.e. adding a middle armrest 

to a bench or creating a curved bench), addition of structures (i.e. placing a large flower planter 

in an alleyway) that inhibit or limit ‘undesirable’ behaviours, and the absence/removal of 

amenities (i.e. water fountains and public washrooms) (See Chapter 2, Section 2.5 for a more 

thorough discussion of what constitutes exclusionary design). Comparing my map to Google 

Street View, I was able to identify the removal of existing structures (i.e. removal of benches) 

and modifications that are unobservable without past and present comparison (i.e. removal of a 

recessed doorway). Although my project focuses on people with lived experience of 

homelessness, I included exclusionary methods designed against other groups – such as 

skateboarders and youth – in my mapping to demonstrate a more complete overview of the 

pervasiveness of exclusionary design.  

3.4.2 Semi-Structured Interviews 

In addition to creating a map of exclusionary design in downtown Guelph and the 

surrounding area, I interviewed a total of fifteen official actors involved in direct or indirect 

provision of services to homeless persons and those involved in the regulation and design of 

public spaces. Interviews took place between January 2021 and March 2021.  

 The initial plan for this study was to interview people with current or previous lived 

experience of homelessness to understand their experiences surrounding exclusionary design. As 

a result of the global COVID-19 pandemic, it became difficult to investigate this population in 

ways that were ethical and safe. In-person interviews were unsafe at this time due to potential 

transmission of COVID-19 and many homeless persons do not have consistent access to the type 

of technology required for virtual interviews. In light of these barriers, the study shifted to 
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focusing on those who provide services to this population and people involved in the design and 

regulation of public spaces.  

 I conducted and audio-recorded semi-structured interviews with eight social service 

workers, including people working in shelter settings as direct support workers, management, 

and directors, people providing healthcare targeted at vulnerable populations, people working to 

reduce and end poverty and homelessness in Guelph, and people involved in charitable 

organizations that fund homeless support services. Through these interviews I obtained 

information about these official actors’ perceptions and views of exclusionary design as well as 

if and how it impacts their ability to perform their work, as previously explored by Hall (2017).  

 In light of the COVID-19 pandemic, to maintain the safety of all participants, all 

interviews were conducted via video conferencing. Informed consent was obtained via the 

information and consent form being read aloud and audio recordings of consent were kept in a 

password protected file. 

 After receiving informed consent, I interviewed participants using a semi-structured 

interview guide that promoted discussion around information specific to providing services to the 

homeless (such as length of time worked in this field, experience, etc.), and questions specific to 

perceptions and experiences with exclusionary design (See Appendix F for a sample of this 

interview guide). Interviews lengths ranged from 22 to 65 minutes, with an average length of 

38.5 minutes. This semi-structured format allowed me to obtain responses to my central research 

questions while allowing room for in-depth, detailed discussions and on-the-spot modifications 

that enriched my data.  

 I also used the same overall methodology to conduct seven interviews with official actors 

involved in the regulation and/or design of downtown, public space. This sample included people 

involved in the Downtown Business Association, planners, and people who work for 

organizations that have funded revitalization projects in Guelph’s downtown core. These 

interviews provided a deeper understanding of how official actors, who have the power to create, 

approve, and implement exclusionary design perceive urban environments and their potentially 
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exclusionary design. The prevalence, detectability, implementation, perception, and experiences 

surrounding hostile and exclusionary design were discussed. This information is interesting to 

compare and contrast to responses from service providers. After receiving informed consent, I 

used my semi-structured interview guide to obtain basic demographic information, information 

specific to their field of employment/ relationship to exclusionary design, and questions 

regarding their roles in its implementation, perceptions of its use, etc. (See Appendix G for a 

sample of this interview guide). 

 Overall, the semi-structured interview format allowed the conversation to focus on the 

primary research questions while allowing room for modification and deep exploration of topics. 

Without the rigidity of a structured interview, participants were able to share valuable 

information that I, as an outsider, may not have known to investigate. These detailed 

conversations that emerged throughout the interview process allow for ‘thick descriptions’ and 

deep theorizing of participants’ experiences and perceptions to emerge (Lillis 2008; Fetterman 

2009). 

3.5 Demographic Information 

Demographic information including age, gender, ethnicity, career, formal education level, 

career, and length in current job position were gathered for each participant and each participant 

was assigned a pseudonym. Table 3.1 provides an overview of the demographic information of 

each participant.  
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Table 3.1: Demographic Information of Each Participant 

Pseudonym Gender Age 
Range 

Ethnicity Highest 
Level of 

Education 

Career/ 

Position 

Length 
in 

Position 

Melanie Woman 26-35 White Master’s 
Degree 

Shelter Worker 1-3 years 

Charlotte Woman 26-35 White Master’s 
Degree 

Shelter Worker 5-10 
years 

Ben Man 66+ White Master’s 
Degree 

Service 
Provider for 

People Living 
in Poverty 

1-3 years 

Colleen Woman 18-25 White High 
School 

Helps Provide 
Healthcare to 
Vulnerable 
Populations 

1-3 years 

Brandon Male 36-50 White Bachelor’s 
Degree 

Charity 
Organization/ 
Accessibility 

Advocate 

5-10 
years 

Donna Woman 26-35 White Bachelor’s 
Degree 

Works 
Towards 
Reducing 
Poverty 

3-5 years 

Sofia Woman 36-50 White Master’s 
Degree 

Helps Provide 
Healthcare to 
Vulnerable 
Populations 

3-5 years 
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Olivia Woman 36-50 White Master’s 
Degree 

Helps Provide 
Healthcare to 
Vulnerable 
Populations 

3-5 years 

Joseph Male 36-50 White/Italian Master’s 
Degree 

Planner 10+ years 

Jennifer Woman 36-50 White College 
Diploma 

Involved in 
Downtown 
Business 

Association 

5-10 
years 

Steve Man 26-35 White Bachelor’s 
Degree 

Planner 1-3 years 

Julie Woman 26-35 White Bachelor’s 
Degree 

Planner 3-5 years 

Samantha Woman 36-50 White Bachelor’s 
Degree 

Involved in 
Funding 

Projects in 
Downtown 

3-5 years 

Spencer Man 51-65 White Bachelor’s 
Degree 

Planner/ 
Developer 

Unknown 

 
Jacob 

 
Male 

 
51-65 

 
White 

 
Bachelor’s 

Degree 

Involved in 
Downtown 
Business 

Association 

 
5-10 
years 

 

Four of seven people involved in the design or regulation of public space held roles as 

planners – either for private companies or the City of Guelph. Of the remaining three 

participants, two had involvement with the downtown business association and one was involved 

in an organization that has funded projects related to the design of public space. Of the eight 

social service providers, two work in shelter settings, three work in providing healthcare to 
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vulnerable populations, including homeless persons, two work in capacities that aim to reduce 

and assist those living in poverty, and one is involved in a charity organization that frequently 

funds the work of social services.  

 Of the social service providers, three participants held their position for a period of 

between one to less than three years, three held their position for three to less than five years, and 

two had remained in their position for five to less than ten years. Length of involvement was 

similar for official actors involved in the regulation or design of space with one participant 

holding their position for one to less than three years, two from three to less than five years, two 

participants with five to less than ten years, and one participant holding their position for over 

ten years. Data about duration of position is missing for one official actor.  

 Age ranges of the two subpopulations of the sample were also similar. One social service 

worker fell between the ages of eighteen to 25, three were between 26 to 35, three were between 

36 to 50, and one participant was over 66 years of age. Of the official actors involved in the 

regulation or design of space, two participants were aged 26 to 35, three were aged 36 to 50, and 

two were aged 51 to 65.  

 Most of the participants in this study received post-secondary education. Of the social 

service providers, one participant’s highest level of education was a high school diploma, two 

held Bachelor’s degrees, and five held Master’s degrees. Of the official actors involved in the 

design or regulation of space, one received a college diploma, five held Bachelor’s degrees, and 

one received a Master’s degree.  

 Finally and unsurprisingly, a majority of the social service providers in this study were 

female. Social service and care work is highly feminized (Newman 2013; Baines & Cunningham 

2020) and upwards of 80 percent of all social service providers identify as women (Salsberg et 

al. 2017). In this study, six social service providers identified as women and two identified as 

men. Of those involved in the regulation and/or design of public space, three identified as 

women and four identified as male. All fifteen participants identified as white/Caucasian.   
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3.6 Sampling & Recruitment 

A purposive sampling technique was used to recruit participants. I identified who would be 

a suitable candidate/ group of candidates for these interviews and reached out to particular 

individuals/ organizations to request interviews. I gathered publicly available email addresses 

from company/ organization websites and sent emails to individuals that would be suitable 

candidates for this research as a result of being within the Guelph region and based on their 

occupation (See Appendix H for a copy of this email). From these selected participants, I used 

snowball sampling and/or their responses to interview questions to identify future participants. 

Ultimately, I emailed 29 people involved in the design or regulation of downtown; ten of whom 

replied and seven of whom participated in my study. Two of the emails bounced back and the 

three people who responded but chose not to participate felt that they were not the ideal 

candidate for this study. I also emailed 29 people involved in providing services to homeless 

persons. 19 of these emails received responses and eight participated in my study. Again, many 

of the responses that did not lead to participation were from individuals who felt that they did not 

have anything to contribute to my study. When potential participants expressed their lack of 

knowledge or confidence in what they could contribute to my study, I ensured them that I 

reached out due to the value of their position though I did not place use coercion to influence 

their decision to participate. Several of the social service workers I reached out to suggested 

more suitable candidates, several of whom ended up participating in this research. For those who 

agreed to participate, I allowed them to choose a date and time that was convenient for them and 

adjusted my schedule accordingly, when possible, to limit the constraints placed on respondents 

for participating in my research.  

 To participate in this research, participants were required to either (a) work or volunteer 

in a social service context in which they provide services to people experiencing homelessness or 

(b) be involved in the implementation, regulation, or design of public space, or involved in the 

funding of any of the aforementioned roles. Participants were also required to be over the age of 

eighteen and have the ability to provide informed consent in order to participate in this study. 
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 Conducting eight interviews with service providers and seven interviews with official 

actors involved in the implementation and regulation of exclusionary design granted me enough 

data to sufficiently analyze this phenomenon while bringing my total completed number of 

interviews to fifteen. This is a common scope for Master’s thesis research as it allows in-depth, 

qualitative analysis while considering time constraints of the researcher. In light of COVID-19, 

the constraints and limitations of completing research were heightened. 

3.7 Compensation 

Participants’ time, experiences, knowledge, and willingness to share was very valuable for 

my research project. I was sure to thank these participants and detail that I am appreciative of 

their time and participation in my study, however, these participants were not financially 

compensated. All participants were offered an electronic copy of any publications resulting from 

this study. 

3.8 Ethics 

Risks to participants in this study are limited. Participants may have felt upset or distressed 

when recounting their experiences related to homelessness and/or exclusion. This risk was 

mitigated by reminding participants that they can skip any questions they do not wish to answer 

for any reason. Additionally, a script was created that would allow me to immediately connect 

participants with mental health supports if they were feeling distressed or upset during the 

interview (see Appendix I). Ultimately, no participants appeared to be experiencing distress or 

explicitly shared that they were feeling upset, therefore, it was not necessary to employ this 

script during the interview process. Additionally, participants’ privacy could not be guaranteed 

while data was in transit over the internet during video conferencing interviews. Participants 

were informed of this risk and granted ample opportunity to ask questions before providing 

informed consent.  

 Though taking photographs of people in public spaces is legal, it is my belief and the 

belief of most guidelines for ethical research that photographs of people not be taken without 
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their consent. This was a risk while the researcher was taking photos of outdoor elements that 

may be considered hostile. To mitigate this risk, I took photos only when they believed no people 

would be accidentally captured. If, by chance, a person was photographed, this picture was 

immediately deleted and a new photo taken once all people were out of frame. This risk 

mitigation tactic was approved by the University of Guelph’s REB.  

Finally, I completed the Tri-Council Policy Statement: Ethical Conduct for Research 

Involving Humans training and this project received ethics approval from the Research Ethics 

Board of the University of Guelph (REB #20-06-038). 

3.9 Limitations 

3.9.1 Mapping 

As previously noted, I created this map working with a somewhat foggy definition of 

exclusionary design. Many terms are used to refer to the same/similar phenomena – such as 

hostile architecture, defensive planning, unpleasant design, etc. – and there is a lack of consensus 

in the current literature as to exactly what each of these terms refers to. As a result, labeling 

features as ‘hostile’ is an allegation (Rosenberger 2020) rather than an objective truth. However, 

working with existing typologies helps to identify only elements commonly considered hostile 

and helps offset this limitation.  

 Additionally, it is possible that I did not document each and every hostile element in the 

outdoor built environment. Though I was thorough in my documentation, it is possible things got 

overlooked, hidden (i.e. very small cameras), or temporarily removed for repair or replacement. 

Regardless of these potentially missed elements, my documentation was thorough and overall 

representative of the architecture and structures in downtown Guelph. Moreover, creating an 

interactive map that can be updated at any time creates ample opportunity to modify as new 

elements are identified and old elements are removed. 
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3.9.2 Interviews 

Possible limitations of the interview process occurred as I am conducting only one 

interview with each participant. This single, virtual meeting makes building rapport a more 

difficult task. Additionally, participants may have thought of a comment later that they would 

have liked to have mentioned during the interview. However, I ensured that participants have my 

contact information if they would like to provide more information in the future (or have any 

questions, comments, or concerns). Furthermore, following a research guide with specific 

questions may have caused participants to think I only want particular information therefore they 

may have excluded valuable data they feel I did not want to hear (even though it may be a topic I 

had just not previously considered). Overall, I feel that the appropriateness and benefits of semi-

structured interviews outweigh the potential limitations in this study.  

3.10 Data Analysis 

3.10.1 Mapping Data 

Generally, exclusionary elements can be divided into three broad categories. 

(1) Modification of structures 

(2) Addition of hostile elements  

(3) Removal/omission of amenities 

Modification of existing structures entails re-designing something in a way that maintains 

its intended use while deterring ‘undesirable’ behaviours. For example, a bench that curves 

around a circular garden bed so that it cannot be laid upon or a garbage can with a small circular 

opening to deter rummaging would constitute modified/specially designed structures. The 

addition of hostile elements is often the easiest to visually identify and can take the form of 

spikes added to a windowsill to deter sitting or a middle armrest added to an existing bench to 

prevent laying down, for example. Finally, the removal/omission of amenities, also called “ghost 

amenities” (Chellew 2019:23) refers to the absence of public amenities like washrooms and 

water fountains. The absence of these necessities may be due to removal, disrepair, or simply 
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never being added in initial construction and planning (Chellew 2019:23). In my mapping, I 

included elements that are sometimes considered hostile, but primarily discussed in the Crime 

Prevention Through Environmental Design (CPTED) literature. These included surveillance 

cameras (functional or non-functional), fences and gates on public/quasi-public property, and 

signage (i.e. “no trespassing,” “under video surveillance,” “no loitering”). Though these elements 

do not physically deter persons from using space, they send a clear message that this is a non-

welcoming space, therefore, are hostile and exclusionary in nature.  

