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Meeting the needs of Refugees in Utah Through Interior Design
Valerie Jenkins Honors Thesis

Abstract: 

This thesis will discuss a collaborative project between the senior students in the Landscape 
Architecture and Environmental Planning (LAEP) department and the Interior Design (ID) Pro-
gram. In an effort to understand and address the needs of the refugees who reside in South Salt 
Lake we will research, go on site visits, speak with refugee families, and meet with the outreach 
coordinator for the refugee community of South Salt Lake. All needs, whether observed or men-
tioned specifi cally, will be taken into account and addressed within the parameters of the project. 

LAEP students will create an urban plan for the redevelopment of nine blocks from 300 West to 
South Main Street and 2100 South to West Truman Ave in South Salt Lake. ID students will de-
sign buildings and interiors to meet the needs of refugees and support community infrastructure.
 
The goal of this project is to encourage community building through developing the infrastruc-
ture in this area. The parameters for this project involve the redesign of a nine block area and to 
design the three spaces specifi ed by the outreach coordinator and specialist for the refugee com-
munity in South Salt Lake. The spaces include an apartment complex, marketplace, and transit 
center.

Research and groundwork:

In teams, interior design students researched current initiatives to build and strengthen the South 
Salt Lake community. Refugee statistics, goals for the community in 2040, transportation, de-
velopment plans, and example community centers were areas researched. Additional research 
included site visits to the Bud Bailey Project and the South Parc complex to learn about the 
refugees’ housing challenges. An interview with Rachel Sanderson, the outreach coordinator and 
specialist for refugees in South Salt Lake was also conducted.

The International Refugee Committee (IRC) is an organization that responds to the needs of 
people fl eeing from their homes due to war and confl ict. The organization has headquarters in 
40 countries and in 22 cities in the United States (IRC, 2014). One of the headquarters is in Salt 
Lake City, Utah. As a result, Salt Lake County often houses refugees. South Salt Lake is a typi-
cal home for new refugees to be placed when they fi rst come to America (Sanderson, 2013). The 
refugee population in Utah is comprised of 59 ethnicities and nationalities, and they speak more 
than 50 different languages (Roger Altizer, 2013).  Some refugees are only in South Salt Lake for 
a few years, but others are there to make a permanent life in a new home. There are many chal-
lenges that face refugees as they come to America, such as few speak the language, and many 
have little or no money and few possessions (Sanderson, 2013).  The Migration Policy Institute 
shows an increase in the number of refugees and immigrants to Utah over the past few years. 
Data shows that the number of foreign births in Utah increased from 58,600  in 1990 to 240,872 
births in 2012 (Migration Policy Institute, 2014).  Additional data shows that the number of  ref-
ugees and immigrants jumped from 57,164 in 1990 to 240,872 in 2012. These numbers show the 
signifi cant increase of a foreign population in Utah. 
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Figure 2.  South Parc Apartments.Figure 1. Bud Bailey Apartments.

Initial research included several site visits. The ID senior class went to South Salt Lake to ap-
praise the nine block area that had been assigned for conceptual redevelopment. The fi rst step in 
the process was to assign groups of three or four students to certain blocks within the designat-
ed area and record the number of businesses and types, as well as any housing that was found. 
Through this process the interior design students and faculty were able to ascertain the general 
makeup of the nine blocks. This made it easier to know what changes would need to be made in 
order to create a community that would better serve the purpose of integrating refugees. The in-
terior design students also documented the business types and infrastructure in the area surround-
ing the designated blocks, to understand the general make-up of the community. 

Interior design students and faculty met at the Bud Bailey Project (Figure 1), which is an apart-
ment complex with an adjoining community center that has a focus on helping to house refugees. 
As we toured the facility, the students and faculty learned what was already being done to meet 
the needs of the refugees. The community center was well developed and had an exercise room, 
computer stations, and a counseling offi ce. The complex was designed to provide clean and well 
lit spaces with good sight lines in stark contrast to the refugee camp environment in which refu-
gees might have lived previously that felt dangerous and unsafe. 

