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Behaviorological Analysis of Global-
Local Solutions in Production of 
Space: Hong Kong & Guangzhou

Eva Cheung

University of Auckland, New Zealand

Abstract
Architectural Behaviorology analyses the interaction of people with the building, 
implemented in the patterns and repetitions that create the productive and collective 
image of the cityscape. As appropriated from Atelier Bow-Wow’s study of Tokyo, Hong 
Kong and Guangzhou’s behaviorological analysis highlights the everyday practices and 
local physical spatial qualities that have produced particular pedestrianized retail 
streetscapes. Focusing on Hong Kong’s Lockhart Road and Guangzhou’s Shang Xia Jiu 
Plaza, the signboards feature patterns and mechanisms that communicate the 
unpredictability and individual characteristics of the urban actors who contribute to the 
specific local scene of globally commodified places. What appears at first sight to be 
complicated and chaotic in these popular shopping destinations are actually solutions to 
unique local architectural behaviours.

Behaviorology, as a quantitative assessment, can also be extended to a qualitative 
assessment in relation to Venturi’s Learning from Las Vegas and Koolhaas’ Delirious 
New York, to find new interpretations of global-local solutions. The study contributes to 
the understanding of global challenges in urban spaces while considering the individual 
actions and reactions in relationship to the physical infrastructure of the built 
environment. It therefore has productive implications: how can the local unplanned 
streetscapes achieve positive and desirable global results?

Despite this paper is addressing specific architectural and urban behaviours of 

streetscapes, signs and facades, the aim is to highlight a bigger relation between cities 

and its wider applicability to global practices. The similar conditions of these cities and 

their signscapes identified in the study is seen together as being part of a behavioral 

cultural zone and identity, that is, belonging to a unified character of the Pearl River 

Delta megacity or conurbation.

Keywords
Atelier Bow-Wow, behaviorology, discontinuous continuity, Hong Kong, kaleidoscope, 

signscape, streetscape
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1. Atelier Bow-Wow and Behaviorology

Atelier Bow-Wow is the husband-and-wife architectural partnership of Yoshiharu 

Tsukamoto and Momoyo Kaijima. The couple investigated functionally driven spatial 

combinations, where the buildings develop themselves without strict architectural 

guidance or laws. Their earliest publication, Made in Tokyo, catalogued a range of 

awkward and unusual buildings of hybrid conditions with different programs in Tokyo. 

They introduced their own terminologies to describe observations which are useful for 

understanding these conditions of the city. 

1.1 “Da-me” Architecture 
Da-me Architecture is the central concept of their investigation that defines the buildings 

which respond to their surroundings and functional programs rather than architectural 

forms and aesthetics. The term is used in an ironic sense to reflect on how not all of 

urban Tokyo is filled with the perceived image of clean and detailed architecture, where 

in reality, there are also buildings which exist purely for pragmatic purposes with 

opposing adjacent functions. 

  
Figure 1. Da-me Architecture

The Golf Taxi Building combines a golf driving range with a taxi office and taxi parking garage. 

The taxi office and parking skillfully merges underneath the golfing range (Kaijima 2001: 68-69).

1.2 “Void Phobia” 
It describes the condition of voids needing to be filled, as if people have a fear of seeing 

unused space. Gaps are formed as a result from the surrounding buildings, without 

much freedom of size and proportion, but are valued for its location and attract 

occupancy.
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Figure 2. Void Phobia

The Bus Housing contains both housing apartments and a bus terminal. Because the length of a 

bus is equal to the depth of the apartment block, the space below the building is used for storing 

buses when they are not operating (Kaijima 2001: 66-67).

1.3 “Pet Size” 
These are the range of items that are larger than furniture but smaller than buildings. 

Objects such as vending machines, and signboards manage to slip into voids around the 

city. Because of their size, they are not considered to be architecture, but rather they act 

like ‘furniture’ of the city that are responsible for increasing the comfort of the city 

environment and help to decorate the “urban environment into a ‘superinterior.’” (1). 

