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“The physical environment where a service is delivered and experienced by the 
customer plays an important part in the formation of the perceptions of the 
customer and their future expectations about services of that nature” [1]

The Edmonton Food Bank (EFB) provides food for 25 000 Edmontonians monthly. It 
plays a critical role in the establishment of a healthy livelihood for families who cannot 
afford to buy or access nutritional food. Although the EFB provides the comfort and 
security that comes with the attainment of nutritious food, the environment within the 
EFB waiting area is quite discomforting and unwelcoming. The waiting area’s dreary 
environment drains morale and energy. As a group, we targeted the problem of the 
monotonous environment and redesigned the walls of the waiting area to allow it to 
be an interactive, comfortable, and welcoming environment for the clients of the EFB. 

Introduction
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Starting Point

We began by researching the increasing problem 
of childhood obesity within Canada. Through our 
research, we learned that “32% of Canadian children 
and youth aged 5 to 17 years were overweight or 
obese in 2009 to 2011” [2]. As we explored the 
problem further, we found that socio-economic status 
was a major factor in rates of childhood obesity: 
“Surveys of school children report higher intake of 
fat, lower intake of complex carbohydrates and lower 
intake of some micronutrients among those from poor 
families” [3]. Those with a lower socio-economic status 
had less access to nutritional foods, causing them to 
purchase easily accessible, innutritious fast food. This 
research led us to our original design question:

Childhood Obesity

32% of children 
were obese

“How might we enable healthy lifestyles in youth 
living with low income families in Alberta?”
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Starting Point

As we explored the theme of food insecurity within low income families and how 
this affects childhood obesity, we began to research food deserts within Edmonton. 
A food desert is defined as a “lack of access to quality food” [4]. There are eight 
neighbourhoods within Edmonton that are defined as food deserts due to their “lack 
of a nearby supermarket” [5].

The research that we conducted on solutions to food insecurity and food deserts 
led us to the EFB. We visited the EFB to observe how Edmontonians access food if 
they’re in need.

Food Insecurity
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Primary Research

In their own words, the EFB are “stewards in the collection of surplus and donated 
food for the effective distribution, free of charge, to people in need in our 
community” [6]. It helps in combating food insecurity and food deserts in the city of 
Edmonton by providing people with nutritious foods that is free and easily accessible.

During our first visit to the EFB, we observed many opportunities for design 
intervention:

Initial Problem

of Food Box of Clients
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Primary Research

The first problem that we identified was the packaging and distribution of food 
boxes. Each box of food weighs thirty five pounds. The food boxes are given to the 
clients, and the clients take the food out of the boxes and put them into bags to take 
home. We found this system to be unnecessarily tedious. 

The second problem that we detected was the volunteer system within the EFB. 
Many of the volunteers are tasked with volunteer duties that do not require any kind 
of skill. This conclusively leads to the underutilization of the unique skillset of the 
volunteers. 

The third problem that we discovered was the education of the clients of the EFB. 
Walter Dong, an employee of the EFB, expressed the concern that a majority of the 
clients do not know the difference between nutritious and innutritious food. 

The fourth problem that we observed was the waiting area in the EFB. Visiting the 
EFB can be a personal and vulnerable experience, and we were surprised to see 
that the first point of contact, the waiting area, was so dreary. It is an uncomfortable, 
draining and unwelcoming environment. The space lacks distractions to entertain 
the mind of the clients as they wait for their service. We resolved to specifically focus 
on the problem of the waiting area because of the limitless opportunities for design 
intervention and time constraints. 

The final problem that we recognized within the EFB was transportation to and from 
the warehouse itself. Walter informed us that 95% of clients do not own a vehicle 
or a phone. By observing outside of the EFB and by conducting further research, 
we realized that the clients had created a carpooling system within their own 
communities, allowing them to access the EFB without having to walk unreasonably 
long distances.
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Problem

After making the decision to focus on the problem of the EFB’s waiting area, we 
began to pull out more specific problems within the environment that we could 
potentially tackle in terms of making the space more comforting and welcoming. The 
waiting area expels a dreary environment, has the potential to be an educative space 
for the clients, and lacks an organized flow. 
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Problem

We decided to tackle the problem of the environment of the waiting area because of 
time and space constraints. 

This decision led us into our new design question: 

Specification of Problem we are Undertaking

“How might we foster a welcoming environment in 
the Edmonton Food Bank waiting area?”
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Problem

After deciding on which problem of the waiting area was the most feasible for us to 
focus on, we went through a brainstorm design sprint to allow ourselves to think of as 
many potential solutions to the unwelcoming environment as possible.

Design Sprint

After the design sprint, we discussed what a welcoming environment looks and 
feels like. Welcoming environments convey “empathy, warmth, and friendliness” [7]. 
Defining what a welcoming environment is allowed us to determine how we can best 
implement it within the waiting area. 

Definition
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Design Intervention

We determined that the best way to implement a comfortable, welcoming 
environment within the waiting area of the EFB is to intervene on the walls of the 
space. 