The South Parc apartments (Figure 2) provide housing to refugees of many nationalities includ-
ing Bhutanese, Thai, Burmese, Somalian, Karen, and Iran. The Hser Ner Moo community and 
welcome center, is located within the South Parc complex and is named for a seven year-old 
Karen girl who was murdered in the apartment complex (Reavy, 2014). Her death brought the 
community in South Parc closer together as the residents suffered her loss. After-school pro-
grams for children were instituted as a result of Hser Ner Moo’s death to provide a safe place for 
the children to be while their parents were working. The community and welcome center was 
later named after her and dedicated to her memory.

Rachel Sanderson, the outreach coordinator and specialist for the refugee community of South 
Salt Lake, organized us into groups of four or fi ve and took us into the homes to speak with the 
refugees. My group visited with a Burmese man who had been living in the United States with 
his family for over fi ve years. When asked about any changes he wanted to see in his home or 
the complex, he mentioned that the apartment basement was unfi nished and would fl ood in the 
winter. Due to this issue, they never used the basement which reduced the livable area by a third.  
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He had no other suggestions, requiring us to make an observation of his needs. A few of these 
were:

     • He had bright posters of vivid green, yellow, orange and red hues covering the beige  
 walls. This expressed his need to have the colors of his native country in his home.
     • His family didn’t have much furniture and most possessions were piled on the fl oor. 
 Creating built in furniture would reduce what the refugees would have to buy on their  
 own. 
     • In front of each apartment there is a 2’x4’ grass plot, and theirs, like many others, was  
 fi lled with as many vegetables as could be planted. This shows that they need land to   
 garden because they are accustomed to growing their own food.
     • Children were playing in the parking lot because it was very large and was the only play  
 area available.  A safe play area is for youth is strongly needed.

After the interview we met in the community center with the other student groups and faculty 
to talk about what had been learned from our group visits. The refugees visited originated from 
Bhutan, Thailand, Somalia, and Burma. Many of the issues noted were the same such as, the 
apartments did not fulfi ll the needs of their occupants due to small size, the lack of suffi cient 
gardening areas, and no safe place for children to be outside. 

Rachel Sanderson talked about needs she saw for the refugee community. These were:

     • A home in which the refugees can feel proud living. 
     • To be able to use their talents to and fi nd a way to generate income for their 
 families.
     • Easier access to a grocery store, preferably one that carries some of their native foods. 
     • Better access the surrounding area, to increase access to goods, services, jobs, etc.,  
 because many of them don’t have cars (Sanderson, 2013). 

Contrasting the Bud Bailey Project to the South Parc complex shows the consideration the Bud 
Bailey Project has placed on creating a space for refugees to feel at home. Two improvements I 
noted that would improve the Bud Bailey Project to be more accommodating to refugees would 
be to reduce echoing in the hallways and to include an area for children to play soccer outdoors. 
After speaking with the outreach specialist about the refugee children’s desire to play soccer, it 
was evident that the playground at the Bud Bailey Project would not be suffi cient for the chil-
dren’s need to play sport games.

Collaborative Design

In the Fall of 2013 the interior design seniors were informed by Susan Tibbitts, one of the project 
administrators, that they would be collaborating with the senior LAEP students on a redevelop-
ment project for the city of South Salt Lake. The LAEP students would be creating an urban plan 
for the area and the ID students would be working within the selected urban plan to create their 
designs. During a meeting with LAEP and ID students and faculty, all of the conceptual plans 
would be presented. The teams of LAEP students would present their urban redevelopment plans, 
and the ID teams would present their proposed apartment complexes. After the presentations 
a vote for the fi nal urban plan and apartment complex would be made by the students of both 
groups and the faculty. 3



 Summit renderings created by Trevor Call of Moriyama Studio.
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The teams of ID students began designing an apartment complex for the refugees. Research 
showed that deep social divisions can be overcome by integrating ethnicities, incomes and 
backgrounds to create a mixed community (Bates, Lane, Power, & Serle, 2013). Each of the 
teams proposed and presented a mixed community apartment design to their peers and the senior 
landscape architecture students. After voting, the apartment complex called “the Summit” was 
selected. The Summit building plan included fl oor plans showing where apartments, hallways, 
and stairs were for each of the fi ve levels. There were also exterior elevations and renderings for 
the building (Figure 3). 