In consideration of these three main categories and ease of interpretation of my mapping, 

I created 9 layers: surveillance, removal of structures, limited access, signage, hostile places to 

rest, multi-purpose decoration, anti-theft, positive features, and miscellaneous. The following 

chapter contains a thorough discussion of each layer.  

Drawing inspiration from a map of defensive architecture in Toronto, Ontario created by 

Cara Chellew (https://www.defensiveto.com/map), I created my map on an interactive, 

accessible online platform. I chose to use Google Maps, while Chellew employed MapHub. I 

created a layer for each of the three broad categories and colour-coded each specific type of 

hostile element (i.e. cameras coded as grey and hostile benches coded as purple) for accessibility 

and easy navigation. Revisiting the notes and drawings I took while in the field and comparing 

them to Google Street View images, I plotted each hostile element onto a Google Map of 

Guelph, Ontario. This created a cohesive, complete visualization of all hostile and exclusionary 

elements of the outdoor built environment present at the time of data collection. Employing 

Google Maps for this purpose creates an accessible, clear, free, and user-friendly means for 

mobilizing the findings of this research to a variety of audiences, academic and otherwise 

(Vandeviver 2014).   

3.10.2 Interview Data 

 In keeping with the goal of this study, and similar qualitative, phenomenological research 

seeking thick descriptions of participants’ experiences and perceptions, the interviews were 

transcribed verbatim by the researcher before being coded using NVivo 12, an application for 
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organizing and analyzing information, to identify recurring themes. All identifying information 

was removed from the transcripts – including names, addresses, and names of participants’ 

places of work. Transcriptions were first coded into broad themes and then through two 

additional rounds of coding and cleaning the data, were organized into smaller, more precise 

themes that address the primary research questions of this study. These themes are discussed in 

the following chapter.  
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4 Chapter 4 - Findings  

4.1 Mapping 

Following a thorough visual survey of downtown Guelph, a map documenting each 

occurrence of exclusionary design was created using Google Maps. 

(https://www.google.com/maps/d/u/0/edit?mid=1Tbajra1MC3NznRaYL0XuA2Ij8zcmskdl&usp

=sharing). An existing typology of hostile architecture was used when collecting information for 

this map. Each modification to/specially designed structure (i.e. adding a middle armrest to a 

bench or creating a curved bench), addition of structures (i.e. placing a large flower planter in an 

alleyway) that inhibit or limit ‘undesirable’ behaviours, and removal of structures/amenities was 

documented. In creating the map via Google Maps, it was more appropriate to classify 

occurrences in a more common sense approach that will be most meaningful to the general 

public, stakeholders, social service providers, planners, etc. who view this map. Additionally, 

there is little value, for the purposes of this map, in distinguishing between hostile elements and 

Crime Prevention Through Environmental Design techniques. There is significant overlap in 

these two categories (for example, cameras are frequently discussed in both bodies of literature) 

so creating distinctions could be confusing to the viewer.  

 There are seven primary layers to the map: surveillance, limited access, signage, hostile 

places to rest, multi-purpose decoration, anti-theft, and removal of structures. This map serves to 

demonstrate the presence of hostile design in downtown Guelph. Establishing the presence of 

exclusionary design provides necessary context to the qualitative data gathered from interviews.  

4.1.1 Surveillance 

The surveillance layer includes each occurrence of surveillance cameras located in the 

downtown core. Only outdoor cameras were documented. It is also possible that some discrete, 

less visible cameras were missed throughout my observations. The following table (Table 4.1) 

demonstrates where each surveillance camera was observed.  
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Table 4.1: Surveillance 

Element Observed at 
Businesses 

Observed at 
Private 

Residence 

Observed at 
Business & 
Multi-Unit 

Housing 
Combined 

Observed 
at Multi-

Unit 
Housing 

Only 

Public Total 

 
Surveillance 

Camera 
 

 
341 

 
29 

 
8 

 
10 

 
0 

 
388 

Businesses include all traditional businesses (i.e. storefronts, restaurants, etc.), and other spaces that are not truly 
public (i.e. churches, schools, government buildings, etc.). Private residences include houses that appear to be 
traditional single-family homes. Business and multi-unit housing combined refers to buildings with businesses on 
the ground level and apartment-style living above. Multi-unit housing only refers to buildings that provide 
apartment or condo-style living arrangements. Public refers to public spaces like parks and street furniture and 
structures put in place by local governments (i.e. the City of Guelph, the County of Wellington, etc.) for public use. 

4.1.2 Limited Access 

The ‘limited access’ layer documents all elements that physically limit access to places or 

objects. Physically limiting someone’s access to physical spaces took the form of fences and 

gates (with and without barbed wire), metal doors, and miscellaneous coverings, like an odd-

shaped metal covering that blocked access to a permanent ladder leading to the roof of a store.  
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Figure 4.1: A metal door topped with spikes blocking access to an alley in downtown Guelph. 

Physically limiting access to objects took the form of metal bars covering windows and 

doors and other miscellaneous coverings like metal grates over vents and window wells. Some 

barriers felt into both categories including enclosed dumpsters and transformers. Included 

enclosed dumpsters and enclosed transformers were surrounded by walls/gates with or without 

locks. To be included as ‘physically limiting,’ they needed only to be blocked off and not 

necessarily locked. These walls, locks, and gates limit not only access to physical spaces that are 

often covered overhead but access to items that may be in dumpsters.  

The following table (Table 4.2) demonstrates each type of element that limits access to 

spaces or objects and where it was observed.  
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Table 4.2: Limited Access 

Element Observed at 
Businesses 

Observed at 
Private 

Residence 

Observed at 
Business & 
Multi-Unit 

Housing 
Combined 

Observed 
at Multi-

Unit 
Housing 

Only 

Public Total 

Windows 
Covered with 

Metal Bars 

83 9 0 10 0 102 

Doors 
Covered with 

Metal Bars 

2 0 0 0 0 2 

Fences & 
Gates 

38 2 0 1 0 41 

Enclosed 
Dumpsters 

9 0 0 0 0 9 

Enclosed 
Transformers 

5 0 0 0 0 5 

Covered 
Vents 

0 0 0 0 5 5 

Chains 
Blocking 
Access to 

Stairs 

1 1 0 0 0 2 

Blocked 
Access to 
Ladder 

1 0 0 0 0 1 
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Blocked 
Access to 

Cave-Like 
Nook 

 

0 0 0 0 1 1 

Businesses include all traditional businesses (i.e. storefronts, restaurants, etc.), and other spaces that are not truly 
public (i.e. churches, schools, government buildings, etc.). Private residences include houses that appear to be 
traditional single-family homes. Business and multi-unit housing combined refers to buildings with businesses on 
the ground level and apartment-style living above. Multi-unit housing only refers to buildings that provide 
apartment or condo-style living arrangements. Public refers to public spaces like parks and street furniture and 
structures put in place by local governments (i.e. the City of Guelph, the County of Wellington, etc.) for public use. 
 
Fences enclosing backyards of private residences were excluded from this mapping.  

4.1.3 Signage 

The signage layer depicts each sign that either threatens surveillance (i.e. “Under Video 

Surveillance”), demonstrates ownership (i.e. “Private Property”), outlines rules (i.e. “No 

Loitering,” “No Trespassing”), or in one instance warns of animals (“Beware of Dog”).  

 

Figure 4.2: Signage located in downtown Guelph. 

The following table (Table 4.3) demonstrates each type of sign observed and where it 

was observed.  
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Table 4.3: Signage 

Element Observed at 
Business 

Observed at 
Private 

Residence 

Observed at 
Business & 
Multi-Unit 

Housing 
Combined 

Observed 
at Multi-

Unit 
Housing 

Only 

Public Total 

“Under 
Video 

Surveillance” 
Sign 

81 7 4 4 0 96 

“Private 
Property” 

Sign 

56 5 6 5 0 72 

“No 
Trespassing” 

Sign 

35 5 0 6 1 47 

“No 
Loitering” 

Sign 

16 0 0 2 0 18 

 
“Beware of 
Dog” Sign 

 

 
0 

 
1 

 
0 

 
0 

 
0 

 
1 

Businesses include all traditional businesses (i.e. storefronts, restaurants, etc.), and other spaces that are not truly 
public (i.e. churches, schools, government buildings, etc.). Private residences include houses that appear to be 
traditional single-family homes. Business and multi-unit housing combined refers to buildings with businesses on 
the ground level and apartment-style living above. Multi-unit housing only refers to buildings that provide 
apartment or condo-style living arrangements. Public refers to public spaces like parks and street furniture and 
structures put in place by local governments (i.e. the City of Guelph, the County of Wellington, etc.) for public use. 

4.1.4 Hostile Places to Rest 

Hostile places to rest refers to elements that are frequently considered as exclusionary 

and hostile to homeless persons. This commonly includes modified/specially designed benches 

that may be curved, short, and have middle armrests. Also included for homeless persons are 
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other traditional and non-traditional seating areas, such as ledges around gardens, picnic tables, 

etc. that do not allow sitting or lying down or make it uncomfortable to do so for extended 

periods of time. Also included are slanted ledges that are otherwise wide enough to be sat or laid 

1Fupon, gaps that allow precipitation into otherwise covered areas, and rocks lining the ground 

of covered spaces.  

 

Figure 4.3: A curved ledge with divots to prevent skateboarding and a hostile bench comprised of four 
individual seats with armrests in a bench formation. 

The following table (Table 4.4) demonstrates each type of hostile element and where it 

was observed. 
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Table 4.4: Hostile Places to Rest 

Element Observed at 
Business 

Observed at 
Private 

Residence 

Observed at 
Business & 
Multi-Unit 

Housing 
Combined 

Observed 
at Multi-

Unit 
Housing 

Only 

Public Total 

Hostile 
Benches 

73 1 0 3 13 90 

Hostile 
Seating 
(Non-

Benches) 

35 0 4 1 3 43 

Hostile Bus 
Shelters 

0 0 0 0 6 6 

Slanted 
Ledges 

15 0 0 1 0 16 

Rocks 3 0 0 0 0 3 

 
Gaps 

  

 
0 

 
0 

 
0 

 
0 

 
2 

 
2 

Businesses include all traditional businesses (i.e. storefronts, restaurants, etc.), and other spaces that are not truly 
public (i.e. churches, schools, government buildings, etc.). Private residences include houses that appear to be 
traditional single-family homes. Business and multi-unit housing combined refers to buildings with businesses on 
the ground level and apartment-style living above. Multi-unit housing only refers to buildings that provide 
apartment or condo-style living arrangements. Public refers to public spaces like parks and street furniture and 
structures put in place by local governments (i.e. the City of Guelph, the County of Wellington, etc.) for public use. 

4.1.5 Multi-Purpose Decoration 

The layer documenting multi-purpose decoration depicts elements that appear to both 

beautify and exclude. This layer includes elements such as large planters placed in covered areas 
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and awnings that serve as decoration only and provide no protection from the elements. The 

following table (Table 4.5) demonstrates each type of decorative element and where it was 

observed. 

Table 4.5: Multi-Purpose Decoration 

Element Observed at 
Business 

Observed at 
Private 

Residence 

Observed at 
Business & 
Multi-Unit 

Housing 
Combined 

Observed 
at Multi-

Unit 
Housing 

Only 

Public Total 

Decorative 
Awning 

7 0 2 2 0 11 

Planters 2 0 0 0 0 2 

 
Flower Bed 

 

 
1 

 
0 

 
0 

 
0 

 
0 

 
N 

Businesses include all traditional businesses (i.e. storefronts, restaurants, etc.), and other spaces that are not truly 
public (i.e. churches, schools, government buildings, etc.). Private residences include houses that appear to be 
traditional single-family homes. Business and multi-unit housing combined refers to buildings with businesses on 
the ground level and apartment-style living above. Multi-unit housing only refers to buildings that provide 
apartment or condo-style living arrangements. Public refers to public spaces like parks and street furniture and 
structures put in place by local governments (i.e. the City of Guelph, the County of Wellington, etc.) for public use. 

4.1.6 Anti-Theft 

Anti-theft elements include structures that are chained so that they cannot be moved or 

stolen. Items that were observed to be chained include benches, planters, and picnic tables.  
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Figure 4.4: A photo of a bench chained to a wall in downtown Guelph. 

The following table (Table 4.6) demonstrates each type of anti-theft element and where it 

was observed. 

Table 4.6: Anti-Theft 

Element Observed at 
Business 

Observed at 
Private 

Residence 

Observed at 
Business & 
Multi-Unit 

Housing 
Combined 

Observed 
at Multi-

Unit 
Housing 

Only 

Public Total 

Chained 
Bench 

0 2 0 0 1 3 

Chained 
Picnic Table 

1 0 0 0 0 1 

 
Chained 
Planters 

 
2 

 
0 

 
0 

 
0 

 
0 

 
2 
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Businesses include all traditional businesses (i.e. storefronts, restaurants, etc.), and other spaces that are not truly 
public (i.e. churches, schools, government buildings, etc.). Private residences include houses that appear to be 
traditional single-family homes. Business and multi-unit housing combined refers to buildings with businesses on 
the ground level and apartment-style living above. Multi-unit housing only refers to buildings that provide 
apartment or condo-style living arrangements. Public refers to public spaces like parks and street furniture and 
structures put in place by local governments (i.e. the City of Guelph, the County of Wellington, etc.) for public use. 

4.1.7 Removal of Structures 

The removal of previously existing structures was also documented via previous Google 

Street View images. This layer depicts each occurrence of where there was once a bench, picnic 

table, or awning that provided overhead coverage that is now removed. The following table 

(Table 4.7) demonstrates each type of removed element and where it was observed. 

Table 4.7: Removal of Structures 

Removed 
Element 

Observed at 
Business 

Observed at 
Private 

Residence 

Observed at 
Business & 
Multi-Unit 

Housing 
Combined 

Observed 
at Multi-

Unit 
Housing 

Only 

Public Total 

Benches 12 1 0 0 0 13 

Awnings 8 0 0 0 0 8 

 
Picnic Tables 

 

 
1 

 
1 

 
0 

 
0 

 
0 

 
2 
 

Businesses include all traditional businesses (i.e. storefronts, restaurants, etc.), and other spaces that are not truly 
public (i.e. churches, schools, government buildings, etc.). Private residences include houses that appear to be 
traditional single-family homes. Business and multi-unit housing combined refers to buildings with businesses on 
the ground level and apartment-style living above. Multi-unit housing only refers to buildings that provide 
apartment or condo-style living arrangements. Public refers to public spaces like parks and street furniture and 
structures put in place by local governments (i.e. the City of Guelph, the County of Wellington, etc.) for public use. 
 
