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Integrating Community-Based Process into Urban Sustainable Design: A 

Research Project Prototype of Capturing and Defining Community Roles 

in Green Design Projects 
 

 Climate change is quickly becoming one of the most pressing social issues affecting the 

globe. Experts from a number of specializations are leveraging their expertise in order to gain 

traction on the multiplicity of immediate consequences that have arisen from climate change 

effects and the drivers that are embedded into daily human activities. Among the experts are 

"green" (hereafter primarily termed sustainable) designers who follow principles of sustainable 

design to create better spaces that simultaneously serve people, planet and the economy. With 

urban cities continuing to grow they are possibly the sites needing the most attention from 

sustainable designers. But what makes good sustainable design? Theory and training provide the 

foundation for the design profession, but matters of sustainability complicate conventional 

practices. This paper explores the potential of integrative design that includes community 

perspective and postulates potential metrics for how community is defined and then included in 

the design process. 

 Sustainable design initially, and sometimes still does, followed the principle of the "triple 

bottom line". The idea was first made popular by theorists like Paul Hawken in his book Natural 

Capitalism published in 1989. The concept was incredibly novel and helped to democratize 

industrial processes (Libby, 2010). Rather than esteeming financial capital above all else, 

Hawken introduced the notion of economic interdependency between the social and 

environmental as well. Hawken's appropriation and integration of economic, social, and 

environmental made designers and academics alike re-think the silos of expertise that had 
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become so prevalent in the preceding decades. Looking at the conventional "triple-bottom-line" 

Venn diagram, sustainability sits in the center of the three as the ideal balance between all.  

 The triple-bottom-line model is still well-embraced by many stakeholders seeking 

balance between environment and business/economy. However, more contemporary literature 

suggests that equal weight to all three components is neither necessary nor the most wise. Since 

the time of Hawken, various niche interests have developed nuanced frames that build on his 

ideas but are ultimately less concerned with economy. Perhaps the most progressive is the nested 

theory model. This model incorporates the same three elements of social, economic, and 

ecological factors, however it is distinctly critical (Willard, 2010). The model illustrates a 

minimized role of social/economic and a more pronounced esteem of environment. The 

underlying logic is that economy does not define society, and humanity does not define 

environment. That is to say that society could operate and survive without economy (as it is a 

social construct); society is not dependent on economy. In the same way, the environment does 

not depend on humanity. However, the inverse is also true. Humanity/society would not exist 

without a inhabitable planet and economy would not exist without society. By this reasoning, 

appropriate acknowledgement should be reflected in environmental rhetoric and discourse 

throughout the "green", "eco", "sustainable", etc. design community.  

 Similarly, looking at the guiding principles outlined by McLennan--and inspired by a 

number of various design professionals--there is an emphasis on respect. McLennan asserts that a 

respect for place is necessary for human survival, however he also includes an ethical 

consideration. In his 2005 work, Philosophy of Sustainable Design, McLennan speaks to the 

morality of sustainable design. For McLennan humanity is responsible for nature and its well-

being, and designers are part of that accountability. But designers are also accountable to their 
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users, and they as professionals must be do right by their consumers and just to the place where 

their design intervention will occur.  

 Following the principle of "Respect for Place" and "Respect for People" more and more 

sustainable designers are recognizing the need for community perspective and the value of local 

knowledge in the design process. A case study in London conducted by SCIBE--Scarcity and 

Creativity in the Built Environment--sought to uncover the community processes already in 

place. The research asserted that community processes should be considered as viable resource 

flows to be utilized. Formal and informal groups have their own set of processes that are 

inherently attuned to the local setting. There is incredible untapped potential that can be 

maximized by creative thinking. Here is where designers can play a meaningful role in unlocking 

this potential and facilitating novel modes of thought within the community (Brass et al., ppt. 2-

4, 2010).   

 Given their training and experience, urban designers can provide new avenues for 

community members contribute to their local area of residence and thereby create new meaning 

in the space. When designers include community members in the design process to co-produce 

an intervention, citizens are engaged more fully in the issues being addressed. They move away 

from the individualistic conventions and gain a sense of collective action. That is to say that 

while individuals can still maintain their unique interests and beliefs, in order to effect change in 

a community, members must be committed to making the change happen. Commitment comes 

from fully engaged citizens (Concilio et al., pg. 10, 2013).  