The Summit building solved many of the observed needs of the refugees. The rooftop provides 
access to a greenhouse for the residents and provides them with a place to garden and grow food 
to support their families. Incorporated into the building are a number of gathering places and 
room for a community center to help foster community connectivity. The apartment sizes vary to 
suit the needs of different families and each apartment provides a unique place for each resident 
to enjoy.

The Landscape Architecture and Environmental Planning (LAEP) student teams created concep-
tual urban redevelopment plans for the area which they presented to the interior design students. 
Two or three of the interior design students were then paired with each LAEP group to help 
inform each urban plan. From that point the proposed urban plans were refi ned and a vote of the 
LAEP students and ID students and faculty decided which urban plan would be chosen as the 
fi nal selection (Figure 4). The interior design students drew all of the buildings for the conceptual 
urban plan in AutoCad and had them laser cut from wood. Together the landscape architecture 
students and the interior design seniors assembled the scale model of the urban plan which was 
to be presented to the city council member of South Salt Lake(Figures 5, 6, and 7).

Figure 3.



Figure 4. Selected urban plan for the nine block area.

Figure 6. Process of the model being built.Figure 5. Trees for the model being prepared. Figure 7. LAEP and interior design 
students assembling the model.
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Proposed Individual Designs

Interior design students created designs for the spaces that were suggested by the refugee out-
reach coordinator. In addition to the three spaces she mentioned, a housing complex, marketplace 
and transit center, the students designed a space of their choice. This additional space was chosen 
based on student research fi ndings and what they felt would strengthen the infrastructure of the 
community. 

Each interior design student chose one apartment in the Summit complex to space plan and ren-
der for two clients. One space would show how a refugee might live, and the other would depict 
how an American might live in the space. The results were two very different design options.

Proposed Kitchen for Burmese Client

Rachel Sanderson mentioned in her interview that the kitchen is an important communal set-
ting in the home, and that the kitchen, dining, and living room should be open to one another to 
accommodate the refugees’ cultural need for togetherness. Bigger kitchens were needed because 
cooking is usually a collaborative effort. 



Building floorplan by Lauren Henrie, Jessica Nguyen, 
Sydney Greer, and Katelyn Lindstrom.

Apartment floorplan and furniture layout by 
Valerie Jenkins.

Interior rendering by Valerie Jenkins.

My client was a Burmese family with four children that have been living in the United States for 
only a few months. The design goals for their space included:

     • The use of color as a connection to their native country.
     • Creating a space that felt inviting and comfortable.
     • Reducing the need to purchase furniture.

I had observed that the Burmese home I visited had posters with bright colors with warm under-
tones covering the beige walls. To address the observed need for color I used light and medium 
browns in the fl ooring and cabinetry in conjunction with green painted walls and an orange rug 
(Figure 8). A feeling of comfort comes through the warmth in the undertones as well as in the 
use of cultural colors.

The building fl oorplan and apartment layout show the location of the space within the building 
(Figures 9 and 10). I designed pieces of furniture that were multi-functional, such as the kitchen 
island doubling as a dining table to provide options for use in the space. Having multiple uses for 
one item reduced the pieces of furniture that the refugees might need to purchase.

Figure 8.

Figure 9. Figure 10.
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Proposed Kitchen for American Client
This client was a family originally from Maine, which moved to Utah for health reasons. The 
family consists of a father and mother and three children. Their desires for their home included:
    
     • A modern yet timeless look.
     • Light and airy attributes.
     • An open fl oor plan.

This kitchen implements a subtle use of color and has a distinct use of texture that creates a 
modern feel (Figure 11). Most of the surfaces are very smooth, as is evident in the counters and 
high-gloss tiled wall. This is contrasted with the linear texture of the wood cabinets and the 
rough texture of the concrete fl ooring. The kitchen, dining, and living area compose one large 
room, which meets the desire for an open fl oor plan. Light is brought into the space through a 
glass door at the front of the apartment and large windows on the far side of the living room.