 Many of the benches that were removed from private businesses and churches had been 

in place for several years before being removed. A government building in the downtown core 

had installed a bench prior to 2009 as it was present in all available Google Street Images. This 

bench was removed sometime between August 2019 and the time of my mapping. A removed 
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picnic table was also identified at this location. In viewing previous Google Street Views, it 

appears that the number of picnic tables changes often, ranging from between one to three tables. 

Additionally, at a church located in the downtown core, 3 benches were present from the earliest 

Google Street View image in 2009. These benches were removed sometime between August 

2019 and the time of my mapping. This church is located on the same short street as another 

church that provides daily meals to people experiencing homelessness.  

A small strip of shops in the downtown core had multiple overhead awnings that 

provided coverage from the elements. These were present from the first Google Street View 

image in 2009 and were removed around October 2020. One business, a bakery on the outskirts 

of the downtown core, had two benches installed in 2018 and removed sometime between 

August 2019 and the time of my mapping. Unlike the previous businesses, these benches were 

only in place for a short time.  

 Finally, a public seating area located at the intersection of Wilson Street and Gordon 

Street had seven benches from 2009 until sometime between August 2019 and the time of my 

mapping. These benches were then replaced with concrete ledges with cut-outs to prevent 

skateboarding and decorative animal statues. This public seating area is notably located directly 

across from a drop-in service for people experiencing homelessness.  

4.1.8 Miscellaneous 

A miscellaneous layer also exists that depicts features that do not fall into the above 

categories, including broken windows (commonly seen as a sign of decay), a discarded mattress, 

and a unique bike rack that modifies access to a covered space. The following table (Table 4.8) 

demonstrates each miscellaneous element and where it was observed. 

Table 4.8: Miscellaneous 

Element Observed at 
Business 

Observed at 
Private 

Residence 

Observed at 
Business & 
Multi-Unit 

Observed 
at Multi-

Unit 

Public Total 
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Housing 
Combined 

Housing 
Only 

Broken 
Windows 

2 0 0 0 0 2 

Discarded 
Mattress 

1 0 0 0 0 1 

 
Hostile Bike 

Rack 
 

 
1 

 
0 

 
0 

 
0 

 
0 

 
1 

Businesses include all traditional businesses (i.e. storefronts, restaurants, etc.), and other spaces that are not truly 
public (i.e. churches, schools, government buildings, etc.). Private residences include houses that appear to be 
traditional single-family homes. Business and multi-unit housing combined refers to buildings with businesses on 
the ground level and apartment-style living above. Multi-unit housing only refers to buildings that provide 
apartment or condo-style living arrangements. Public refers to public spaces like parks and street furniture and 
structures put in place by local governments (i.e. the City of Guelph, the County of Wellington, etc.) for public use. 
 

Additionally, this map includes layers that demonstrate some positive features of 

downtown Guelph including ‘average’ benches that do not appear to deter any populations, 

picnic tables, and needle disposal units for intravenous drug users. The following table (Table 

4.9) demonstrates each type of positive element and where it was observed. 

Table 4.9: Positive Features 

Element Observed at 
Business 

Observed at 
Private 

Residence 

Observed at 
Business & 
Multi-Unit 

Housing 
Combined 

Observed 
at Multi-

Unit 
Housing 

Only 

Public Total 

Benches & 
Picnic Tables 

4 0 0 3 86 93 

 
Needle 

Disposal 
Units 

 

 
 
1 

 
 
0 

 
 
0 

 
 
0 

 
 
3 

 
 
4 
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Businesses include all traditional businesses (i.e. storefronts, restaurants, etc.), and other spaces that are not truly 
public (i.e. churches, schools, government buildings, etc.). Private residences include houses that appear to be 
traditional single-family homes. Business and multi-unit housing combined refers to buildings with businesses on 
the ground level and apartment-style living above. Multi-unit housing only refers to buildings that provide 
apartment or condo-style living arrangements. Public refers to public spaces like parks and street furniture and 
structures put in place by local governments (i.e. the City of Guelph, the County of Wellington, etc.) for public use. 
 
 Three of the four needle disposal units were located in public parks and on public trails 

and one was located at the back of a business. Perhaps unsurprisingly, the business that housed 

this disposal unit was the Guelph Community Health Centre. This health centre provides health 

services to vulnerable populations including homeless persons and people who use substances. In 

the following section, these exclusionary (and positive) features will be discussed in further 

detailed and connections between mapping findings and interview data will be explored.  

4.2 Sites of Homelessness in Downtown Guelph 

Like all major North American cities, there is a clear presence of street-involved and 

homeless persons present in downtown Guelph. Social service providers believed that people 

experiencing homelessness spend time in the downtown core as it is close to many of the social 

service agencies in Guelph. Homeless persons also may be accessing shelter near the downtown, 

socializing with other street-involved persons, wanting to remain visible by the large population 

in downtown to avoid theft, harassment, violence, etc. Because there is a great deal of truly 

public space in the downtown core, where rights differ from on private property, many social 

service providers believed it is an appealing hang out spot for this population. While Donna felt 

unable to speak directly on homeless persons’ knowledge of the laws and bylaws surrounding 

public space, she shared: 

when there’s laws that inhibit or impact your ability to make your, meet your basic needs, 
you’re pretty familiar with them. Like, people know if like where they slept rough last 
night now has a security guard, that that […] likely changes their access to that site. Or 
people know that like they can’t put a tent on the sidewalk because bylaw will take- will 
remove you from that location because your existence there will be considered illegal. 

The presence of truly public space, that people experiencing homelessness have the right to 

occupy, is clearly an appealing feature of downtown Guelph, in general. 
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Social service providers and actors involved in the regulation and design of public space 

alike reported that these individuals are commonly found congregating and spending time in 

downtown in outdoor seating areas and parks maintained by the city – including St. George’s 

Square, outside of the courthouse and City Hall, in park space along the river, Royal City Park, 

and on city benches, particularly those on northern Wyndham Street. Additionally, this 

population can frequently be seen spending time in semi-public spaces like Guelph Central 

Station and public libraries. Finally, homeless persons can often be seen at many privately owned 

spaces including apartment buildings and complexes known for providing affordable housing 

(such as the Matrix Building and the apartments of 90 Carden St.), at churches, in parkades, 

inside bank vestibules, and in and around organizations that provide food, shelter, hygiene, 

healthcare, and income services (including Royal City Mission, the Welcome Drop-In Centre, 

Wyndham House, The Guelph Community Health Centre, ACT, the Ontario Works office, and 

The Bench). Some of these key sites are depicted on Figure 4.5 below 
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Figure 4.5: Depicts some of the primary congregation spaces of homeless persons as identified by social 
service providers.  

     
Overall, service providers believed that homeless people spend time in spaces they know 

they are welcome. Services, housing geared to low-income individuals, and truly public spaces 

where homeless persons know their rights are top choices for space to spend their free time. 

Opposingly, people experiencing homelessness know where they are unwelcome and/or likely to 

be asked to move, or where space simply does not exist for them. These include residential areas 
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where public amenities like benches are lacking and certain businesses including fast food 

establishments and retail stores.  

Additionally, there was some contradiction in reported hang out spots of people 

experiencing homelessness. Two social service workers shared that homeless people sometimes 

avoid the entirety of downtown in cases where they are trying to avoid substance use/relapse or 

when they have experienced an altercation with another person known to frequent downtown. 

Avoidance of shelters was also discussed, particularly for people with mental health issues that 

cause paranoia and for people who want more freedom than shelters provide. Also, several 

participants initially suggested that people experiencing homelessness avoid the police station 

and surrounding area, but upon further contemplation acknowledged that this is not the case.  

No, I knew there was like a trap house right across from the police station at one point. I, 
I do know that police would be something that the clients, most of the clients I work with, 
would not like to encounter, but I still think there’s lots of activity around there. 
(Charlotte) 

Interestingly, many social service providers reported that people tend to spend time at the 

Old Quebec Street mall while others said this is not the case due to being banned and/or 

receiving charges for activities such as substance use and theft on the property. However, 

Charlotte reported that they know it is common among the homeless population to be banned, 

but to continue to access, the mall.  

While participants were unable to say with certainty why people continue to access the 

mall, several participants (Charlotte, Colleen, and Donna) discussed the importance of and lack 

of access to washrooms for this population. Being the only mall in downtown, it is likely one of 

the few spaces homeless persons can access a washroom without scrutiny.  

4.3 ‘Undesirable’ Behaviours 

While most participants – including both social service providers and those involved in the 

design of urban space – did not personally see the presence of homeless persons as problematic, 

they acknowledged that the general public and business owners often express their contempt for 



 

 

 

 

64 

this population. Those involved in the design of public spaces shared that there are many 

‘undesirable’ behaviours often associated with homelessness that are frequently brought to their 

attention by the general public. For example, Jennifer shared many concerns she has heard from 

business owners.  

We’ve had businesses comment on items being left around, human feces […] there’s 
always sharps being left out, belongings. We’ve had a couple encampments 

[…] There’s a church, in particular, that reached out in the summer to me about physical 
damage to their property. Also that people were having intercourse in their gardens, and 
using in their gardens, and sleeping on their benches. 

In addition to these concerns, other expressed issues include sleeping outdoors and in 

business doorways/foyers, trespassing, substance use, vandalism, misuse of washrooms, 

unpleasant interactions with homeless persons, public intoxication, overdosing, lighting fires, 

aggressive behaviour, and being aesthetically displeasing. In relation to businesses, actors who 

design and regulate public spaces reported hearing concerns related to customers feeling unsafe, 

break-ins, female staff being fearful of working alone, overdoses in washrooms, property 

damage, and loitering in stores where there is no intention to make a purchase. It is important to 

note that these concerns are not the opinions of the actors involved in the regulation or design of 

space but complaints and concerns they have heard from members of the general public and/or 

business owners. Multiple planners even shared that they frequently experience pushback from 

the public when it comes to creating new public spaces and installing new street furniture out of 

fear of misuse by homeless and other ‘undesirable’ populations.  

Even just talking about street furniture on a reconstructed street, you get, where designers 
are trying to encourage people having places to sit and stay and connect. Other people- 
parts of the public would actually see that as a threat. You’re inviting people to stay. And 
that invites this potential risk of homeless occupation. So, you- it’d be a strange thing that 
you would be proposing to put benches, for instance, on a street. A place where you knew 
that people were going to be needing to rest and get some pushback from the public about 
‘well that’s going to encourage loitering.’ And you always had to kind of balance the, the 
factors there. Some people would want to get rid of all the kind of furniture that would 
make any kind of staying possible. But at the same time, if you do have a bench, it may 
actually get used for somebody trying to camp overnight. It will happen. So, uh, it’s a 
kind of constant thread. (Spencer) 
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Furthermore, designers of public space and social service providers alike shared that the 

general public has expressed the belief that the density of social services in downtown Guelph 

motivates homeless persons to congregate, and therefore perform these ‘undesirable’ behaviours, 

downtown. 

I think that, from our perspective, we’re a community that really delivers services where 
people are at. There’s often a notion that, um, you know, because we deliver the services 
there, people come there. Like we actually deliver the services there because that is where 
people are at and we’re bringing the services where people are at to reduce the barriers. 
So, I challenge the chicken or the egg notion. (Sofia) 

Upset and angry business owners and members of the public have nonetheless argued 

that these ‘problematic’ behaviours hurt property values, create unsafe environments, and hurt 

businesses as people avoid the downtown in response to the presence of homeless persons. These 

upset citizens have reportedly repeatedly called social service agencies to complain and have 

even gone as far to organize community gatherings and events to express their desire for social 

services and homeless persons alike to be moved out of the downtown. One participant involved 

in the regulation of downtown shared that though they feel most businesses are welcoming,  

 […] there is the other side of the coin as well where some businesses continue to 
advocate for “them” to be removed from downtown (Jennifer)  

In sum, there are a variety of reasons that homeless persons spend time in Guelph’s 

downtown core, including easy access to a variety of social services. However, while many 

members of the public and business owners surely do not mind their presence, others express 

deep contempt for this population and advocate for the removal of people experiencing 

homelessness and the social services that aide them to be removed from the downtown.  

Consistent with existing research, one of the primary concerns related to homelessness 

comes from the perception of a correlation between crime and homelessness. Business owners 

and the general public frequently expressed that they believe this population is dangerous and 

commits more crimes than the housed population. These complaints seem to correspond with a 

belief that both crime and homelessness are increasing. Several participants shared hearing these 

assumptions from the general public even though evidence suggests that rates of homelessness 
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are decreasing and there has been no significant increase in crime. In fact, police-reported crime 

rates in Guelph dropped by 12 percent between 2019 and 2020 (Statistics Canada 2021). 

Participants also shared that they have heard complaints related to social services drawing 

homeless persons, and therefore crime, into the downtown core.  

I remember there was, sort of, a community gathering about like, increased crime rates, 
which was inaccurate, there was not increased crime rates at the time in our community. 
And I went there, and people were saying it was, like, all of the problems we’re seeing, 
all of the crime in the neighbourhood, was a result of the [service] downtown. And the 
executive director, […] just sort of spoke and she was like, it’s not like a parade where 
like we put the [service] downtown and everyone just goes there, like that’s not how it 
works. So, there’s a lot of tension there. (Charlotte) 

Social service providers also noted that while it is likely homeless people are committing 

minor crimes often associated with not having a home – such as littering, loitering, and public 

intoxication – people seem to believe that this population is also involved in serious organized 

crime like home invasions.  

Overall, there are many ‘undesirable’ behaviours associated with being homeless in the 

eyes of the public. However, social service providers and people involved in the design and 

regulation of public spaces agreed that the fact that people experience homelessness, whatever 

the reason, is one of the most problematic phenomena.  