A few constraints that we had to consider while creating our design solutions are:

•  Small space
•  Lack of funding
•  Lack of access to clients due to privacy reasons

•  EFB Clients
•  EFB staff
•  Students involved in partnerships with EFB

Constraints

The stakeholders that we are targeting through our design solutions are:

Stakeholders

1.9 Adults 1.1 Children

EFB Clients
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Design Intervention

1. The wall colours are bleak and are draining
 •  Creates an atmosphere reminiscent of a hospital 

2.  The environment is not welcoming 
 •  Causes clients to feel uncomfortable

3.  The environment has no interactive aspects 
 •  Causes clients to become bored quickly

We agreed that the new colour combination below could work together in creating 
a comfortable, energizing and mature environment. We kept in mind that by having 
too many colours, we could cause a “sensory overload” [8] within the environment, 
and that by having too little colour, like the current colour combination in the EFB, we 
could cause the environment to be “stressful and non-productive” [8]. 

Although it seems simple, wall colour is important because it has the ability to 
change the atmosphere completely: “The brain releases a hormone which affects 
moods, mental clarity, and energy level when colour is transmitted through the eyes” 
[8]. We researched what colours could evoke the feelings we wanted: calmness, 
comfort, cleanliness, and happiness. We determined that blue reduces “blood 
pressure, pulse, and respiration” [8] by being “calming, restful, and comfortable” 
[8]. Orange “increases the oxygen through the brain” [8] because it has a “happy 
implication” [8] associated with it. White is a “symbol of the blankness, simplicity, 
cleanliness” [8]. 

This can be implemented by a call for painters to donate their time and paint the 
walls of the EFB waiting area. 

Problems That we are Trying to Eliminate

Changing the Wall Colour
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Design Intervention

C = 0
M = 77 
Y = 76
K = 0

C = 75 
M = 55 
Y = 44
K = 21

C = 24 
M = 14 
Y = 22
K = 0

C = 58 
M = 0 
Y = 30
K = 0

C = 20 
M = 23 
Y = 89
K = 0

C = 0 
M = 0 
Y = 0
K = 0

C = 79 
M = 62 
Y = 55
K = 45
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Design Intervention

A chalkboard behind the reception desk could be used in multiple ways to increase 
morale, educate the clients, welcome the clients, and foster a feeling of community. 

The greeting board is important because it could play a large role in positively 
distracting and educating the clients and allowing them to feel welcomed by the 
space around them. 

This can be implemented by creating a partnership between the EFB and the Art 
and Design students at the University of Alberta. Through a partnership, students 
could be granted the priceless opportunity of utilizing the skills that they learn in the 
classroom within a client based environment. The content that goes on the greeting 
board could be decided by the EFB staff and volunteers, while the Art and Design 
students showcase the content on the board. Examples of things that can be written 
on the greeting board include recipes, positive quotes, updates related to the EFB, 
did you know facts, and illustrations. 

Adding A Greeting Board
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Design Intervention

The implementation of an activity within the EFB waiting area that both the adults 
and children could focus on has the potential of creating a collaborative environment, 
while also serving as a distraction from the bores of waiting. We concluded that 
allowing clients to colour on a wall within the waiting area could be an inclusive, 
accessible, and low maintenance activity. 

In our research, we ascertained that collaborative colouring is important because 
“colouring pre-drawn patterns” [9] reduces stress and and anxiety significantly [9]. 
We also identified that “artistic participation” [10] has a positive effect on “social 
cohesion” [10] by providing “neutral places” [10], allowing “socialization on a level 
playing field” [10], as well as allowing “diverse social groups to interact” [10]. 

This can be implemented by painting a wall in the waiting area with white IdeaPaint. 
IdeaPaint is paint that creates a “boundless erasable canvas in just one coat” [11]. 
IdeaPaint allows any wall to become a dry erase wall that can be coloured and written 
on using dry erase markers. The clients could colour drawings that are projected onto 
the wall by a projector. The drawings could be created by Art and Design students 
at the University of Alberta through a partnership with the EFB. The students could 
email their drawings to the EFB, and the EFB could project it onto the wall. Each time 
a drawing is coloured in, a photo could be taken and posted within the area, and 
then a new drawing could be projected. 

Interactive Colouring Wall 
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Summary

In summary, there are many areas within the EFB that hold the potential for design 
intervention. We specifically focused on the waiting area in the EFB because of 
time constraints and limitless design opportunities to solve the problem. The main 
problem that we tackled in the waiting area is the unwelcoming, uncomfortable and 
boring environment. We designed three solutions for these problems: 

The problem of the uncomfortable environment can be repaired by painting 
the walls with a fresh, energetic and comforting colour combination. 

The problem of the unwelcoming environment can be solved by implementing 
a greeting board behind the reception desk, where various things can be 
written, allowing clients to feel welcomed and included. The content of the 
greeting board could be chosen by the EFB staff and the content could be 
exhibited on the board by Art and Design students from the University of 
Alberta.

The problem of the boring environment can be fixed by allowing clients to 
colour on a wall painted with IdeaPaint, creating a collaborative activity to pass 
the time, relieve stress, and interact with others. Drawings submitted by Art 
and Design students from the University of Alberta could be projected on the 
wall in which clients colour on.

•

•

•
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Summary

A special thank you to Walter Dong from the Edmonton Food Bank and to 
everyone who helped us. 

Thank you!

Designers : Zhiying Zheng, Fatme Elkadry, Ravin Perera & Hannah Mousek
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