The building fl oorplan and the apartment fl oorplan show the apartment layout and where this 
apartment is located in the complex (Figures 12 and 13).

Figure 12. Figure 13.

Figure 11. Rendering by Valerie Jenkins.

Building floorplan by Lauren Henrie, Jessica 
Nguyen, Sydney Greer, and Katelyn Lindstrom.

Apartment floorplan and furniture layout by 
Valerie Jenkins. 7



Outdoor Community Area

Rachel Sanderson, the outreach coordinator for the refugee population of South Salt Lake, made 
the following comment:

To address this need I designed an outdoor community space (Figure 14 and 15) where the adults 
and children are in close proximity to each other. While the children are playing the adults can 
be socializing. The children’s outdoor space (Figure 16) provides a chalk wall, an imagination 
playground, and an area to ride bikes.

Figure 15.

Figure 16.

Figure 14. Floorplan and layout by Valerie Jenkins.

Community space rendering, by Valerie Jenkins.

Building floorplan by Lauren Henrie, Jessica 
Nguyen, Sydney Greer, and Katelyn Lindstrom.
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“The little kids need a place where they can ride their bikes, it isn’t safe to ride out 
here in the street. They just need a little area where they can ride. Their houses are 
small, they need to be outside so they need a play area somewhat enclosed so the par-
ents can know they are safe while they continue, because around here, 18 months old is 
old enough to tend yourself. So, please, design a safe play area.”  



Incubator Space
This marketplace design shown has an unusual element called an “incubator” space (Figure 17). 
An incubator is a small business, usually consisting of one person. The individual businesses re-
ceive help and guidance from professionals as they learn how to manage their business. The more 
knowledge they gain the more independent they can become (Incubator, 2014). The goal of an 
incubator is to provide the business owner with enough knowledge and revenue to become more 
established. 

This marketplace is proposed in this area to help build the community through the business growth 
of the incubator spaces (Figure 18). The incubator spaces are not reserved for refugees, but can be 
utilized by any member of the community seeking to learn how to build or start their own business. 
The building fl oorplan depicts the areas specifi ed for incubator spaces and the other places des-
ignated for retail areas (Figure 19). By promoting individual and business growth in this market-
place, the community can be stimulated. 

Figure 18. Exterior rendering of Marketplace by Valerie Jenkins. Figure 19. Building design, floorplan, and furniture layout by 
Valerie Jenkins.

Figure 17. Marketplace rendering by Valerie Jenkins.
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Transit Center
The Sugar House Streetcar opened on December 8, 2013 and meets the UTA Trax as it runs 
East to West from Sugar House to South Salt Lake. The S-line needs a transit center to make the 
area where the two forms of transportation meet available to the community. I chose an existing 
building on West Cross Rd. Square to conceptually redesign to be used as the transit center (Fig-
ure 20). 

This transit center is within walking distance of the proposed location for the Summit apartment 
complex. This provides easy access to the individuals living in the apartment building. The space 
could benefi t the refugee population because it would broaden the area that they can travel with-
out a car. This would allow them better access to jobs and grocery stores. There are also retail 
units located in the interior of the transit center that could provide additional job opportunities 
(Figure 21).

Figure 20.

Figure 21.

Exterior rendering by Valerie Jenkins.

Interior rendering by Valerie Jenkins.
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Universal Spiritual Center
My last focus for the project was on the emotional well-being of the refugees. The number of 
refugees within South Salt Lake and their origin fl uctuate regularly. Due to this fl uctuation, I 
decided to design a universal space in which to worship (Figures 22 and 23). 

In order to most effectively serve the largest number of people, this worship center needed to be 
highly versatile and non-representational of any particular religion. This led me to create a space 
that could be easily divided or enlarged through the use of curtain walls. The entire space can be 
opened up into a large room or can be subdivided into a series of smaller rooms to accommodate 
multiple gatherings at the same time. Another uniting factor in the building is the use of nature 
as a universal connection between all people and all religions (Figure 24). This is seen through 
the exterior landscape as well as the atrium in the center of the structure. The atrium houses trees, 
potted bamboo, and sitting areas for people to sit and ponder.