 
Figure 3. Pet Size

Pet size defines the smaller types of units, such as the vending machine beside the building, that 

fit along the gaps of the urban context (Kaijima 2001: 166-167).

The three terms identify certain characteristics found in Tokyo that demonstrate how the 

buildings and their physical spatial qualities have an important contribution in shaping 

the cityscape. They appear as a common language that distinguish the behaviour of the 

city and become useful tools for understanding the urbanscape of Hong Kong and other 

cities.
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1.4 Behaviorology
Following their initial architectural explorations, Atelier Bow-Wow proposes the theory of 

Behaviorology in terms of architecture. “‘-ology’ is something you want to study, so 

Behaviorology is a study of behaviour… Architecture is full of behaviour, in the building,  

[and] around the building and outside of the building.” (2) 

Behaviorology is a study of existing hybrid conditions within the architecture and the city, 

especially the interaction of people with the building, their innovative association and 

activities in relationship to space, and an observation of the patterns and repetitions 

which contribute to the positive image of the city. The theory explores how different 

behaviours of people and natural elements can be combined within an architectural 

entity and how architecture is able to integrate with the behaviours of the users, the 

natural elements and their interactions. 

In architecture, the buildings’ behaviours are apparent with repetition and accumulation 

over time, expressing a certain order or fashion. “The overall compositions of building 

form could only survive through a process of continuous trial and error” (3). The 

expression of a single building is special in itself, but more importantly it contributes to 

the overall character and order of the city. No matter how chaotic or disordered the 

combined effect of the individual buildings becomes, it contributes to the pragmatic and 

genuine behaviour of how people interact with their buildings to produce the collective 

image that consequently becomes the expression of architectural behaviour. These 

behavioural mechanisms become part of the local district’s identity as they provide a 

sense of connection to the city’s profile. 

The Pearl River Delta megacity region in China, specifically the cities of Hong Kong and 

Guangzhou, can be interpreted in the light of Behaviorology, where certain patterns and 

rhythms that correspond to the architecture make that environment unique. With an 

understanding of Atelier Bow-Wow’s architectural behaviorological phenomena, this 

paper proposes the notion of a ‘Pearl River Delta behaviour’ in which the delta acts as 

one large and unified megacity region, exhibiting similar behaviours and cultural identity 

across the area, particularly in pedestrianised retail streets. 

2. Behaviorology in Hong Kong 

Ever since the British colonisation of Hong Kong in the 1840s, the city witnessed an 

exponential increase in population, from 19,000 in 1844, to over 7 million people since 

the 1990s (4). The opportunities for trade and employment attracted merchants, 

foreigners and also a large number of labourers from mainland China that accelerated 

the urbanisation of Hong Kong.  Hong Kong’s buildable land area is limited, and due to 

the mass population needing to inhabit it, much of the city is filled with functions 

compressed and integrated into limited areas. “Here, virtually any space is viewed as 

usable space, no matter how crowded or how ugly or how small” (5). The density has 

driven the city develops vertically, yet horizontally on the ground level, the streets are 

still crowded with life and activity with expansive shops and eateries.
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Hong Kong is a space of consumption, a place of global branded consumerism and 

entertainment with an international reputation for being a ‘shoppers’ paradise’. Shopping 

is an integral part of life and the urban program, where it is almost impossible to walk 

through any street of Hong Kong without passing a shop; even transportation nodes are 

enclosed within shopping centres so that pedestrians are constantly immersed in a retail 

environment. Shopping is the medium that plays a significant part in shaping the 

architectural behaviour and the development of the society’s built environment in a 

consumerist metropolis like Hong Kong and other cities along the Pearl River Delta.

The selected site for the behaviorological analysis is within Lockhart Road of Causeway 

Bay, an urban area with a rich historical background, a variety of building typologies and 

is a popular shopping destination. It evidently illustrates the typical imagery of Hong 

Kong’s overcrowded streets and skylines that are heavily decorated with signboards. 

The intensity of Lockhart Road as a ‘shopping paradise’ has shaped the streets and 

facades of the area which becomes relevant for analysis according to the theories of 

Atelier Bow-Wow.