4.4 Homelessness Itself as Problematic 

Regardless of the arguably problematic behaviours associated with homelessness, the fact 

that people experience homelessness in general and are forced to sleep rough was seen as a major 

concern among service providers and designers/planners. Social service providers shared that 

homeless persons face a wide variety of hardships including, but not limited to, the ongoing 

opioid epidemic, human trafficking, engaging in survival sex work, experiencing mental health 

issues, lack of affordable and/or supportive housing, lack of government support to end 

homelessness, stigma and discrimination, inadequate access to dignified healthcare, 

criminalization of homelessness, and insufficient social services. The belief in the inadequacy of 

existing social services was shared by many providers. Though they believe that providers 
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themselves are compassionate and hardworking, they posited that staff are frequently underpaid 

and undereducated/ lacking experience. Additionally, the operation hours of services were 

criticized. For example, the safe consumption site in downtown Guelph received some criticism 

for insufficient hours.  

And I think like a lot of people don’t recognize that like even though Guelph has the CTS 
[Consumption and Treatment Services], it’s only open from 9:00am to 4:00pm. Which is 
really stupid because drug use does not stop between 4:00pm then and 9:00am the next 
day. And I think like a lot of people get pretty like concerned when people are using 
drugs in a public space, but if we’re facing the reality that people are homeless and 
they’re using drugs, they don’t have anywhere to use then between 4:00pm and 9:00am 
the following day. (Colleen) 

 Furthermore, by virtue the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, services have experienced 

staff shortages and closed or modified their hours of operation and available services which 

limits the access of homeless persons. Shelters, in particular, were said to sometimes reach 

capacity and not have enough space for all people experiencing homelessness and having 

policies/rules that deter some users (such as rules against drug use).  

 People involved in the design or regulation of public space agreed that the opioid crisis 

and lack of supportive and/or affordable housing are major issues. Additionally, they noted that 

shelter services are often inadequate, with clients feeling unsafe or being turned away due to 

capacity limits. Some participants also felt that once homeless persons leave social service 

providers – such as Homewood Health Centre (a mental health and addictions treatment centre) 

and safe consumption sites – they are likely to be present in downtown with nowhere else to go 

and may end up engaging in some of the aforementioned ‘undesirable’ behaviours associated 

with homelessness.  

 One major point of divergence between social service providers and planners/designers is 

the perception of increasing/decreasing homelessness. Several participants involved in the design 

and regulation of public space expressed concern that homelessness is a growing phenomenon 

while several social service providers shared that the number of people experiencing 

homelessness is actually decreasing.  
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I also think there’s also, like, this sense that homelessness has gotten worse… and it’s not 
accurate. Like, there are more sheltered people and there are fewer house- fewer 
homeless people than ever, since we started counting how many homeless people there 
were in Guelph. (Charlotte)  

 This is perhaps an issue of visibility and not actual accounts of people experiencing 

homelessness. 

4.5 Exclusionary or Unremarkable? 

Mundane forms of social exclusion, such as misshapen benches and surveillance cameras, 

can be difficult to notice and identify as hostile. Indicative of this phenomenon, social service 

providers initially struggled to identify exclusionary design present in downtown Guelph.  

Some social service workers initially believed there was no exclusionary design present 

in downtown. Ben felt that he had a good understanding of exclusionary design by virtue of 

having a relative in the architectural field. He felt that there are not a lot of benches with 

unnecessary armrests, no walls topped with jagged rocks (so that they cannot be climbed 

over/on), that cameras are not common. Ben believed that the design of downtown is even 

welcoming towards homeless persons as the parkade doors are frequently left unlocked and 

people rarely complain about being asked to move along, even at the police station. Though Ben 

came to acknowledge some examples of hostile design in Guelph, he retained his overall belief 

that exclusionary design is not overly present in the downtown core.  

However, most providers were able to identify several hostile elements. Most began 

discussing exclusion unrelated to physical design of space such as the increasing presence of 

security and police officers, banning/refusing service to homeless patrons, frequent calling of the 

police, militarization of police (wearing military fatigues, driving large, unmarked trucks, etc.), 

laws that regulate behaviour in public spaces (urination/defecation and camping), and ongoing 

gentrification of downtown. However, after further contemplation, social service workers were 

able to identify the changing access/ changing nature of spaces as hostile. Participants believed 

this took the form of increasing use of security cameras and strict enforcement of outdoors patio 

seating ‘for customers only.’ It is important to note that service providers frequently highlighted 
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that they believed there had been changes to public space but had no solid evidence to prove this 

was the case and were relying solely on their personal observations. 

Additionally, social service workers acknowledged the street furniture and structures in 

downtown Guelph are sometimes hostile towards the homeless population. They identified that 

this could take the form of including/excluding street furniture in particular areas, making seating 

that is uncomfortable for extended periods of time, including armrests in the middle of benches, 

very short benches, and bus shelters having short benches with multiple armrests and indoor 

lighting. One participant, Charlotte, was able to identify the implementation of a high-pitched 

noise at a city-owned building in the downtown core directed at deterring youth.  

So, they had this lovely little courtyard area and then there was a bench. And our clients 
would leave our [service] and go sit on that bench and smoke and they were so upset 
about it. This man would come yell at us all the time. He was like a custodial employee, I 
believe […]. And then I think at some point they put, um, those things that only young 
people, youth, can hear. Like, it’s like a high-pitched noise so that they would go away. 

Furthermore, participants discussed the removal of features as hostile in some capacity, 

including the turning off the fountain in St. George’s Square, the removal of street furniture – 

particularly benches – and the abrupt removal of discarded furniture that could potentially be 

inviting for homeless persons as a comfortable place to rest. Similarly, though it has not yet 

come to fruition, Olivia shared how there has been discussion about removing the roof of an 

alleyway frequently used by homeless persons, and according to Charlotte, commonly known as 

“piss alley.”  

Like if you think of the area right by the post office that has the overhead roof, that’s 
really welcoming because it provides some, um, protection. I know there’s also been a lot 
of issues with that space and there’s been talk of ‘let’s remove the roof.’ (Olivia) 

Finally, social service providers discussed the lack of amenities downtown as hostile. 

Examples of this included downtown Guelph being a food desert as a result of lack of affordable 

grocery stores, lack of affordable places to purchase necessities like clothing and hygiene 

products, lack of payphones, absence of drinking fountains, absence of power outlets, lack of 
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benches, and lack of covered spaces/spaces in general where people experiencing homelessness 

can rest uninterrupted.  

Similar to exclusionary design when directed at homeless persons, social service 

providers identified some elements of outdoor space that are frequently considered as Crime 

Prevention Through Environmental Design tactics. These include cameras, signs (such as ‘no 

loitering’), fences, locks, and lighting used to prevent sleeping. Sofia shared that she also knows 

that blue lighting is sometimes used in bathrooms to prevent intravenous drug users from being 

able to see their veins, but this was not something specifically observed in Guelph. Additionally, 

participants noted that the surplus of concrete and lack of green space in downtown created a less 

than welcoming environment. Specifically, Colleen noted that lack of grass makes it difficult for 

those pitching a tent to do so in the downtown core.  

 Unsurprisingly, people involved in the design and regulation of public space had an 

easier time identify elements of the built environment that are commonly considered to be 

hostile. Participants primarily spoke of the features of benches including middle armrests/bars, 

bumps on benches, backless benches, and the removal/moving of benches. A representative 

example of the moving of benches occurred when there was tension among businesses and 

planners.  

Yeah, like I mentioned the, just the audit of how many benches are downtown and some 
people wanting to remove them and some people not. So, that actually came to a head in 
St. George’s Square a number of years ago. There were more benches there before and a 
kind of mediation between the business owners and public and parks staff about changing 
some of them. So, that, that was- that came to a head because there were people camping 
out on some of the benches and some of the benches were close to public, or private 
patios and things, restaurant patios. And there was some conflict there. So, those, those 
issues can come up kind of on a regular basis. […] Yeah well, um, the ones that were 
removed were removed where there was this kind of conflict with semi-private use, like 
the, the patio uses. And so, some of them stayed and the quadrants where there were less 
restaurants got more, more of them stayed. So, it was kind of a rebalancing. But at the 
time, like the business community wanted to remove more of them then, then actually 
was agreed to by the city because we had to maintain the, some kind of, civic culture 
about being able to sit, right? So that was the resolution. There was some give and take 
on that. (Spencer) 
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Those involved in the design of space were also easily able to identify Crime Prevention 

Through Environmental Design tactics that are commonly employed. These elements included 

signage such as ‘no trespassing’ and ‘no loitering,’ beautification of spaces, creating active uses 

in previously underused spaces, surveillance in the form of increased population and “eyes on 

the street” and cameras, improved lighting, design of buildings to create less hidden spaces, use 

of alarm systems, gates, utilizing anti-graffiti materials on street furniture, and creating a sense of 

ownership over public spaces. 

Furthermore, planners clearly understood the reasoning and logic behind implementing 

CPTED techniques and features that may be considered hostile. Surveillance, whether via people 

or cameras, was said to increase the sense of safety, make people feel as though they are being 

watched, serve as evidence if a crime were committed, and ultimately decrease the 

chance/opportunity for crime. Additionally, creating active usages so that people are more often 

present, decreases the chances of being alone/unobserved and arguably reduces opportunity for 

crime. Creating active spaces may also deter homeless persons who would prefer to be alone or 

in a more secluded environment. 

It is important to note that of all participants who were involved in the implementation, 

design, or regulation of public space, none expressed feeling that the use of hostile 

architecture/exclusionary design was a successful strategy for dealing with homelessness. They 

often acknowledged that these techniques displace homeless persons instead of solving the 

underlying causes of homelessness. More so in relation to the CPTED strategies, people involved 

in the design and regulation of public space did note that these techniques are successful in 

creating more positive, usable public spaces – though still failing to ‘solve’ homelessness.  

What these participants felt were the most successful strategies – again not arguing they 

successfully solve homelessness – were increased police presence, gentrification, beautification, 

creating active usages, and removal of benches. The strategies they felt were most unsuccessful 

and tended not to deter homeless persons, were signage, alarms, lighting, classical music, and 

benches with middle armrests. Like with social service providers, there were sometimes 
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conflicting beliefs. While most planners felt that the use of CPTED strategies were successful, 

some participants had experiences with the homeless population that demonstrated otherwise.  

Um, no. I think we’ve tried to tackle this already with some private property. Putting up 
some signage, getting security cameras, getting more lighting, um… Yeah, it doesn’t 
seem to deter people from doing what they set out to do. Some of these areas continue to 
be problem areas. (Jennifer) 

Despite conflicting claims, most planners and designers shared the belief that CPTED 

strategies are commonplace nowadays and are a welcome alternative to previous, more hostile, 

approaches. 

It’s about the surveillance, it’s about the design. CPTED’s a better way. Taking those 
principles and applying them to the design of the space is better than just having a space 
that’s devoid of anything, just with one giant light and broom finished concrete so you 
can’t break anything, you can’t sit anywhere, you can’t do anything. (Joseph)  

This is clearly a welcome alternative to hardened landscapes that, according to 

participants involved in the design and regulation of space, often send the wrong message that 

the city is not safe nor welcoming. Arguably, the use of CPTED strategies creating more 

welcoming spaces that still create a sense of safety and help maintain beautiful spaces by 

creating less opportunity for their misuse and destruction. In considering that CPTED only 

reduces opportunity for crime and does target people experiencing homelessness who are not 

committing crimes, Joseph posited that creating more active usages and constant presence of the 

public can even create safer spaces for homeless persons.  

I use CPTED as one of the- like a lot of the design tools in CPTED and then also good 
urban design, in general, and try and stay away from creating these hostile, you know, we 
can only have a bench, but it can only be like four inches wide so people fall off of it if 
they fall asleep, kind of thing. I’d rather have it full width and then if there’s a use 
directly adjacent to it, if someone’s watching and says, ‘hey, is this guy okay? You know 
you can’t sleep here. Let me find you some place to go.’ Or phone the appropriate service 
to get you there. And have the use there to kind of, you know, policing the space or 
helping the people within the space when they need it. (Joseph) 

In this case, the planner is hopeful that pedestrians will help rough sleepers access 

supports. However, as previously mentioned by social service providers, the ongoing 

criminalization of homelessness could suggest a different result. Ultimately, most urban planners 
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and those involved in the regulation of public space agree that people should not be experiencing 

homelessness but that public spaces should still not be ‘misused’ and that public space is not 

intended or currently designed as a place to live.  

 There are also many ‘catch-22s’ when it comes to designing public spaces. For example, 

actors involved in the regulation and planning of downtown shared that sometimes benches and 

other street furniture are designed with elderly and disabled pedestrians in mind and this happens 

to appear exclusionary to homeless persons. For example, benches with middle armrests are 

frequently considered hostile as they cannot be laid upon, however, they are seen as helpful for 

elderly persons when standing from a seated position.  

 One project in Guelph that promoted the installation of age-friendly benches initially 

designed benches with middle armrests, as to support elderly persons, but created later versions 

without the armrests due to the awareness of the exclusion of homeless persons.  
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Figure 4.6: Depicts an early installment of the ‘age-friendly’ benches installed throughout Guelph. 

Additionally, some features of the outdoor built environment were seen as safety features 

are opposed to exclusionary features even by social service providers.  

4.6 To Exclude or Protect? 

Like the age-friendly bench project, other features sometimes viewed as hostile can be seen 

as safety measures, and vice versa. For example, one social service worker, Ben, shared they do 

not believe the lighting in bus shelters at night is hostile, but rather a safety feature for people 

waiting for their bus. Ben was also able to identify that newly constructed parkades, like the one 

beside City Hall, are built with metal screens over the window-like openings. Ben argued that 

this is extremely valuable in preventing suicide deaths. Similarly, Sofia shared that her 
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organization once needed to build a fence around a hydro box as people were sleeping near it and 

that it posed a serious threat to their safety. Finally, it was argued that deterring drug use and the 

sometimes accompanying discarded paraphernalia, like needles, is necessary for the safety of the 

general public – with an emphasis on protecting children and pets. 

4.7 The Impact of Exclusionary Design 

4.7.1 On Homeless Persons 

Social service providers were able to identify numerous ways in which the use of 

exclusionary design is harmful to homeless populations. The use of these hostile techniques 

causes an already marginalized population to feel unwelcome in public spaces, contributes to the 

stigma surrounding homelessness, contributes negatively to homeless persons’ sense of self and 

identity, and can cause people to become increasingly unwell if they are unable to access spaces 

to perform hygiene activities or unable to get a restful night’s sleep. By far, the most commonly 

expressed harm of hostile design was that it is a form of displacement rather than a solution. 

Social service providers shared that displacing people experiencing homelessness actually serves 

to push them into the outskirts where they are likely less safe and have less access to services. 

Moving them out of the downtown not only physically separates them from the hub of services 

in the downtown core but also makes outreach workers less likely to be able to locate them and 

reach out for support. One social service provider made an interesting analogy between 

exclusionary design as displacing the issue and modifying the form of a popular drug, 

OxyContin.  