 Sustainable interventions serve the monetary economy because they aim to be more 

efficient, systemic, and layered (serving multiple functions). Co-production is often framed in 
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terms of an economically-centered cost-benefit analysis in order to justify it as a valuable 

approach (Durose et al., pg. 2, 2013). However, co-production serves more than to maximize 

benefit to cost ratio. More importantly, co-production serves the "social" or "core" economy that 

is comprised of family and community relationships that serve immaterial needs beyond physical 

needs satisfied by the economic economy (Stephens et al., ppt. 18-, 2008). This aligns with the 

nest model theory that economy is secondary to people and place respectively. It is a means to 

continue society, but it does not define it.  

 So good sustainable design is characterized not only by the form and function of the 

intervention but also the philosophy, and moreover it engages the community members where it 

is situated. How does this translate into identifying the role of community and operationalizing 

its role in the design process? Before defining the community, scale must first be considered. 

Transitioning from "user-based" design to co-design, professionals must account for the cultural 

context as well as needs and resources of a community. Living Labs are one mode of shifting 

from designers centering their work on the specific end-user interaction with the product to a 

truly co-design process. Living Labs are described as experimental spaces that are 

professionally-led but permanently embedded in the community and inclusive of the local 

perspective. Because of its permanency, the co-design that occurs in this space moves beyond an 

"event" stage to become a collaborative, ongoing process where the lab and community grown 

synergistically (Concilio et al., ppt. 11-13, 2013). Living Labs work towards co-design with the 

community by providing a platform for citizens to be part of an on-going process, engaging with 

the design of products/infrastructure (and perhaps more frequently public services), and seeing 

their input implemented--an important indicator of validation. From the designers' perspective, 

the lab may also be utilized to "incubate" the daily practices of the local constituency into the 
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design making it more useable/accessible and overall attuned to the community its intended to 

serve (Concilio et al. ppt. 11-13, 2013).   

 While the Living Lab incorporates many of the principles of user co-design and suggests 

a new level of participation with a long-term platform for collaboration and implementation, it 

assumes that community members desire to have these interventions placed in the community to 

begin with. Given that the Living Lab is intended to be context specific, it is important to define 

the scale of the community and then collect data to assess the cultural features that characterize 

the make-up of the space and its members.  

 Given the existent research and literature, a cursory prototype of community co-design 

would include participant observation in public spaces that are used by the community as well as 

randomized focus groups in order to prevent bias. Attending civic meetings, events, and speaking 

with community organizers will certainly provide useful information, however it gives the 

viewpoint of those who are already interested in these matters. In order to capture the variety of 

viewpoints embedded in a locale, it would be useful to assess a range of perspectives through in-

depth focus groups and/or randomized surveys. Once the designer or design team has gathered a 

substantial amount of data and created a neighborhood profile, then the design process can begin 

and various opportunities for inclusion and co-production can be explored to emphasize the role 

of local knowledge in the design process.   

 Social science can and does provide useful theoretical frameworks for understanding the 

social component of co-production and community co-design, it can also be useful 

methodologically. Ethnography, observation, and participant observation can reveal attitudes and 

approaches of community members that may not be evident in a specific setting, such as a 
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collaborative space dedicated to a design process. Research has shown that by employing these 

methods, design inquiry can gain meaningful insights into how people in general act in an urban 

space, public space, and interact with designs in those spaces. Not only can these methods inform 

the design process and design inquiry, but the insights gained from the research can suggest 

better modes of co-design itself (Ballermann et al., 2014).  

 As "actors" come into a physical space, they alter it and create meaning for themselves as 

well as for the space. In other words, users are influenced by both the physical and social 

environment, and they interact accordingly. From the social science perspective, people are 

continuously redefining a space as they interact with it. From the perspective of the designer, it is 

critical not to simply present a platform that addresses the observations of academic literature. In 

order for spaces to truly have meaning for the community, the designer must first investigate 

what is already meaningful to the community and how they utilize existent resources (Brass et 

al., 2010). This use is an example of local knowledge that can certainly be utilized, but more 

importantly it alludes to the priorities of a community.  
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