Figure 7. Location of Lockhart Road in Causeway Bay district (highlighted), showing the length of 

the road along the reclamation in Victoria Harbour of Hong Kong Island (Map adapted from: 

GeoInfo Map, HKSAR Lands Department, http://www1.map.gov.hk/gih3/view/index.jsp [accessed 

05 April 2011]).

The retail environment of Lockhart Road contains ‘lau sheung po’(6) which literally 

means ‘upstairs shops’, the Cantonese term given to shops located above street level. 

Under constraint situations and shortage of space on the ground level, these upstairs 

shops have created a solution for business to continue and proliferate on these popular 

shopping streets like Lockhart Road.
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Figure 8. Lau sheung pou on Lockhart Road are still active during late hours of the night with their 

illuminated signboards that encourage consumption (Photograph by author, 2011).

The analysis is focused on Lockhart Road behind the 16-storey Sogo Department Store 

versus the older street-based houses and ‘lau sheung po’. The interest of the 

investigation lies on the façades and streetscapes that are formed by the street-based 

shops and surrounding shopping malls. The importance of shopping in Hong Kong has 

meant that, over time, the streetscape has been dominated and shaped by the retail 

industry of the area. The occupants of these shops constantly change their façades to 

form this distinct environment. In addition to the arising pragmatic needs of safety and 

extended shopping hours, a Pedestrian Prioritized Zone (PPZ) system was established 

in 2004. In cyclical and rhythmic behaviour, the end of Lockhart Road have designated 

hours where they are closed off from vehicles to allow for a more intense flow of 

pedestrians later in the evening when salarymen come to join the shopping environment. 

The pedestrianisation not only encourages shopping, but lets the street become a plaza-

like linkage where shoppers are able to freely, and safely, wander in their ‘shopping 

paradise’.

Figure 10.  Elevation of Lockhart Road signscape in the pedestrianised area. (Photographed and 

composed by author, 2011).
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Similar to many typical commercial streets in Hong Kong, the signboards on the façades 

are undoubtedly the most prominent features of the streetscape on Lockhart Road. The 

building façade is a partition as much as a surface on which the shop owners customise 

to a certain extent for promotion of their business as a means of communication with the 

pedestrians. They are either in forms of large signboards that cantilever off the sides of 

buildings or panels that stretch across the surface of a façade. Layers end up being 

multiplied and overlapped to become an architectural expression.

Figure 11. Similar to how Venturi plotted the signs on the Las Vegas strip, the method is 

simulated to compose this diagrammatic elevation of Lockhart Road signscape that identifies the 

position, scale and quantity of the signs with green representing the in-plane signs and purple 

being the projecting signs. (Composed by author, 2011).

The abundance of signboards may occur chaotic at first sight, but there are various 

patterns that reveal the behaviour on the façades of these buildings. The positions of the 

signboards generally appear at regular intervals at each entrance and closer to ground 

level where possible. The term ‘signscape’ is used to refer to this system of signs that 

occur on the façade to express the quality of the streetscape in order to create the 

unique characteristic of urban Hong Kong.

The large quantity of signboards that form the streetscape expresses ‘da-me’ 

architecture as they prioritized their response to their surroundings and programmatic 

requirements without insisting on architectural aesthetics and forms. This ‘da-me’ 

architecture pragmatically displays the experience of the consumerist nature of Hong 

Kong. Each signboard attempts to be impressive in their design and size as they are in 

competition with the neighbouring ones to maximize pedestrian attention. The ‘void 

phobia’ symptom is evident as every retailer generally has more than one signboard on 

the facade, one along the plane and one cantilevering, so as to fill up every possible gap 

available on the facade. The constructions of these signboards are not considered to be 

‘architecture’, but are rather ‘pet-size’ attachments which customises the facade to give 

the building and the streetscape a sense of identity and personalisation which makes 
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Hong Kong’s cityscape more distinctive at a global scale. The study of the signboard’s 

positions, arrangements and quantities can identify patterns to determine how people 

use the buildings, and consequently define the behaviour of signscapes on Lockhart 

Road.