So, we had a policy decision in addictions that we were going to, you know, people are 
using and crushing OxyContin and they’re injecting it. So, they’re misusing OxyContin. 
We don’t want that to happen. […] So, what they did was they made this new drug called 
OxyNEO, which was uncrushable, and you couldn’t crush it. As if changing the physical 
characteristics of the drug was going to stop the behaviour. All that you did was have 
people go, ‘shit, I can’t crush OxyNEO anymore, I need to get heroin or fentanyl.’ You 
just push the issue to a different problem, and sometimes, to a much higher risk problem 
or to the unintended consequence. You intend for people to stop the behaviour you want 
them to stop. You want them to stop lying down, or you want them to stop sleeping 
downtown, or you want them to stop being noisy, but all that you do is shift the problem. 
And sometimes you actually make the problem far more riskier and with much more 
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adverse impacts to community by that.[…]So, OxyNEO came into effect in 2012 and 
that’s when our overdose crisis actually took off. Like we were worried about diversion 
and overuse and misuse of prescribed substances, but in fact, once we actually forced 
people to move out and do something different, is when the overdose crisis took off 
because we pushed them out to the uncontrolled, illicit, uh, toxic supply. (Sofia) 

Ultimately, most service providers shared the belief that the use of exclusionary designs 

displaces people instead of helping them. One social service provider, however, felt that 

exclusionary design may actually be helpful in the sense that is encourages people to access 

social services, like shelters, if they are unable to find somewhere to sleep outdoors. 

4.7.2 On Social Service Work 

In addition to impacting homeless persons, exclusionary design also affects the work of 

social service providers who aim to help this population. Service providers shared that when 

homeless persons are pushed into the more unsafe margins, outreach workers are as well. This 

push towards the margins was also identified as being heightened by the ongoing COVID-19 

pandemic. With coffee shops and restaurants closed, there are fewer places for social service 

providers to safely meet with clients outside of the service locations themselves.  

I mean, mostly right now during COVID because there’s no space to meet clients in. 
Like, there’s no public spaces to meet them. They’re more likely, like I said, in these 
unsafe environments and then, like 90 Carden, and then I’m in a position of like, do I 
send my employees in there because, you know, one of them was in there and someone 
threw a knife down the hallway. Like, so, it does, it sort of pushes the clients into more 
unsafe spaces which could push our employees into more unsafe places. Whereas if you 
could meet at like the coffee shop in Old Quebec St. mall, even though the person’s 
banned, that would be better. (Charlotte) 

Additionally, mitigating the concerns of the public – and even supplying business owners 

with CPTED materials becomes a part of this work. Charlotte shared that she receives many 

complaints from the general public and business owners regarding the behaviour of her clients in 

public spaces. One business felt that her clients were causing serious harm to their business and 

customers. Charlotte attempted to alleviate their concerns by cleaning up their property, 

suggesting they remove their bench, and recommending they call 911 if they feel threatened. 

This business was unsatisfied with these suggestions and to prevent further conflict, Charlotte 
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ended up providing this business with a security camera. Providing this surveillance seemed to 

have worked as Charlotte has not heard from this business in quite some time.  

This interesting case demonstrates how installing CPTED can become part of social 

service work when it means calming the minds of business owners as to not encounter larger 

problems – such as collective action to have her entire social service removed from the 

downtown core.  

4.8 Is Exclusionary Design Successful? 

The overall consensus, from both social service providers and those involved in the design 

and regulation of public spaces, is that exclusionary design may be successful in deterring and 

displacing people, but that it does not solve the issue of homelessness. One social service 

provider felt that it may be successful in the sense that it can decrease stigma surrounding 

homelessness. She felt that if a space is beautified and homeless people can only stay for a short 

time, that their short-term presence would be viewed as more acceptable.  

 Some service providers felt that though exclusionary design does not solve the issue of 

homelessness it may be successful in the sense that it meets the end it is trying to achieve. The 

use of this design likely does make the general public feel safer and successfully deters homeless 

people.  

 Ultimately, most service providers felt that this design strategy is unsuccessful. As 

previously discussed, most providers felt that this displaces rather than helps this population. 

They also shared that even though the deterrents are sometimes successful, other times they are 

not. In relation to the high-pitched noise installed at one business, Charlotte said that homeless 

persons continued to access that site and would simply complain about it. Other service 

providers shared that they do not believe CPTED techniques are effective in reducing crime for 

this population as people are desperate.  

I think there’s been a lot of measures that have been taken from a crime prevention lens, 
but I’m a firm believer that people don’t commit crimes because they think they can get 
away with it and they aren’t watching. I think people commit crimes because the 
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inadequacies of our social safety net and our society’s ability to care for everyone with 
dignity and respect and ensuring that they have their basic needs met, and the income 
insecurity and desperation that happens as a result of that, is what causes crime and is 
why people participate in crime. I don’t think anybody, regardless of their circumstances 
and experiences, actively want to participate in those actions. I think people participate in 
those actions out of desperation and out of a dependency to meet their needs. (Donna) 

Additionally, it was argued that these deterrent strategies can actually create more stigma 

for this population. For example, if homeless persons are unable to access public washrooms, 

they are less likely to engage in hygiene activities, and therefore, more likely to be viewed 

unfavourably by the general public. Overall, exclusionary design was viewed by social service 

providers as treating the symptoms of homelessness, rather than the problem of homelessness 

itself. 

4.9 Alternative Suggestions 

When asked, both social service providers and people involved in the design and 

regulation of public spaces had a surplus of suggested alternatives to the use of exclusionary 

design. Both of these groups agreed that to better support homeless persons in general we need 

improved social services, more affordable and supportive housing, to treat addiction and 

substance use as a health issue, to educate people who do not understand homelessness, and to 

create spaces where people from all income levels and walks of life can come together and 

engage in meaningful activities. Julie, a planner, for example, shared that she knows of other 

cities hosting public basketball games where everyone is welcome. These kinds of opportunities 

to engage with people from varying backgrounds may increase acceptance of difference. 

 Planners and others involved in the regulation and design of public space also felt that 

increasing job opportunities, changing (by)laws to allow sleeping in parks, having an overall 

more compassionate approach to homelessness, and continuing some social services that are 

already in place – such as the Welcoming Streets Initiative and the Sanguen Harm Reduction 

Van – are valuable tools for improving the lives of homeless persons overall. The Welcoming 

Streets Initiative began as a unique pilot project that has now become permanent and even 

inspired other cities to implement similar initiatives. This program, in particular, was seen as 
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valuable as it not only helps people experiencing homelessness access the services they need, but 

also provides services to business owners who may be upset or unsure of what to do when 

homeless persons arrive at their businesses. This initiative has outreach workers walking the 

downtown streets with the belief that it is not always necessary or beneficial to call the police 

when someone experiencing homelessness is in crisis or potentially causing a disturbance. These 

outreach workers support homeless persons themselves and educate businesses on how best to 

handle encounters with this population, arguably reducing the need for exclusionary design to 

deter them.  

 Further, social service providers suggested that adequate government support, creating 

more welcoming spaces, and fundamentally addressing the root causes of homelessness are 

essential in improving the lives of people experiencing homelessness – or preferably preventing 

them from reaching that point.  

 Other alternatives suggested by actors involved in the regulation and design of space that 

are more centered on the unwelcome physical presence of homeless people in the downtown core 

include increasing police presence, creating nicer looking public spaces, increasing the 

population of downtown Guelph, and keeping businesses open later. In terms of misuse of 

washrooms, Julie suggested that building self-sanitizing washrooms – like other Canadian cities 

have done – can serve to reduce some of the health concerns related to substance use in 

washrooms.  

 Social service providers and planners alike were ultimately able to identify a surplus of 

alternative solutions to exclusionary design that truly address the issues faced by homeless 

persons, though some designers and planners retained their belief that CPTED strategies help 

create positive, beautiful public spaces. 
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5 Chapter 5 - Discussion 

5.1 Introduction 

This chapter interprets the findings presented in the previous chapter and analyzes these 

findings within the context of the research outlined in the literature review. I follow a similar 

outline as the previous chapter, beginning with examining why homeless persons spend time in 

particular places and comparing this to findings from the mapping of downtown Guelph. Next, I 

examine what constitutes valid use versus misuse and how exclusionary design serves to deter 

undesirables uses. Additionally, the mundanity of exclusionary design is discussed, followed by 

the potential impacts of hostile design on both people experiencing homelessness and social 

service work(ers). Next, the (in)effectiveness of exclusionary design is analyzed and alternatives 

to these tactics are presented. This chapter concludes with a discussion connecting the findings 

and discussion to the theoretical framework of this study – the Right to the City. 

5.2 Sites of Homelessness 

Homelessness is a pervasive issue occurring throughout cities, towns, and rural areas. 

There is undeniably, however, a noticeably larger population of visible homeless persons in more 

highly urbanized areas. Research supports this visible phenomenon, demonstrating that upwards 

of 77 percent of homeless people live in completely urban areas while only four percent of 

homeless people live in completely rural areas (Henry & Sermons 2010). Though current 

research is not definitive in why this occurs, as correlations but not causes have been identified, 

it seems likely that homeless persons gravitate towards cities for the improved access to social 

services (Wolch & Dear 2014). These ‘zones of dependence’ become cyclical in nature with 

homeless persons moving towards areas with shelters, food banks, etc. and services then opening 

where the populations they serve already congregate (Wolch & Dear 2014; Pakeman 2014). The 

social service providers who I interviewed also noticed this pattern when identifying where 

people experiencing homelessness spend time and why. Some of these key hang out spots 

include Royal City Mission, the Welcome Drop-In Centre, Wyndham House, The Guelph 

Community Health Centre, ACT, the Ontario Works office, and The Bench.  
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In addition to proximity to services like shelter, food, and financial assistance, social 

service providers also identified that homeless people spend time in the downtown because of 

their social circle. Strong community ties – even going as far as to call each other family – is 

common amongst street-involved populations (Barker 2012; McCarthy et al. 2002).  

In comparing these and other identified congregation areas with the mapping of 

exclusionary design in downtown Guelph, there are interesting discoveries. A frequently 

identified spot, St. George’s Square, is one of the few places in downtown with a cluster of four 

non-hostile benches in a truly public space. One planner, Spencer, shared that this area is as 

public as it gets, having previously been a roadway. Notably, the portion of St. George’s Square 

containing the water fountain contains these four welcoming benches. The other sections of St. 

George’s Square located across from and adjacent to the fountain are slightly different. Adjacent 

to the fountain is an area containing many store fronts. This area contains six non-hostile benches 

but also no loitering signs and hostile tables and seating. These tables have attached ‘chairs’ that 

are single seats, slanted, and have no backrests. Finally, across from the fountain is a mall and 

several restaurants. In this area, there are no public benches or any forms of public seating. 

Spencer, a planner, shared that there used to be more seating here but due to pushback from 

businesses, they were relocated to the other sections of St. George’s Square. 

Upper Wyndham Street also contains four non-hostile benches and is a frequent 

congregation spot for homeless persons. One of these benches is even used as a makeshift social 

service agency called The Bench. Ed Pickersgill, a well-known homeless advocate, spends a few 

hours each day at this bench handing out food, clothing, hygiene items, and compassionate 

support to people experiencing homelessness in the city. Several participants also noted that park 

space along the river is a common hang out spot. Two of these parks, John Galt Park and Royal 

City Park, contains eight and 25 non-hostile benches respectively. 

It is certainly noteworthy that in the visual mapping of downtown Guelph, five locations 

containing four or more non-hostile benches in close proximity were identified and four of these 

were repeatedly identified as homeless hang out spots by participants. The remaining cluster of 
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non-hostile benches was located outside of City Hall – which was identified by one participant as 

a congregation area but did not emerge as a recurring trend in the data.   

 Participants felt that homeless persons spend time where they know they are welcome by 

virtue of not being asked to leave, where they receive services, etc. but it appears that they also 

gather in places that are physically welcoming in terms of having comfortable, non-exclusionary 

places to rest in the form of benches.  

 Interestingly, participants identified Carden Street as a frequent hang out spot because it 

is home to a popular low-income building and the public transit hub. However, the public transit 

hub contains the most hostile benches in one confined area with 40 short, backless benches with 

armrests at each end and in the center. This transit hub also includes 62 cameras and two ‘under 

video surveillance’ signs. Despite the hostile nature of this transit station, people continue to 

spend time here. Perhaps the usefulness and necessity of inexpensive travel for homeless persons 

(Blumenberg & Agrawal 2014; Ding et al. 2021) outweighs the feelings of exclusion.  

 

Figure 5.1: Hostile bench at transit hub. 
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 It was difficult for participants to identify places that homeless persons avoid and there 

were some contradictions. For example, some social service providers believed homeless persons 

avoid the police station while others did not share this belief. Notable features of the police 

station include 13 cameras, a portion of fence topped with barbed wire, and no public seating. 

The fortified appearance of the police station may be why some social service providers see it as 

a space to be avoided. However, it may also be due to the obvious presence of police officers. 

The criminalization of homelessness is an ongoing issue and avoiding the police station is one 

way to avoid police interaction.  

 Another debatably avoided place is a mall located in central downtown. Many homeless 

persons become banned from this mall for loitering, drug use, and petty theft and as a result 

some avoid it. Others, however, continue to access this site regardless of these restrictions and 

the potential to receive criminal charges. The surplus of charges against homeless persons for 

loitering, substance use, etc. is unsurprising as the criminalization of homelessness is well 

documented in the current literature (Amster 2008; O’Grady et al. 2012; Robinson 2019). It is 

surprising, however, that homeless persons continue to access places they have already received 

criminal charges, they know there is likely to be security, and where they have been explicitly 

banned. In the case of the Old Quebec Street Mall, I speculate that this could have something to 

do with washroom access – though further research would be needed to establish causation.  

The clear lack of access to public washrooms has been documented in other Canadian 

cities, like Toronto (Wilson 2018), and is unfortunately a prevalent issue in Guelph as well. In 

conducting the visual survey of downtown Guelph, no truly public washrooms – referring to 

washrooms constructed and maintained by the city/county with no restrictions on use – were 

observed. There is access to washrooms in City Hall, social service agencies, public libraries, 

etc. but all of these places have the capability to deny access. Therefore, it is reasonable to 

believe that people experiencing homelessness, who lack sufficient access to toilets, places to 

perform hygiene activities, and places to use substances (Leibler et al. 2017; Sommer et al. 

2020), may continue to attend businesses from which they have been previously banned in order 

to do so. Notably, malls have washrooms that are separate from individual retailers and are, 

therefore, likely more accessible in nature. Future research to investigate access to public 
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washrooms in Guelph and why homeless persons continue to access spaces they are not welcome 

is necessary to further understand this phenomenon. 

