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Not sure what it is about the New Year, but every January, like clockwork, I find myself in
the mood to purge. After taking down the Christmas tree and putting away all of the holiday
trimmings, I want to keep going, room to room throughout the house, cleaning out the
clutter and organizing my world so that my brain can reboot. Out with the old and in with a
neat and tidy environment that allows me to breathe and think clearly.
It’s amazing what one can amass, especially living in the city with kids. Which is why
I have serious house (and storage space) envy over the PROjECT. Interiors-designed home
featured in this issue (“Home, Sweet Home”). From the funky foyer to the utterly serene
master bath, this Hinsdale abode is a dream property for people like me, who like their design
with a serious dose of cozy, curated charm. That’s the genius of my friend Aimee Wertepny,
founder and chief designer of PROjECT, and her awesome team (aka “tribe of design nerds,”
as Wertepny calls them): Every project has an identity, function is as important as form, and
each detail is approached with the eye of a risk-taking artist. Yet there’s no pretension to speak
of. I’m always watching to see what they do next.
Smart, sophisticated, soul-satisfying design is a common theme this issue. Check out
contributing writer Lisa Shames’ piece on Revel Global Events, Chicago’s largest, soup-tonuts event design house (“The Sum of Its Parts”). For the last decade, Britt Whitfield, Revel’s
renegade founder and CEO, has been growing the firm from a small outfit into an integrated
events agency boasting three physical events spaces. From wow-factor decor, food, logistics and
more, Revel always delivers. And after acquiring Limelight Catering—a pioneer in the local
food movement for events—and appointing Tony Quartaro (The Bristol, Balena) as executive
chef, Revel is poised to widen its lead as Chicago’s go-to eventeur for trendsetting parties that
leave a lasting impression. But don’t take our word for it. Cubs Charities, Google, FCB, Sprout
Social, Optiver and now Zillow are all repeat Revel clients.
Also in this issue is a story that takes a closer look at Designs for Dignity (D4D), the
Chicago nonprofit dedicated to empowering lives through design (“Good Design”). D4D was
founded on the belief that every individual should have access to environments that support
the wellness of the human spirit. And thanks to the pro bono work of Chicago designers
like Terri Crittenden, the CEO of Fredman Design Group and the subject of this issue’s
Sophisticated Woman column, D4D has been able to transform spaces like XS Tennis Village
and Y.O.U. Evanston, breathing new life into existing nonprofit spaces and giving them the
platform to serve individuals in need. D4D is a game changer in the nonprofit sphere. Setting
people up for success by sharing one’s gifts is something I will always get behind.
Like D4D, I believe that our physical surroundings directly impact how we feel, react,
aspire and engage. So here’s to seeking out serenity and positivity in 2019, and leading with
our hearts in all that we do. Happy New Year from all of us at SL!

Elise Hofer Shaw
Editor-In-Chief
elise@slmag.net
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GOOD
DESIGN

The XS Tennis facility lobby
features donated tile from
Fireclay Tile and Crossville.
D4D provided more than
$230,000 of donated materials
and pro bono design services
to make the facility a reality for
Chicago’s underserved youth.