3. Behaviorology in Guangzhou

The Pearl River Delta, located in the Guangdong province of southern China, has 

become one of the fastest developing mega-city regions since China’s economic 

liberalisation in the late 1970s. With the aforementioned behavioural phenomena taking 

place in Hong Kong, one can start to see similar patterns and cultural identities 

happening across the Pearl River Delta. It is in this context that this paper proposes the 

notion of a ‘Pearl River Delta behaviour’, in which one can start to see Hong Kong and 

Guangzhou as one unified city where common patterns and mechanisms are 

discovered, especially in the pedestrian streetscapes. These cities exhibit similar 

behaviours which constitute a Pearl River Delta cultural identity.

Figure 11. Guangzhou’s Shang Xia Jiu Plaza location in Guangzhou (Map adapted by author 

from: GoogleMaps, https://maps.google.co.nz. [accessed 15 October 2012]).

Guangzhou, with a population of 12 million people (at 2012) is the largest metropolis of 

the Guangdong, located at the tip of the inland triangle shaped around the PRD. 

Situated at the meeting point of two of Guangzhou’s most important commercial and 

pedestrian streets, Shang Xia Jiu Plaza is an intense and dynamic public space of 

consumption. It contains a mixture of generic shopping malls, alleyways and extensive 

open public spaces. These are combined and integrated together to achieve a unified 

consumerist environment with active edges that encourage pedestrian movements along 

the street (7). 

Behaving in a similar way to Hong Kong’s Lockhart Road, Shang Xia Jiu Plaza exhibits a 

pedestrian mall which is crowded with shops and consumers on a daily basis. It consists 

of both street-side shops and interior shopping mall complexes. Signs and decorated 

facades are abundant for the retailers to mass customize and connect themselves 

visually to the public, whilst also being a communicative and interactive platform.

As with Lockhart Road, Shang Xia Jiu Plaza’s signscape is a unique and significant 

characteristic feature of the street. Similarly, the variegated signboards contribute to the 
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perception of the urban space, simultaneously chaotic yet revealing the behaviour and 

uses of the buildings. Common to both spaces are the illuminated signs which light up 

the street and the plaza against the night sky, which becomes the most colourful 

attraction on the streetscape, prolonging and enlivening the nightlife of the consumerist 

environment with vibrancy and excitement.

While the purpose of the signboard remains the same, Shang Xia Jiu Plaza’s signboards 

appear at more regular intervals. This pattern arises due to possible guidelines or 

restrictions set by the area so that the streetscape is perceived to be comparably more 

unified and ordered. The written characters on the cantilevered signboards appear more 

in a vertical format than the ones on Lockhart Road which are mostly horizontal, as 

Chinese characters are traditionally read vertically downwards whereas in Hong Kong, 

many shops have English names that restricts them to horizontal reading. 

Despite this paper is addressing specific architectural and urban behaviours of 

streetscapes, signs and facades, the aim is to highlight a bigger relation between cities 

and its wider applicability to global practices. The similar conditions of these cities and 

their signscapes identified in the study is seen together as being part of a behavioral 

cultural zone and identity, that is, belonging to a unified character of the Pearl River 

Delta megacity or conurbation.

 
Figure 12. Photo comparison between Hong Kong’s Lockhart Road (left) and Guangzhou’s 

Shang Xia Jiu Plaza (right) (Photographs by Adrian Lo, 2011).

4. PRD Behaviour – Local Signscapes as 
Solutions to Global Challenges

What are the consequences of behavioural adaptability to global practices of urban 

public spaces of consumption? And how it affects the cultural identity of the Pearl River 

Delta megacity? The signscape of Lockhart Road and Shang Xia Jiu Plaza, when 

understood in the light of Behaviorology, is not just a sequence of names and brands, 

but rather can be considered as a kaleidoscope which generates an urban condition of a 

‘super interior’, in Atelier Bow-Wow’s terms, which is an interior space of the 

streetscape, providing a dynamic and vibrant expression of the retailers and their 
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commodities. The signs register the informal and unplanned uses, and capture the 

individual, unpredictable and adjustable adaptations of consumerist space.