5.3 Deterring ‘Undesirable’ Behaviours 

5.3.1 ‘Misuse’ of Space 

“Power is central in defining appropriate and transgressive behaviour” (Lundberg 

2021:112) and, in this case, power is held by the housed. What constitutes legitimate versus 

misuse of public space is defined by the housed and not those who must use public space as a 

home (Persak & Di Ronco 2017:338). Sleeping in public space and performing other survival 

activities are only forbidden by those who have no fear of losing their home and experiencing 

these hardships (Davis 2006; Harvey 2008; Valverde 2012). This was evident when discussing 

the ‘problematic’ behaviours of homeless people described by the general public and business 

owners. Participants shared that they heard complaints and fear surrounding the mere presence of 

homeless persons and that ultimately these elites needed protection. For example, Olivia, shared 

that women are fearful when walking past sleeping homeless persons at night and that she 

understands this fear. These situations are clearly difficult to navigate as they appear to prioritize 

the rights of the woman who may potentially walk down the street over the homeless person who 

has extremely limited options for where to rest – though the fear may be understandable. Even as 

a social service provider to people experiencing homelessness, the hegemonic ideology that the 

rights of some outweigh the rights of the socially excluded seems to persist. 

As a result, exclusionary design is implemented to make space as “unliveable as 

possible” (Davis 2006:232; Doherty et al. 2008:302) and push the homeless into the “hidden 

abodes of poverty” (Mitchell & Heynen 2009:613) as to spare the public from seeing visible 

poverty and societal failure (Bourgois 1999; Duff 2017:527). Pushing homeless persons into the 

margins of society before the public is exposed to their ‘spoiled identities’ (Goffman 1963) or 

they ‘misuse’ spaces serves as pre-emptive protection from ‘dangers’ that may or may not 

actualize (Barker 2017:851). 
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5.3.2 Exclusionary Design 

Exclusionary design is far from sparse in downtown Guelph. The visual mapping of 

downtown depicts over 100 occurrences of hostile seating, almost 200 deterring signs, and over 

100 fences, gates, and metal bars that block entrance to spaces. Many of these exclusionary 

elements can be used to deter behaviours that social service providers and planners and designers 

alike described as potentially problematic, or those that may be seen as such by the general 

public. Hostile benches with middle armrests and/or no backs cannot be slept on, fences and 

gates prevent trespassing, and limiting places to rest removes the displeasing sight of 

homelessness (Persak & Di Ronco 2017:336). Though it is difficult to notice from a quick 

glance, some participants stated that street furniture is often constructed with anti-graffiti 

materials – which can help prevent vandalism. While it was not observed in the visual mapping 

of downtown, one participant stated they knew of a business in downtown Guelph that installed a 

speaker that emits a high-pitched noise to deter homeless persons. The participant believed this 

was ultimately put in place to deter the homeless persons from smoking, littering, and simply 

‘hanging out’ in this space.  

Surveillance cameras used to watch and record behaviours can also arguably be used to 

deter most ‘undesirable’ activities (Newman 1972) such as public intercourse, misuse of spaces, 

lighting fires, and crime. Additionally, creating generally unwelcoming spaces can push these 

problems out of sight, but not truly eliminate them. Even when planners and designers are in 

favour of more welcoming spaces with a lot of seating, they have experienced great pushback 

from the public and business owners who feel that this draws in unwanted populations.  

Many of these ‘undesirable’ behaviours stem from the fact that people are lacking access 

to their basic needs. Homeless persons must live out activities housed citizens can perform in 

private dwellings, or not perform them at all (Wright 1997; Lundberg 2021). Participant-

identified ‘undesirable’ behaviours including sleeping outdoors, having sexual intercourse in 

public, public urination and defecation, and loitering are virtually non-issues for the housed 

population. If homeless persons are excluded from semi-public spaces with washrooms – such as 

the mall – and no public washrooms are available, that person can either not go or go in public.  
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Performing often hidden acts in public out of necessity undoubtedly contributes to the 

negative perception of people experiencing homelessness as participants frequently heard these 

types of criticisms. Another commonly received complaint was about the perceived correlation 

between crime and homelessness. In addition to the above survival acts that become criminal for 

homeless persons (Waldron 1991; Toolis & Hammack 2015:370), the general public and 

business owners believe that homeless people commit more crimes than the housed population. 

Business owners, in particular, were said to express distress believing homeless persons may 

cause harm to customers and female staff or, at the very least, cause them to be fearful. This is an 

interesting observation in considering that most violence against women is perpetrated by men 

they know in private settings – rather than by unknown men in public spaces (Whitzman 2002; 

Horgan & Kern 2014). Participants also expressed that others believe homeless people are using 

illegal substances, committing arson, theft, assault, and even complex home invasions. While it 

is true that more homeless people than housed people (40% compared to 10%) use substances 

problematically (Grinman et al. 2010; CMHA 2021), there is a lack of evidence to support these 

claims. Charlotte shared that she has attended gatherings and protests where members of the 

general public argue that both homelessness, and as a result, crime are increasing, when this does 

not appear to be true. In Guelph, youth experiencing homelessness has decreased by 43% since 

2018 (CAEH 2021), disputing the general public’s belief that homelessness is increasing (though 

there is some suggestion that visibility of homelessness may have increased in light of the 

COVID-19 pandemic). Additionally, police-reported crime rates show that crime may be 

decreasing. Between 2015 and 2016 police-reported crime in Guelph increased by 13 percent and 

by 2017, this percentage had increased by another 13 percent (Statistics Canada 2021). However, 

in 2018 police-reported crime rates remained steady, increasing by only one percent (Statistics 

Canada 2020), followed by a significant 12 percent drop between 2019 and 2020 (Statistics 

Canada 2021). Though percentages continue to fluctuate this suggests that at least within the 

previous few years, crime has gone down. This is not to say homeless persons do not commit 

crimes, however, the general public’s belief that both crime and homelessness are increasing 

seems to be misinformed. Several participants involved in the regulation or design of public 

space also believed that rates of homelessness were increasing.  
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Seemingly there is an unjustified fear of homeless persons bringing crime into the 

downtown. Overall police reported crime rates are decreasing and there is no evidence people 

experiencing homelessness in Guelph are creating unsafe, crime-ridden neighbourhoods. 

Homeless people are, however, continuing to be charged for petty crimes associated with not 

having a home and, as a result, ‘misusing’ public space. 

5.4 Explicit versus Implicit Exclusionary Design 

Exclusionary design appears mundane and often goes unnoticed by the general public 

(Petty 2016; Chellew 2019). Even those involved in providing services to those targeted by these 

designs had a difficult time identifying hostile elements in downtown. Social service providers 

initially felt exclusion was more strongly tied to people in the form of security personnel and 

unwelcoming attitudes more so than the physical design of space. Upon further speculation, 

social service providers also identified cameras and surveillance as exclusionary along with the 

absence/removal of street furniture, specifically designed benches, and high-pitched noise 

machines. It is unsurprising that these providers could not initially identify hostile features due to 

the unremarkable nature of subtle exclusion.  

Though not believing it was present in Guelph, participants were able to identify tactics 

like anti-homeless spikes as hostile. These more explicit, harsh deterrents are often what receives 

the most attention in the media and sparks public outrage (Petty 2016), so it is unsurprising this 

is what participants were first to discuss. Though there was an absence of these glaring, 

inhospitable features in downtown Guelph, the mundanity of hostile elements is perhaps worse. 

These “more subtle modes of exclusion are woven into much deeper class and cultural 

interpretations of whom a place is ‘for’” (Atkinson 2003:1832) perpetuating division. It goes 

unnoticed (Bergamaschi et al. 2014:12) even by those working closely with targeted populations 

and therefore does not receive the outrage and pushback often accompanied by explicit 

exclusion.  

 Participants involved in the regulation and design of space had predictably a better 

understanding of exclusionary design in both subtle and explicit forms. These participants 
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primarily spoke of the design of benches, absence/removal of benches, and surveillance. 

Additionally, many of these participants were proponents of CPTED strategies while disparaging 

the use of hostile design feeling that it creates hardened, unwelcoming environments for all. 

Useful CPTED strategies that were discussed include beautification of spaces, creating active 

uses in previously unused spaces, natural surveillance created through site passages and 

increased population, and improved lighting. Participants felt that these CPTED strategies are 

preferable to hostile design, creating safer, welcoming spaces for all populations, including 

people experiencing homelessness.  

 People involved in the design and regulation of space also discussed public spaces as 

places to move through and not remain for too long. Joseph argued that public space is not for 

sleeping and should not serve as a ‘home.’ This view of public space as transport corridors from 

one place to the next is consistent with ‘pedestrianist’ logic (Blomley 2011). “Pedestrianism 

understands the sidewalk as a finite public resource that is always threatened by multiple, 

competing interests and uses” (Blomley 2011:22). In this framework, anyone blocking the 

sidewalk is ruining the experience for a member of the ‘abstract public’ who may arrive at any 

time (Blomley 2011). Again, this focuses on pre-emptive solutions to issues that may or may not 

occur. Creating inhospitable environments to ensure no one remains for long also threatens the 

social aspect of public space (Raymen 2016:511), moving people through before they have the 

opportunity for meaningful social interaction.   

 Additionally, the distinction between CPTED and exclusionary design is murky. 

Cameras, for example, are commonly discussed in both bodies of literature. Cameras provide the 

opportunity for surveillance, a key component of CPTED, but are also seen as hostile as they 

provide a tangible element of physical design that say ‘you’re being watched.’ Though it can be 

argued cameras only serve this purpose for those who ‘break the rules,’ the surplus of cameras in 

cities can be seen as a ‘technological weapon’ used to create fear and a sense of distrust (Fyfe & 

Bannister 1996; Atkinson 2003:1833; Amin 2008:20), also threatening the potential for social 

interaction. This is a challenging issue to navigate as business owners rightfully want 

surveillance footage if they experience break-ins or theft, but the surplus of cameras in the 

downtown may create the sense of constant surveillance and scrutiny.  
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 Similar challenges and negotiations take place when designing for one group happens to 

exclude another. An age-friendly bench project in Guelph dealt with this conflict when designing 

benches for elderly populations. Benches with middle armrests are commonly viewed as 

beneficial for people with mobility issues who need additional support when standing from a 

seated position, but these same middle armrests prevent homeless persons from lying down on 

benches (Chellew 2019:27). This design dilemma can also be reversed. A participant involved in 

an organization that funds social service work who is also a disability advocate shared that 

innovative strategies for solving homelessness often do not include all populations.  

Even when we look at supportive housing and accessibility lens on how they’re being 
designed. Because we have people that are homeless that have maybe a scooter and- or 
have limited mobility issues or mental health issues. Now, we’re doing good at when we 
build these supportive housing or cognitive care areas they would maybe have in house 
counselling along those lines, but if the units are not designed from an accessibility 
perspective- when we talk about tiny homes and we talk about using containers to build 
homes there for the homeless. Many of those ones would not be accessible for anyone 
with a mobility device or mobility issues. (Brandon) 

It is clear that designing to be inclusive to all is not an easy feat. Though not all 

exclusionary design is implemented with malintent, it remains important to consider how design 

impacts all potential users as they can have detrimental effects.  

5.5 The Impact of Exclusionary Design 

5.5.1 On Homeless Persons 

Homeless persons experience of public space is undeniably much different from that of 

the homed population. They perform typically private acts in public spaces (Mitchell 2003:139), 

some panhandle to survive (O’Grady et al. 2012:5), and often receive poor treatment by 

passersby (Duneier 2001). Many homeless persons receive poor treatment when panhandling, 

being treated as ‘non-persons’ (Goffman 1966) by looking away, walking more quickly, or 

acting invested in another activity (Lankenau 1999:184). This may occur because panhandlers 

arguably engage in ‘interactional vandalism’ going against the norm of civil inattention in public 

space in an attempt to earn a few dollars (Duneier & Molotch 1999; Horgan & Kern 2014).  
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 Other homeless persons, however, want the same civil inattention granted to all other 

members of the public (Langegger & Koester 2016:1034). Sometimes people experiencing 

homelessness have a negative sense of self because they know they are violating social rules by 

making home in a public space (Duneier 2001:185). Ultimately, homeless persons are each 

unique but “they are nonetheless collectively treated as unsightly human trash and systematically 

removed from public view” (Langegger & Koester 2016:1039).  

 Regardless of the intention behind exclusionary design, it has harmful impacts on people 

experiencing homelessness. In addition to feeling unwelcome, contributing to stigma, and 

potentially creating a negative sense of self, hostile design has negative impacts on homeless 

persons’ access to resources which can result in longer periods of homelessness, negative health 

outcomes, and being unsafe. These physical designs remove homeless people, rather than 

eliminating homelessness, pushing them out of sight (Bergamaschi et al. 2014) – likely to the 

more unsafe margins of society (Mitchell 2003; Rosenberger 2020). Social service providers 

acknowledged this harmful displacement, believing that it hinders homeless persons access to 

social services that are centralized in the downtown and makes it more difficult for them to be 

located, and therefore assisted, by outreach workers. Downtown, people experiencing 

homelessness are able to access shelter, food services, warming/cooling centres, healthcare 

services, and safe injection sites. There is very little access to these types of services in parts of 

the city located outside of the downtown.  

 Sofia’s analogy about responses to misuse of OxyContin and visible homelessness sums 

up the inadequacy of displacement as a solution for homelessness. In response to the misuse and 

abuse of OxyContin by crushing up and injecting the tablet, OxyNEO, an uncrushable pill, was 

created. Substance users were not cured of their addiction as a result of this new medication and 

resorted to using substances like heroin or fentanyl instead. Like changing the physical properties 

of a tablet, changing the physical design of space will not eliminate homelessness, but simply 

move the problem somewhere else.  
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5.5.2 On Social Service Work 

Pushing homeless persons into the margins pushes outreach workers into unsafe 

conditions as well. Even within the downtown, rough sleepers often make space for themselves 

in neglected, uncared for private spaces that pose as safety hazards for themselves and outreach 

workers hoping to help (Hall 2017). In Guelph, though not abandoned, one of these neglected, 

dangerous spaces is known as 90 Carden. This building with low rent is rumored to house many 

previously homeless persons, substance users, and people with serious mental health conditions. 

Charlotte shared that one of her employees once entered the building and a knife was thrown 

down the hallway. 

Outreach workers already have a dangerous job and forcibly excluding homeless people 

pushes both that population and social service providers into unpredictable, potentially 

dangerous, marginal city spaces.  

