
3/6/2020

1

2020 Sociable City Summit Seattle www.RHIweb.org@sociablecity

Designing Nightlife
for Women

Alicia Scholer

Vice President

Responsible Hospitality Institute

2020 Sociable City Summit Seattle www.RHIweb.org@sociablecity

Economic Power of Women 
(In this Room)

How many women are 
primary decision makers 
or influencers on:

• Where you choose to live

• Where you choose to 
vacation

• Where you go out to eat

• What movie you see

• What you do for fun

• All of the above? 
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Purchasing Power of Women
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Women and Leadership (U.S.)
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Who Designs 
Downtowns?

Women in the U.S. comprise:

• 37% of urban planners

• 24% of working architects

• 10% of civil engineers

• 3% of all engineers
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Who Creates the 
Nighttime Social 
Experience?

• Majority of hospitality employees, yet minority of management, ownership and 
chef positions.

• Ownership of hospitality and nightlife venues still a male-dominated industry. 
Trend: increase in female ownership of restaurants, bars, nightclubs and small-
batch spirits

• Women in the U.S. make up:
• 45% of restaurant managers; 52% of all restaurant workers
• 71% of servers nationwide
• 41% of fine dining bartenders (55% of family style restaurant bartenders)
• 19% of chef positions

(National Restaurant Association, 2017)
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Women are the primary decision makers 
and influencers about where to shop, live, 
work and play.

Cities, downtowns and social spaces 
are primarily designed by men.

Disconnect
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Barriers for Women

Women perceive downtowns and 
nightlife as:

• Dark

• Dirty

• Difficult

• Scary

• Inconvenient

• Full of drunk people

• Nothing but dance clubs

A horror movie waiting to happen
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A Movement is Underway

Harsh reality: Downtowns in general and nightlife are 
falling short of women’s expectations.

Growing recognition of the need to view downtown 
planning and nightlife experiences from a woman’s 
perspective to make it more women‐friendly, especially at 
night.

Design Downtown for Women – Men will Follow explores 
everything from parking, lighting and nightlife to marketing, 
color and retail from a woman’s perspective. Includes a 
chapter on Designing Nightlife for Women.

When downtowns are safe and comfortable for women at 
night, they are also more inclusive for families, elderly, 
people with disabilities and of course, men!
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Men vs. Women: 
Decision Making on Going Out 
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Men’s Decision‐Making 
on Whether to Go Out

Cheap drinks?

Sports?

Hot people?

Yes, go out!

2020 Sociable City Summit Seattle www.RHIweb.org@sociablecity

Women’s 
Decision‐Making 
on Whether to 
Go Out
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Activity

Will there be food? If so, 
what’s on the menu? 

What’s the entertainment?

Who will be there? 
Will they judge me? 

How much will it cost?

Mobility

If I drive, where will I park? 
Who will be DD? 

Will I have to walk far in 
the dark?

If I take transit, which is 
the safest route?

What time do I need to 
leave the venue?

Safety

Will I have to go alone?

Is the business located in a 
safe area?

Will there be other people 
walking around?

Can I bring in my pepper 
spray or taser?

Comfort

Does the dress code 
require me to wear heels?

Is there a coat check?

Will there be a quiet place 
to chat?

Are the restrooms clean?

Women’s Decision‐Making on Whether to Go Out
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Biggest Competitor to 
Nightlife and 
Downtown Hospitality?

Home-Based 
Entertainment
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What do Women Want 
in Nightlife?

Results of focus groups and interviews with women in 
the U.S., Canada and Mexico
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Top 7 Social Experiences 
Women Want in Nightlife

1. High quality F&B

2. Experiential nightlife

3. Competitive socializing

4. Gamification

5. Engagement with art

6. Social dancing

7. Comedy and improv
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High Quality Food 
and Drink

• Diverse small bites, snacks and desserts

• Health‐conscious options and dietary restrictions 

• High quality drinks with multiple ingredients

• Insta‐ready food and drink (must taste AND look good!)
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Mocktails and Sober Bars
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Experiential 
Nightlife:
Immersive 
Experiences
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Experiential 
Nightlife: 

Themed Bars
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Competitive 
Socializing & 
Activities that get 
your Heart Racing!

• Axe throwing
• Roller disco
• Indoor mini-golf
• Volleyball on the 

roof
• Bowling
• Table Tennis

2020 Sociable City Summit Seattle www.RHIweb.org@sociablecity

Gamification

• Vintage arcade bars 
• Board game cafes
• Trivia nights, pub 

quizzes, music bingo
• Escape rooms
• Staff-facilitated games
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What Women Want: 
Engagement with Art

Opportunities to actively 
engage with art.
Beyond the art walk, there 
are:
• Paint and wine nights
• Art battles!
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Social Dancing

• Associated with salsa, 
bachata, swing, line 
dancing, and other dance 
styles

• Emphasis is on technique, 
but just to practice and 
have fun

• Takes place in clubs and 
non‐club settings

• Clearer rules of 
engagement and protocol 
for inviting a partner to 
dance
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Comedy & Improv

Dinner, drinks and a movie (and live interaction!)

Events:

• Master Pancake Theater: Live movie mockery and commentary by 
comedians

• Quote‐Alongs: Patrons can sing, quote and perform along with a 
movie, typically a cult film

• Austin Air Guitar: Each competitor has 60 seconds to perform air 
guitar to a song of one's own choosing
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What are the Common Threads?