Behaviorology, understood in terms of the people’s interaction with space, allows one to 

perceive the pedestrianized street as a kaleidoscopic phenomenon, full of patterns, while 

following an underlying logic, which is not immediately apparent. The kaleidoscope is 

hence proposed as a way of viewing and interpreting the city and its streetscape. Each 

shop and its sign aim to maximize their communication with the potential consumers, yet 

one perceives the street as a whole and experiences the signscape as a kaleidoscopic 

effect. This demonstrates a common language of architectural behaviour for retail 

focused pedestrian streets and public spaces in the Pearl River Delta megacity.

Behaviorology allows readings and recognition of patterns to be made, likened to the 

conclusion in Venturi’s study of the kaleidoscopic Las Vegas strip. This paper has 

analysed the different elements and asks why does it work? But Learning from Las 

Vegas questions why all the various elements, when seen together, create a desirable 

and positive environment as a consequence. The city in terms of behaviorology, seen 

from the perspective of the actual users, rather than from the view of urban planners, not 

only states that the streetscape works, but is also a space which is positive and 

successful. This positive kaleidoscopic space results from the unplanned behaviours of 

the users, a desirability in unpredictability, similar to Venturi’s Learning from Vegas, 

where the various attractions, signs and decorated shed phenomena of the casinos and 

other phantasmagorical spaces occur out of spontaneously chaotic commercialist and 

consumptive aims which are not only fully functional and active, but are also highly 

spectacular and desirable. Hence, the spontaneity of the users’ behaviour can also be 

understood in experiential terms, rather than just functional terms.

Koolhaas, in Delirious New York, derived a notion of an unformulated theory of 

‘Manhattanism’, where things appear discontinuous, but are actually consistent and 

coherent, that is, an inconsistent consistency or a discontinuous continuity (8). Similarly, 

the PRD when understood in terms of Behaviorology contributes to an unformulated 

theory that constitutes a ‘PRD-ism’.

Koolhaas’ 'Culture of Congestion’, a metropolitan condition of hyper density and the 

exploitation of congestion can also be understood in the context of Asia (9). Tokyo’s 

‘culture of congestion’ created specific circumstances of da-me architecture, void 

phobias and pet architecture. Whereas Hong Kong’s congestion created a condition of 

signboards that seem to be chaotic and unplanned, but in reality, these signs have 

patterns and a unique behaviour, which are also found in Guangzhou, establishing a 

PRD behaviour, or a ‘PRD-ism,’ where re-occuring elements and themes express a PRD 

cultural identity.

The congested streetscapes and behaviour of Lockhart Road and Shang Xia Jiu Plaza, 

full spectrums of retail and consumption, consists of a variety of discontinuous and 

contrasting formal and informal shops, yet they all coexist on the street where there is 

intense pedestrian flow. Similarly, the Downtown Athletic Club in New York, according to 
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Koolhaas’, is analysed as a discontinuity of traditional functional adjacent relationships. 

The 38 superimposed floors or platforms of New York’s Downtown Athletic Club contains 

squash and handball courts, poolrooms, locker rooms, an oyster bar, body-manipulation 

facilities, six barbers, swimming pool, an interior golf course, kitchens, and even a library 

(10). When considered in terms of behaviorology, the New York Downtown Athletic Club 

is also an example of da-me architecture. 

Despite there are buildings in Hong Kong which have very similar conditions to the 

Downtown Athletic Club, the streetscape of Lockhart Road and Shang Xia Jiu Plaza 

have a different manifestation of the odd and juxtaposed – ‘contiguous discontinuity’ 

condition (11). The boundaries of the different programs and functions are blurred, 

oddities are juxtaposed, and a contiguous discontinuity is created where the local 

informal shops of the street, parasitic retail and lau sheung po are juxtaposed alongside 

formal branded department stores and shopping malls, which appear to be 

discontinuous programmatic lateral bands, but are actually consistent and coherent, 

connected by the space of the street. The shop-houses on Lockhart Road were initially 

intended for purposes of living on the upper floors, but are instead exploited for retail 

activities; hence, residential and commercial are placed side by side, due to the culture 

of congestion, a positive misuse and re-use of apparently incompatible programs.