Hostile design also impacts social service providers in that they can employ these 

techniques to mitigate concerns of business owners and members of the public who view 

homeless persons as problematic.  One participant provided a business with a surveillance 

camera after repeated complaints about the presence and undesirable behaviours of shelter users. 

Charlotte expressed that in the early stages of her career, she would have been more vocal in 

opposing the use of these stigmatizing tactics, but as her career has progressed she has learned to 

take a more moderate approach – balancing the concerns of the public with her desire to serve 

homeless populations. In order to avoid larger issues, like the gatherings/protests Charlotte has 

previously attended, she feels that providing a camera to ease the business owner’s mind is an 

acceptable alternative. In this case, employing CPTED, regardless of personal belief of its 

effectiveness and acceptability, becomes part of the work of a social service provider.  

5.6 Ineffective Design 

Most participants agreed that exclusionary design is partially successful in preventing 

sitting, sleeping, or lying down but that it does not ‘solve’ homelessness. Deterring homeless 

persons from existing in view does not mean they cease to exist entirely. Pushing homeless 
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people out of sight perhaps increases the general public’s perception of safety, but even this 

needs further investigation to be confirmed. Prioritizing the safety of the abstract public over 

people seen as “dangerous” or “non-consumers” also requires critical reflection (Atkinson 

2003:1830). Why is the safety of and ‘quality of life’ of some prioritized over the safety of others 

(Brown 2017:547), particularly when we know pushing people experiencing homelessness out of 

the downtown may push them into them into more unsafe locations or further from essential 

services, we must consider whose safety is most important and why.  

One social service provider felt that exclusionary design may actually be successful in the 

sense that is encourages people to access social services, like shelters, if they are unable to find 

somewhere to sleep outdoors. There are, however, a surplus of reasons homeless persons may 

opt to sleep on the streets over a shelter setting. Strict rules, discrimination against substance 

users, poor treatment, not allowing service animals, and fear of assault are few reasons people 

experiencing homeless may choose to avoid shelters (Kidd & Kidd 1994; Donley & Wright 

2012; Lem et al. 2013; Langegger & Koester 2016). Like all people, homeless persons must 

weigh the costs and benefits of each option and have the right to choose the best path for them. 

Additionally, some participants shared that homeless persons are sometimes dealing with 

complex mental health issues, like paranoia, that making shelter stays nearly impossible.  

 “Arguments that individuals should be criminalised for their own protection are evidence 

of a neoliberal philosophy in action, where the criminal justice system and its associated 

sanctions are used in place of social welfare” (Brown 2017:556). People’s right to public space 

should not be eliminated ‘for their own good.’  

Furthermore, hostile, fortified streetscapes can create anti-social environments that are 

unwelcoming for all people (Smith & Walters 2018:2984).  Hardened environments 

“threaten[…] the very publicness that makes our cities vital and attractive” (Nemeth & Hollander 

2010:21-22). One participant, Joseph, shared that he believes hostile design creates aesthetically 

displeasing spaces constructed of concrete and thorny plants that ultimately are not welcoming 

for anyone, homeless or not. Creating spaces that are no longer used as public spaces by anyone 

is far from successful.  
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5.7 Alternative Solutions 

Participants provided insightful, feasible alternatives to hostile design for improving the 

city. Both social service providers and those involved in the regulation and design of space their 

situations including improved social services, more affordable and supportive housing, increased 

job opportunities, and improved government funding/support. Additionally, participants felt that 

education and knowledge mobilization are key in improving the lives of homeless persons. 

Several participants expressed that substance use disorders should be treated as health issues the 

same as diabetes or any other ailment. Additionally, participants expressed that the improved 

education for the general public on the issues related to homelessness would increase overall 

empathy and acceptance of this population. Acquiring “the knowledge that more does not 

become less through usage [… and] perhaps even the knowledge that the space can recover from 

minor violations” (Amin 2008:19) by people experiencing homelessness may be key in 

producing a more welcoming attitude from the general public.  

Related to physical sites of downtown, participants suggested creating more spaces that 

are welcoming for everyone that afford opportunities for people from different classes, 

ethnicities, backgrounds, ages, etc. to come together and engage in meaningful activity together. 

These shared experiences provide the opportunity to build relationships, compassion, and 

understanding between diverse communities and perhaps increase acceptance of homeless 

persons and other marginalized groups. As argued by Carr et al. (1993), public spaces are most 

successful when they create opportunities for collective, communal activity (344). 

5.8 Right to the City 

The fact that homeowning consumers make up the demographic of people who influence 

laws and regulation (Mitchell 2003; Valverde 2012) makes sense if one believes these 

characteristics are what make up ‘valuable,’ ‘contributing’ members of society. However, from a 

‘right to the city’ perspective, this is illogical. According to Lefebvre (1968), and virtually all 

other supporters of this framework, the right to the city belongs to those who spend the most time 

inhabiting and experiencing the city (Purcell 2014:142; Duff 2017:521). From this perspective, 
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and in the context of this study, it is clear to see how this refers to homeless people who act out 

the majority of their lives in the city’s public spaces. Parks, alleyways, sidewalks, and the “urban 

shadows” (Mitchell & Heynen 2009:613) become the homes of the homeless where they act out 

all things those with housing can privately engage in (Mitchell 2003:139).  

 We know, however, that these people hold the least rights. “Increasingly, we see the right 

to the city falling into the hands of private or quasi-private interests” (Harvey 2008:38). Those 

arguably less deserving of the right to the city make decisions that result in “‘designing-out’ the 

already socially excluded” (Atkinson 2003:1834). These people experiencing homelessness have 

no place sleep, relax, eat, urinate, or simply be – at least not legally - if their right to the city is 

revoked in the name of protecting the abstract public from potential harm (Waldron 1991; 

Mitchell 2003; Bergamaschi et al. 2014).  

With these ‘shrinking spaces of the poor’ (Mosher 2002), it is imperative that the right to 

the city is granted to those most deserving and most in need (Marcuse 2009; Mayer 2009:367). 

This framework has already been employed as a “cry and demand” by activist groups (Lefebvre 

et al. 1996:158; Mitchell & Heynen 2009:616), but those experiencing homelessness should also 

be empowered to take action and stand up for their rights. This is, of course, easier said than 

done when many homeless people spend most their time engaging in survival activities, leaving 

little time and energy for protest and activism. However, as homeless persons continue to inhabit 

public space, despite the hostile, exclusionary environment, they are enacting this right (Duff 

2017:521). Furthermore, activists with more resources can continue the fight in honour of their 

homeless neighbours. “The right to the city is similarly a beginning, an opening, a starting out 

down the path toward a possible urban world. That possible world is a long way off, and it is 

also, at the same time, right in front of us” (Purcell 2014:152).  
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6 Chapter 6 - Conclusion 

This concluding chapter highlights the main takeaways of this research including suggested 

alternatives to hostile design. Following is a discussion of the limitations of this study and 

suggestions for future research.  

6.1 Main Takeaways 

Hostile design is an often inconspicuous but powerful tool for exclusion. Centering this 

research within the existing literature on regulation of public space, exclusionary design, and 

homeless persons’ experiences in and of public space allowed for deep exploration of 

exclusionary design. Understanding how this design is justified by those involved in the 

implementation, design, and regulation of public space – highlighting the concerns of business 

owners and the general public – and how this design is perceived by social service providers, 

how they believe it impacts the homeless population, and how it may impact social service work 

was investigated. The visual mapping presents a clear depiction of hostile elements throughout 

downtown Guelph and allowed comparison between identified ‘hang out’ spots of people 

experiencing homelessness and the corresponding presence/absence of exclusionary design. 

 Social service providers and those involved in the design and regulation of space 

identified a variety of places homeless persons spend time in the downtown core. Many of these 

sites surrounded social services that provide food, shelter, and healthcare. Other places include 

low-income housing complexes, the transit hub, and truly public spaces, such as St. George’s 

Square. Social service providers also felt that homeless persons spend time in the downtown core 

so to be close to their social circles.  

 In seeking to identify why people may want to exclude homeless persons, this research 

investigated the commonly believed ‘undesirable’ behaviours associated with homelessness. 

Most participants did not feel that homeless persons were generally problematic but 

acknowledged that the general public and business owners had shared many concerns. These 

included sleeping in public, aggression, vandalism, littering, defecating and urinating in public, 
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drug use, overdose, public sexual intercourse, trespassing, misuse of washrooms, and being 

aesthetically unappealing.  

 Perhaps in response to these undesirable behaviours, significant exclusionary design was 

documented within downtown Guelph. Over 100 occurrences of hostile seating, almost 200 

deterring signs, and over 100 fences, gates, and metal bars that block entrance to spaces were 

observed. These hostile elements included benches with middle armrests, curved benches, ‘no 

trespassing’ signs, ‘no loitering’ signs, and fences topped with barbed wire.  

 When social service providers were asked to identify hostile elements, like those listed 

above, they initially had trouble. Social service providers were immediately able to identify the 

presence of police and security personnel as hostile, but struggled to identify elements of the 

built environment, highlighting the mundanity of this exclusion tactic. After some thought, 

participants identified the use of cameras and surveillance as exclusionary along with the 

absence/removal of street furniture, specifically designed benches, and high-pitched noise 

machines. Notably, the glaring, in-your-face tactics, such as anti-homeless spikes, were absent in 

Guelph. These are the strategies that often quickly spark public outrage (Petty 2016) while the 

gradual increase in surveillance devices goes unnoticed.  

 Official actors involved in the regulation and design of public space had a predictably 

easier time identifying hostile design. Most participants felt that it was not overly present and 

instead supported the use of CPTED strategies such as beautification, activation of spaces, eyes 

on the street, and the like. However, the distinction between CPTED and hostile design can be 

easily blurred. Cameras, for example, are widely discussed within both bodies of literature as 

useful for creating a sense of safety while also argued to create unwelcoming spaces.  

 Ultimately, social service providers felt that exclusionary design has negative impacts on 

homeless persons and social service work. This design can augment the stigma surrounding 

homelessness, contribute to a negative sense of self, and negatively impact homeless persons 

access to social services if they are pushed out of the areas where these services are located. 

Social service providers felt lacking access to these services could result in poor health, chronic 
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homelessness, and lack of safety. Similarly, pushing homeless persons out of public spaces could 

force outreach workers into more marginal spaces as well. Outreach workers may spend more 

time simply locating these individuals and may be pushed into spaces with a history of unsafe 

occurrences, such as some of the low-income housing complexes.  

 Furthermore, the success of this design is unknown. Existing research lacks consensus on 

the value/harm of this design and social service providers also struggled to view this design as 

truly successful. Though it may succeed in displacing people, hostile design does not address the 

root causes of homelessness. The use of this design also has implications for the broader public. 

Exclusionary design, such as benches with middle armrests, are also often unsuitable for larger 

bodied people. Similarly curved, uncomfortable benches may be troublesome for elderly 

populations and people with disabilities. Hostile design can also serve to create hardened 

environments that are unwelcoming for anyone. 

 In light of these potential pitfalls, social service providers and official actors involved in 

the design and regulation of public space provided many thoughtful alternatives to hostile design. 

Participants felt that improving social services, increasing affordable and supportive housing, 

increasing job opportunities, and improving government funding/support were key in reducing 

homelessness. They also identified that increased opportunities to educate the public on 

homelessness could reduce stigma and increase empathy for this population. Specifically related 

to space, participants felt that more welcoming spaces for all, including spaces where a wide 

variety of people could engage in meaningful activities together would be invaluable.  

 Employing the Right to the City as a theoretical framework for this research, I argue that 

homeless persons, as those who spend significant time shaping the city, have a right to inhabit 

public spaces. Who constitutes a ‘valuable’ member of society must be reimagined, 

understanding that everyone has a right to public spaces throughout the city regardless of 

occupation, income level, addiction, etc. One participant, Julie, shared that she knows of other 

cities implementing city-wide basketball games that attract a variety of populations to come 

together. Relatively low cost, feasible activities like sports should be seriously considered by 
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Guelph and other cities to potentially increase acceptance and understanding of difference 

throughout communities.  

6.2 Limitations 

Discussing and investigating a marginalized population while excluding those with lived 

experience is a clear limitation of this study. The initial plan of study was to focus primarily on 

homeless persons’ experiences of exclusionary design with supplementary data from social 

service providers and official actors involved in the regulation and design of public space. In 

light of the COVID-19 pandemic, I was forced to depart from this plan. With increasing rates of 

infection, interviewing homeless persons face-to-face presented a tremendous risk to both myself 

and this population that experiences heightened risks associated with contracting COVID-19. A 

recent study found that homeless persons are over 20 times more likely to be hospitalized due to 

COVID and five times more likely to die from COVID-19 than the general population (Richard 

et al. 2021). Additionally, conducting virtual interviews with this population would have proven 

very difficult as they have limited access to suitable electronic devices and consistent internet. In 

light of these considerations, this research became centered on social service providers and those 

involved in the design and regulation of space.  

 There are also potential limitations related to the official actors involved in the design and 

regulation of public space. Those who responded to my email inquiry and agreed to participate in 

this study may constitute a unique sub-sample of this population that were willing to discuss how 

their chosen career path may negatively impact vulnerable populations. It is possible that some 

emails were received by people unwilling to discuss exclusion via built environment or those that 

are advocates for hostile design who, as a result, chose not to participate in this study. However, 

those who did agree to participate appeared to speak openly and honestly and discuss difficult 

topics. They also spoke about their own individual experiences as well as their experiences in the 

field more broadly, perhaps partially capturing these potentially excluded voices. 
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6.3 Future Research 

Corresponding with the limitations of this study, future research that replicates these 

findings would be valuable. Repeating these results would add credibility to these claims and 

may further encourage policy makers to look more seriously at implementing rules and 

regulations around the use of exclusionary design. Moreover, a future re-mapping of downtown 

Guelph would allow comparison of current and previous hostile elements. Presently, many 

people discuss hostile design as an ‘increasing’ tactic, with little evidence to support this claim. 

A re-mapping would allow for a more accurate understanding of the increasing/decreasing nature 

of exclusionary design.  

Additionally, research that focuses on exclusionary design from the viewpoint of people 

with lived experience of homelessness would serve invaluable in understanding how this design 

potentially impacts their lives. Including those who are being researched is key in gaining a 

comprehensive understanding of any phenomenon.  

 Furthermore, re-iterating the suggestions of other researchers, further consensus 

regarding what truly constitutes exclusionary design and distinctions between CPTED and 

exclusionary design should be investigated (Rosenberger 2020).  This lack of consensus makes 

research challenging when trying to objectively identify hostile elements.  