Figure 23.

Figure 22.

Figure 24.Reception area rendering and building design Valerie Jenkins.

Interior rendering by Valerie Jenkins.

Floorplan by Valerie Jenkins.
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Through this project I learned about the refugee population that resides in South Salt Lake and 
about the needs that they have. The needs addressed were largely observed needs, whether they 
were of our own observations or observed by the outreach coordinator, Rachel Sanderson. I was 
able to provide proposed solutions in the four interior design projects I completed. I feel I met 
my goals in the following ways:

Learning about the plight of the refugee population through research, site visits, and personally 
speaking with the refugees has changed my views on design. This project has taught me that 
through collaboration and design, not only can individuals be affected, but whole communities 
can be stimulated and the infrastructure supported. In this project I focused on meeting the needs 
of the refugees and each space designed could benefi t any member of the community. The versa-
tility of the designs and the stimulation they could potentially bring to the community are aspects 
that make this project achieve the goal of building a stronger community for South Salt Lake.
 
The potential for the proposed designs to be incorporated in the redevelopment of South Salt 
Lake is high. The LAEP students were able to present their urban plan to the redevelopment 
committee for South Salt Lake and received positive feedback. My hope is that these designs and 
ideas will be a catalyst for change and positive growth in South Salt Lake and provide informa-
tion and options for the refugee community.

The apartment complex includes apartments ranging in size to accommodate individ-
ual needs. There is a rooftop garden solely for the use of the people who live in the 
complex. There are community gathering spaces throughout the building that promote 
community connectivity. This also allows for the adults to gather while still in close 
range with their children. Examples of apartment spaces that I created show built-in 
furniture the refugees would have otherwise needed to purchase. 
The transit center is within walking distance of the apartment complex and expands 
the accessible area for the refugees. As a transportation depot, it can provide access to 
jobs and grocery stores that would have otherwise been out of reach for those individ-
uals without cars. 
The need for an opportunity to generate income and use the skills and talents that they 
already possess was addressed by creating a marketplace that had an emphasis on 
incubator shops. These small shops would be mentored so the individuals growing the 
business would learn valuable business skills and generate revenue as they worked.
A spiritual center that is denominationally neutral was created to fulfi ll an emotional 
need, thereby providing a place where any religion could meet and use the facility. 
The hexagonal shape of the building allows for easy division of the space using cur-
tain walls. In this way, the building can accommodate a large congregation or a few 
small gatherings, depending on the needs of the users.  

•

•

•

•

Conclusion

12



Works Cited

Bates, K., Lane, L., Power, A., & Serle, N. (2013, July). Divided City? The value of mixed 
 communities in expensive neighbourhoods. Wesminster, London, Great Britan.

Incubator, S. K. (2014, April 28). About. Retrieved from Spice Kitchen Incubator:
  http://spicekitchenincubator.org/about/

IRC. (2014, May 8). The IRC at a Glance. Retrieved from International Rescue Committee:   
 http://www.rescue.org/irc-a-glance

Migration Policy Institute. (2014, April 25). Utah: Demographics and Social. Retrieved from   
 MPI : http://www.migrationpolicy.org/data/state-profi les/state/demographics/UT

Reavy, P. (2014, January 16). Utah. Retrieved from Deseret News: http://www.deseretnews.com/  
 article/865594297/Almost-6-years-after-death-of-7-year-old-Hser-Ner-Moo-Esar-   
 Met-trial-will-go-to-jurors-on-Friday.html?pg=all

Roger Altizer, A. B. (2013, September 15). Refugees in Utah. Retrieved from Utah’s Refugee   
 Voices: http://www.yourstory.utah.edu/html/UtahRefugees.html

Sanderson, R. (2013, October 8). Outreach coordinator and Specialist. (S. Tibbitts, & S. Mans  
 fi eld, Interviewers)

13



Time Log

14



Time Log (cont.)

15



Time Log (cont.)

16


	Meeting the Needs of Refugees in Utah Through Interior Design
	Recommended Citation

	Thesis write up.indd