What 
Women 
Want

Intentionality

Exploration

Camaraderie

Inclusion
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Mobility,  Walkability and Safety

A woman needs to feel safe 
from the moment she arrives 
until the moment she leaves. 

If her travel path isn’t 
seamlessly positive, she may 
not come back. 
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Environmental Cues 
that an area isn’t 
Safe

• Litter and overflowing trash

• Graffiti and vandalism

• Presence of homeless

• Panhandlers

• Dark pedestrian lighting 

• Dark/vacant storefronts

What do they communicate?

• No one cares

• No one watching

• Permissive environment
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What Makes Women 
Feel Safe?

• Seamless lighting
• Stable walking surfaces
• Wayfinding signage
• Window displays
• Systems of order: 

• Taxi stands and 
Rideshare Hubs

• Eyes on the Street
• Buskers
• Safety Ambassadors
• Cleaning crews
• Police on foot, bike
• Escorts to parked cars 
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Getting Home Safely

Which option are you most likely to choose 
to get home ALONE at 2:00 AM?
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Women’s #1 Preference: 
Rideshare, Despite Safety Concerns

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY‐SA
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Mobility Campaigns and Reforms

• Rideshare services with enhanced 
safety features

• Promotional campaigns address sexual 
harassment on public transit

• Rideshare hubs for pick-up and drop-off
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Safety and Comfort in 
Nightlife Venues

Women should feel 
safe and 
comfortable from the 
moment they arrive 
until the moment 
they depart a 
nightlife venue.
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What are 
Women’s #1 

Complaint about 
Nightlife Venues?

Anyone have a guess?
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The Ideal Restroom

The Basics
• Clean and well‐lit; Working locks
• Stocked: TP, soap, paper towels
• Disposal bin for feminine hygiene products

Nice Touch
• Provide feminine hygiene products
• Lotion, wipes, spray deodorant
• Shelves and purse hook(s) in stall
• Hiny hiders partitions for privacy 

Wow
• Art and décor displays
• Comfortable seating
• Great lighting for selfies and makeup
• White noise generator or light music
• Automatic fragrance
• Staff monitor

Safety Features
• Gap under stall doors to see feet
• Sufficient distance away from men’s room
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Factors that Contribute to 
Safety and Comfort in 
Social Venues

• Cleanliness and tidiness

• Easily identifiable & vigilant staff

• Staff who are actively cleaning

• Management of rowdy behavior

• Purse hooks under tables

• Coat check/place to hang up coats

• Comfortable occupancy/not too 
crowded

• Monitored restroom

• Good ventilation

• Temperature control
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What makes women feel safe and comfortable are in fact 
the factors that reduce risk in a venue!
• Inefficient, unmonitored line queues with long wait times or 

inequitable favoritism by staff. 
• Dirty venues and tolerant attitudes towards rowdy behavior 
• Overcrowded, noisy venues 
• Poor navigation within increased potential for bumps and 

jostles. 
• Smokiness, poor ventilation, warm temperature.
• Low comfort, inadequate seating and inconvenient bar 

access” can precipitate frustration. 
• Fast rate of drinking, “round buying, cheap drinks, and drink 

specials” were associated with higher levels of intoxication, 
which could also increase aggression

• Competitive activities such as pool playing and dancing, “due 
to sexual overtures and competition that arise on the dance 
floor” 

Business Design & Management Factors that Increase Risk
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Sexual Assault

Highest risk age group: Women who are 18‐24
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Sexual Violence and Transgender/Non‐Binary Communities
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Sexual Harassment & Sexual Violence

Study by University of Toronto &
University of Washington Found:
 Men’s aggression didn’t match level of 

intoxication 

 Men targeted women who were more 
intoxicated

This highlights the need for a prevention 
response and protocols within bars and districts.
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How Can Social Venues Make Women Feel Safe from Sexual Violence?

Posted policies and 
campaigns to educate 
patrons about consent, 
harassment and how to 
contact staff
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Sexual Assault and Harassment 
Training Programs
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Find a Certified “Safe Bar”

http://safebars.org/
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Tips for Creating a
Sexual Violence 
Prevention 
Campaign

Direct messaging to men AND women across the gender 
spectrum. 

Educate Bystanders

Clarify definitions of consent

Dispel misperceptions

Focus on a positive message (instead of victim blaming)
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On Cities’ Radar
Many cities are making a commitment to prevent sexual violence in nightlife. Media coverage increases peer 

pressure for businesses and conveys to patrons what businesses are doing to keep them safe. 
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ACTIONS: 
What can you do in your city?

• Entice women with the lure 
of social experiences, not 
alcohol prices.

• Identify & eliminate barriers 
to going out. Address 
“negative” cues.

• Conduct a safety audit (e.g. 
nighttime walking tour) with 
diverse female community 
members. Consider 
intersections of age, life 
stage, race, ethnicity, LGBT+.

• Reinforce posted policies with 
staff training to prevent 
sexual violence.

• Strive for restrooms that are 
selfie‐worthy instead of 
cringe worthy.

45

46



3/6/2020

24

2020 Sociable City Summit Seattle www.RHIweb.org@sociablecity

Questions to Consider

• What are the top 3 barriers to 
going out that women identify in 
YOUR city?
• What are 3 steps you can take 

to make nightlife safer and more 
comfortable for women?
• What are 3 resources 

(organizations, people) who you 
can reach out to for help?
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CONTACT INFORMATION
Alicia Scholer

Vice President

Responsible Hospitality Institute

Alicia@RHIweb.org

831‐469‐3396 ext 4#
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