6.4 Concluding Remarks 

This thesis began with a general introduction before delving into a comprehensive 

literature review outlining the existing research surrounding regulation of public space, 

exclusionary design, and homeless persons’ experiences in and of public space. In conjunction 

with the literature review, the Right to the City as a theoretical framework was discussed. I then 

outlined the mixed methods used throughout this research, including a visually mapping of 

downtown Guelph and semi-structured interviews with social service providers and official 

actors involved in the design and regulation of public space. The key findings gathered from 

these data collection methods were then outlined, followed by a detailed discussion of these 
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findings and how they relate/differ from existing research. Insightful, feasible alternatives to 

hostile design were presented alongside this discussion. This concluding chapter summarizes the 

key takeaways of this research while also outlining limitation and suggestions for future 

research.  

 Overall, this project provides a unique comparison of the views of social service 

providers and those involved in the design and regulation of space. Exploring this often mundane 

exclusion tactic and how it potentially impacts vulnerable populations, like homeless persons, 

has the potential to influence future decisions regarding rules and regulations surrounding the 

implementation of this design. As more research is conducted on this design strategy, such as 

this study, more awareness is created and potential for change increases. This exclusionary 

design not only harms people experiencing homelessness but also unintentionally excludes larger 

bodied people, elderly individuals, people with disabilities, and creates hardened environments 

that are unwelcoming for all. 
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APPENDIX A: 2020 CONSOLIDATION OF A PLACE TO GROW ACT 
FULL COVER 
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APPENDIX B: SCHEDULE C OF THE CITY OF GUELPH OFFICAL 
PLAN 
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APPENDIX C: SCHEDULE 1 OF THE CITY OF GUELPH OFFICAL 
PLAN 

 

Orange outline depicts the Urban Growth Centre/ Downtown Guelph 
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APPENDIX D: PREVIOUS OFFICIAL MAP OF DOWNTOWN GUELPH 
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APPENDIX E: SCHEDULE B OF THE CITY OF GUELPH OFFICAL 
PLAN 

 

Circled area identified as “existing park and open space” and contains no trespassing signs 



 

 

 

 

118 

APPENDIX F: INTERVIEW GUIDE FOR OFFICIAL ACTORS 
INVOLVED IN PROVIDING SERVICES TO HOMELESS PEOPLE 

Interview Questions 

1. Can you tell me about how you came into your current role as the Client Care Manager 
for the Guelph Community Health Center?  

2. How long have you been in this position? 
3. Can you tell me a bit about what your title means and what you do as someone in that 

role? What are your formal responsibilities? 
4. [If not already discussed] How does your role relate to homelessness, housing insecurity, 

street involvement, etc.?  
5. In what ways does downtown Guelph figure in your work? 
6. Can you tell me about what you think some of the major issues concerning homelessness/ 

street involvement are in Downtown Guelph? 
7. Are there any particular areas in downtown where you find homeless people or street 

involved people spend a lot of time? 
a. Why do you think those particular areas have a lot of activity? 

8. Are there areas that you find homeless people tend to avoid? 
a. Why do you think that is? 

9. Overall, do you find that Downtown Guelph is particular welcoming, unwelcoming, or 
neutral, towards homeless people? 

a. Can you explain why you think that? 
10. Have you ever noticed how the physical outdoor space, the design of space, is either 

welcoming or unwelcoming towards homeless people? 
a. For example, if there are a lot of covered spaces outdoors to sit or lay down? 

Enough benches that are suitable for sitting or lying comfortably? 
11. Have you ever seen firsthand how a homeless person has been affected by the physical 

outdoor environment?  
a. For example, have you observed someone sleeping sitting up as there is nowhere 

to lay down or sleeping on the ground because of a lack of benches or other 
alternatives? 

b. Has anyone ever told you about an experience they’ve had involving outdoor 
physical features? 

12. The term Crime Prevention Through Environmental Design, which you may have heard 
of before, refers to the belief that physical changes can reduce and prevent crime. For 
example, surveillance cameras – either fake or real – can cause people to feel like they 
are being watched and arguably prevent crime as a result. 

a. Do you think this type of design is present in downtown Guelph?  
b. Can you think of any specific examples? 

i. [Examples if needed]: surveillance cameras, bright lights in alleys 
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APPENDIX F CONTINUED 
c. Do you think there is a lot of this Guelph? 

13. The terms exclusionary design and hostile architecture, which you may have also heard 
of before, refer to the use of the outdoor built environment – so things like benches, bus 
shelters, gates, fences, and the like, to deter homeless people or prevent them from using 
public spaces. A specific example would be benches with armrests in the middle that 
prevent lying down.  

a. Do you think this type of design is present in downtown Guelph?  
b. Can you think of any specific examples?  

i. [Examples if needed]: Use of large decorative rocks in an open, covered 
space, benches that are short, curved, or have a middle armrest so they 
cannot be laid on.  

c. Do you think there is a lot of this Guelph?  
14. Do you think this design is successful in deterring people who are involved in street life?  

a. Why or why not?  
15. Do you think the frequency of the use of this design has been increasing, decreasing, or 

remaining the same in the previous 5 years? 
a. How about the previous 10 years? 
b. Can you explain why/ how?  

16. Has this design impacted your ability to complete your work/ volunteer activities?  
a. Can you provide a specific example of a time you were impacted by exclusionary 

design? 
17. How do you feel about the use of this design in general? 

a. Probe: Do you think the use of this design is acceptable or not acceptable? Why 
or why not? 

18. How do you think, if at all, the use of exclusionary design impacts the general homeless 
population? 

19. In a perfect world, what does a homeless-friendly downtown Guelph environment look 
like to you? If there were no constraints on time, money, getting official approval, and so 
on. 

20. Is there anything else you’d like to discuss or tell me about that I didn’t ask about or that 
you’d like to elaborate on? 

Demographic Information (Participants can answer freely)  

• Age  
• Gender  
• Ethnicity 
• Highest level of education achieved  
• Occupation and/or Volunteer Position (one should be related to providing services to the 

homeless) 
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APPENDIX G: INTERVIEW GUIDE FOR OFFICIAL ACTORS 
INVOLVED IN THE DESIGN, REGULATION, AND 
IMPLEMENTATION OF PUBLIC SPACE DESIGN 

Interview Questions  

21. Can you tell me about how you came into your current role as Vice President of 
Development for Wood Development Group? 

22. How long have you been in this position? 
23. Can you tell me a bit about what your title means and what you do as someone in that 

role? What are your formal responsibilities? 
24. Can you tell me a bit about your previous role as General Manager of Downtown 

Renewal at the City of Guelph? 
25. [If not already discussed] How, if at all, does your role relate to Downtown Guelph 

specifically?  
a. Planning, implementation of services, regulation, etc.  

26. What do you think are some successful components of Downtown Guelph as a physical 
space – in terms of the design of the public realm? 

a. For example, overall feel, night life, shopping district, etc.  
27. What do you see as major concerns or areas for improvement for the downtown area? 

(Obviously know my project is about homelessness but this doesn’t have to be related to 
that) 

28. Are there any specific areas that are problematic? (Let the persons examples lead….) 
a. [If says no…] Are there any areas with a lot of street-involved activities? Maybe 

where people are congregating frequently and sometimes causing disruptions? 
b. [If still says no…] Are there any areas that are lacking activity that could be more 

lively? 
c. Guelph Central Station, for example. I see a lot of activity there. Always many 

people on the streets, hanging around. 
d. What are the issues in this/ these area(s)? 

29. What has been done to try and deal with these problematic areas? What was the thinking 
behind these kinds of interventions? 

a. Were these successful? 
b. Why do you think they were or were not? 

30. What do you think can be done to improve this area?  
31. [If not already discussed] Do you think changes in the outdoor built environment – like 

street furniture, how buildings are constructed, and signage, for example – are of value in 
helping these problematic areas? 

32. Why or why do/ don’t you think that changing the physical space is a good option for 
dealing with these issues? 

33. Do you think there are alternatives to altering physical space to resolve these issues?  
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APPENDIX G CONTINUED 
a. Could they work together - modifying physical features and [suggested 

alternative, if provided]? 
b. Do you think one option is preferential to the other? 

34. [If problem discussed was unrelated to homelessness/ street involved people] Related to 
homelessness/ people who are involved in street life specifically, do you think changes in 
the outdoor built environment – like street furniture, how buildings are constructed, and 
signage, for example – are of valuing in helping problematic areas (for example, a 
specific area that they may have mentioned)? 

a. Can you explain why or why not? 
b. Do you think there are alternatives to altering physical space to resolve these 

issues?  
c. Could they work together - modifying physical features and [suggested 

alternative, if provided]?  
d. Do you think one option is preferential to the other?  

35. Now thinking about the entirety of Downtown Guelph, do you think the outdoor built 
environment is welcoming to homeless and street involved people? 

a. Why or why not? 
36. Hypothetically speaking, what does an ideal downtown Guelph look like in your opinion? 

If there were no constraints on time, money, etc. 
a. [Depending on if above answer includes homelessness] In a perfect world, what 

does a homeless-friendly downtown Guelph environment look like to you? If 
there were no constraints on time, money, getting official approval, and so on.  

37. Is there anything else you’d like to discuss or tell me about that I didn’t ask about or that 
you’d like to elaborate on?  

*Continue to redirect back to physical space/ outdoor built environment if try to discuss Guelph 
“welcoming streets” and similar ideas.  

“I know Guelph has task forces and other plans in place to help support homeless people 
in the community, but thinking specifically about the physical, outdoor space in 
downtown [repeat question].”   

*If I know people are involved in a particular area (Baker St. Development, for example) I will 
also ask questions about specific design elements of that area 

1. Can you tell me about the [Baker St Development]? 
2. What, in your opinion, are some of the best features of this new plan? 
3. Were there/ are there any major concerns with this new development? 
4. How do you hope the outdoor space of this design (storefronts, courtyards, etc.) is used? 
5. Would you say this design had a target audience?  

a. If so, who?  
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APPENDIX G CONTINUED 
6. Were there any concerns with how the homeless or street involved population may use 

this space?  
a. If so, how were these concerns handled?  

7. [Provide specific example of hostile architecture in this space]. Are you able to tell me 
why this was implemented in the space?  

a. [If say for a reason unrelated to homelessness] Okay, so I understand that you 
implemented it with […] in mind. Did you consider how it would impact 
homeless people? 

Demographic Information (Participants can answer freely) 

• Age 
• Gender 
• Ethnicity 
• City/ town of residence 
• Highest level of education achieved  
• Occupation and/or Organization Position (one should be related to the design, regulation, 

or implementation of exclusionary design)  
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APPENDIX H: SAMPLE RECRUITMENT EMAILS 

Recruitment Email for Official Actors Involved in the Design, Implementation, or 
Regulation of Exclusionary Design 

Hello, 

My name is Amanda Dakin and I am a graduate student at the University of Guelph studying the 
regulation of public space and homelessness. I was looking around online and found your contact 
information on [where found]. I am contacting you in hopes that you would be willing to be 
interviewed for my research project. The interview would consist of questions about the outdoor 
built environment/ regulation of public space and your perceptions and thoughts regarding issues 
of homelessness in the city. The interview will be approximately 30 to 45 minutes long and can 
be done over the phone, or via videoconferencing to suit your needs. Your identity will remain 
confidential.  

This study has been reviewed and received ethics clearance from the University of Guelph 
Research Ethics Board (REB#20-06-038). Participation is completely voluntary.  

Please let me know if you have any questions, comments, concerns, or would like to arrange 
participation.  

I look forward to hearing from you. Thank you, Amanda Dakin  

Recruitment Email for Service Providers 

Hello, 

My name is Amanda Dakin and I am a graduate student at the University of Guelph studying the 
regulation of public space and homelessness. I was looking around online and found your contact 
information on [where found]. I am contacting you in hopes that you would be willing to be 
interviewed for my research project. The interview would consist of questions about your role in 
relation to supporting/ working with homeless and street-involved populations and your 
perceptions and thoughts regarding issues of public space and homelessness in the city. The 
interview will be approximately 30 to 45 minutes long and can be done over the phone, or via 
videoconferencing to suit your needs. Your identity will remain confidential.  

This study has been reviewed and received ethics clearance from the University of Guelph 
Research Ethics Board (REB#20-06-038). Participation is completely voluntary.  

Please let me know if you have any questions, comments, concerns, or would like to arrange 
participation.  

I look forward to hearing from you. Thank you, Amanda Dakin 
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APPENDIX I: SCRIPT TO BE USED IN THE CASE OF AN 
AGITATED/UPSET PARTICIPANT  

This script will be employed should any participant show signs of agitation or upset. 

Interviewer: We are discussing difficult material that I can see may be causing you 
upset, distress, or discomfort. I have some resources for mental health support available 
to you. They are the Canadian Mental Health Association and ConnexOntario. If you’re 
comfortable with me doing so, I can contact one of these services now on your behalf and 
connect you with them. I can stay on the line with you until you have made contact with 
them.  

If participant says yes, 

Interviewer: Okay. Are you okay with providing me a phone number or some other of 
method of reaching you to provide to the service so you can speak to someone? Which 
service would you prefer for me to call: Canadian Mental Health Association or 
ConnexOntario? 

This is the script that will be used with the service, 

Interviewer: Hello. I am currently speaking with someone who is upset and is hoping to 
speak to someone there about what’s going on, is this possible? They have given me 
permission to provide you will their contact information for this purpose which is 
(contact information here). I will stay on my call/ videocall with them until you are 
connected with them.  

If participant answers no,  

Interviewer: I will send you the information to these services, the Canadian Mental 
Health Association and ConnexOntario, to you through your preferred method (email, 
text, read them aloud, etc.). If you wish to contact these services in the future and would 
like my help facilitating this connection, please do not hesitate to reach out to me. I’m 
happy to help. Do you wish to continue with the interview? Just a reminder that you are 
free to end the interview at any time for any reason and there will be no penalty for doing 
so.  

If the participant chooses to continue with the interview,  

Interviewer: Thank you for continuing with the interview. Because you decided to 
continue now does not mean that you cannot still terminate the interview at any time. Just 
let me know if you want to stop at any point.  
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APPENDIX I CONTINUED 

If the participant chooses to discontinue with the interview, 

Interviewer: No problem at all. The information you provided up until this point will be 
deleted. Your privacy will be respected. Thank you for your time. Please reach out to me 
if you have any questions or would like some assistance in contacting the mental health 
resources I provided. I am happy to facilitate a connection with them on your behalf.  

Mental Health Supports/ Services  

Canadian Mental Health Association: 

In person: 485 Silvercreek Parkway North, Guelph or 80 Waterloo Ave., Guelph or 147 
Wyndham St. North, Guelph 

By phone: 1-844-264-2993 

ConnexOntario: 

By phone: 1-866-531-2600 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