Designs for Dignity is transforming
Chicago’s nonprofit spaces and
empowering lives through thoughtful
(and thought-provoking) design.
By Marissa Nelson
A few years ago, Apna Ghar, the nonprofit that, along with
advocacy and counseling services, provides housing to survivors of
gender-based violence, was operating out of a small, single-family
home on Chicago’s North Side. The gathering spaces, like many
homes, were open. The living room connected to the kitchen, and
there wasn’t a designated space for the Apna Ghar staff to privately
hold one-on-one counseling sessions with its residents.
“Part of the living room was sectioned off as the staff ’s
workspace, and that’s where survivors would have to come and tell
their oftentimes very difficult stories,” says Neha Gill, executive
director of Apna Ghar. “There was no privacy.” At the time, the
nonprofit served about 15 people at a time, each residing under
its roof for about three months. This meant that roughly 100
people lived in the home each year. That kind of traffic wore
down the home pretty quickly, says Gill. “We had been making
the space work as a shelter—as a kind of emergency safe home
for the survivors, adults and children. But we knew it wasn’t ideal,
and had begun to think about transitioning into a different, more
empowering kind of space.”
So in 2015, Apna Ghar reached out to Designs for
Dignity (D4D), the River North nonprofit on a mission to
renovate and design new spaces for nonprofit organizations by
leveraging nonprofit project budgets and in-kind donations to
create environments that empower both its clients and its staff.
Apna Ghar had a vision: The new facility should be able to
accommodate more people, yet retain the home-like environment
the current space had. This meant incorporating a calming color
scheme, comfortable couches and reading spaces in each bedroom.
It required adding commercial-grade plumbing, heating, and
cooling, as well as a larger kitchen and, most importantly, private
spaces for counseling sessions and meetings with residents.
“It’s simple things. It’s creating a functional kitchen. It’s
having a workflow that makes sense,” says Jennifer Sobecki,
CEO and executive director of D4D, who spearheaded the
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Apna Ghar project with the help of Chicago designers Elizabeth
Pasquinelli (debaun studio) and Lauren Smith (Lauren M.
Smith Interiors), who donated their time and materials. “Design
is beautiful, and should be attainable for everyone—to live and
work and thrive in an environment that lifts you up and helps
you be your best self.”
Since its inception in 2000, D4D has transformed more than
250 nonprofit spaces, secured more than $10 million worth of
donated furnishings and materials, and provided more than 90,000
pro bono design hours (which equates to about $12 million) to
worthy Chicago organizations like Y.O.U. Evanston, Anixter Center,
JourneyCare Hospice Facility and Aspire Career Academy. And while
most of D4D’s projects are in the Chicagoland area, its impact is
now bicoastal, too, through nonprofits like Y2Y (Youth to Youth)
in Boston, Cream City Foundation in Milwaukee and Society of St.
Vincent de Paul in San Francisco. “At the end of the day, what we’re
providing is a commercial-grade product that is going to withstand
the test of time,” Sobecki says. “So they’re not operating out of
mismatched chairs and sofas that a board member or a donor gave
them because they were gathering dust in their basement.”
The immediate D4D team is small but mighty, including
Sobecki, Design and Logistics Coordinator Jordyn Hunter and
design intern extraordinaire Julia Richardson. However, the
nonprofit’s support system spans far and wide, including its board

Case managers at Y.O.U.
meeting in the staff lounge
which was transformed with
the support of D4D.

The community kitchen at the
Apna Ghar shelter in Chicago
was designed by D4D

D4D provided more than $89,000
in donated design services and
material donations to outfit the
Y.O.U. (Youth & Opportunity
United) facility in Evanston.

of directors, associate board, Dignity Circle members (D4D’s
individual donor gifting circle where donors give a minimum of
$1,000 annually toward its programs and operations) and currently
about 500 volunteers. And those boards are stacked with some
big names in Chicago design, including Michael Abrams, Jordana
Joseph of Jorje, Fredman Design Group CEO Terri Crittenden,
Nicholas Moriarty and Space Defined’s Diane Falanga.
At any given time, D4D has about 15 active projects in
the works. So how does it all come together? First, the nonprofit
organization seeking help from D4D pays an impact grant fee
that can range from $5,000 to $25,000 depending on the scope
of the project. This covers the coordination of the project as well
as the delivery and installation of donated furniture and materials.
Next, each project is assigned a team, which includes two or three
designers who volunteer their time for the project. From there,
the team designs the target space, utilizing its established network
of companies, vendors and manufacturers to secure donated or
discounted furniture, materials and services. And while D4D’s
volunteer designers do not provide architectural services, they
are involved in every part of the process, offering advice and
collaborating with vendors willing to pitch in for a good cause.
When working with Apna Ghar, D4D was most influential in
designing the kitchen at its new facility. “Our team recognized that
the kitchen needed to be larger than the original design in order

to accommodate the number of people that would be living in the
space,” says Gill. “The new facility would be able to accommodate
30 people, twice the capacity of the older facility—and that’s where
the bulk of our resources needed to go.” The design team also helped
choose the flooring, countertops, cabinets and furniture. In total,
D4D provided more than $148,000 worth of pro bono design
services, furniture and material donations to Apna Ghar. “It was
a huge return on investment, not just in terms of the space itself,
financially, but also in terms of connecting the design community to
a charity that needs continuous support and awareness,” says Gill. “I
think that’s been as rewarding as the savings that we had.”
Looking forward to D4D’s 20th anniversary, which is only
one year away, Sobecki says the nonprofit has high hopes for
taking its mission to more states across the country. They also
hope to grow their own infrastructure in order to expand upon
the good work they do, helping more nonprofits and empowering
more lives through design.
“Designs for Dignity is based in such an important kind
of idea that people who need help deserve the dignity that all
of us deserve,” Gill says. “Every individual should have access to
environments that support the wellness of the human spirit. Our
ability to create spaces that reflect that is really important and,
from our experience, really transformative.” sl
Designs for Dignity, 445 N. Wells St., Suite 402, 800.351.6354. designs4dignity.org
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