This paper proposes that these phenomena of discontinuous continuity, the odd and 

juxtaposed, and the kaleidoscope, is happening in cities in Asia, as well as outside of 

Asia such as Las Vegas and New York,  thus these conditions can be considered to be 

part of a global phenomena.

In summary, this paper has looked into the urban streetscape of megacities which 

consists of behavioural mechanisms, principles deriving from the work and research of 

Atelier Bow-Wow, which have specific qualities that facilitate an intimate relationship 

between the human users and the architecture of the city. The unpredictable and 

individual behaviours of the retailers contribute to the dynamism of the streetscape in 

their arrangement, articulation and adaptive use of signboards, facades and spaces, as 

well as making the urbanscape more distinct locally and globally, enriching the identity 

and sense of place. The mass customization of the street and the signs contributes to 

the expression of the multitude of behaviours, which not only works and functions, but is 

desirable and kaleidoscopic, consisting of such qualities as enclosure, vibrancy, 

diversity, and fragmentation. These qualities were discovered to be in common, 

producing a combined effect of a ‘Pearl River Delta behaviour’ or ‘PRD-ism’. 

Behaviorology can be understood as an observational study of the urbanscape of Hong 

Kong and Guangzhou, but it can also be extended to an experiential analysis to achieve 

a scope like Venturi’s Las Vegas and Koolhaas’ New York, to gain new knowledge of 

what is not immediately understandable, in order to appreciate what appears to be a 

chaotic and unplanned condition, actually has its own internal logic and positive 

attributes, a space which not only functions, but is also a successful and exciting 

kaleidoscopic space.
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Micro Scale Neighbourhood 
Revitalization through Design 
Interventions 
 
Sandra Viña 
 
Abstract 
Design as socio-material assemblies and as socially responsible phenomenon is shifting 
design practice. In many instances design research and design education is seen to be 
moving towards the socio-economic dimension into the public domain, to the area of 
neighbourhood revitalization and community building. Within this context design 
interventions are defined and examined as part of the design process. They are design 
experiments that help to explore new directions and possibilities in design and a new set 
of skills and sensibilities in design education. Design interventions are a medium to 
create dialogical social actions in public places and they illustrate alternative concepts 
for small-scale neighbourhood revitalization. The paper illustrates two case studies, a 
one of a kind optional design teaching module in Finland and, a compulsory service 
community course for students of architecture in Venezuela. Through these cases the 
paper shows that new initiatives and new openings in the study curriculum of design 
schools in the south and north hemisphere need ta take place. More radical approaches 
could be explored for tackling societal problems of wellbeing in local contexts with 
individuals and communities in real life settings. Moreover, design interventions are a 
proactive way to perceive, re-invent and re-experience neighbourhood environments and 
communities. Design interventions help to identify how new form giving to urban areas 
and communities can work, be maintained and developed. 

Keywords 
Interventionist approach, design interventions, experiments, participatory approaches  
 
Introduction 
Neighbourhood, community and city development have become a matter of growing 
interest in terms of design investigation and practice throughout the last decades [e.g. 
20, 2, 7, 8, 14]. “Throughout history, cities have been the source of innovation. …cities 
became large enough and complex enough to present problems of urban management, 
they also became urban laboratories, places that developed the solutions to their own 
problems of growth.” [10] New opportunities in the public sector open doors to a great 
extent of emerging areas in design that can be explored. According to a survey done by 
Design Council in United Kingdom the 22% of the complete clients for design 
businesses are public administration, health and education. Moreover, there is a “rise in 
the number of design business doing work for public sector and non-profit clients over 
the past few years.” [11]. The rise of design expertise in the public sector can be seen as 
part of a package shift in the public sector in which citizens become consumers of state 
services [17], and protagonist of design. In the book Design for Services by Meroni and 
Sangiorgi (2011) identified ‘what design is doing and can do for services and how this 
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connects to existing fields of knowledge and practice.’ [16]. Currently, this emerging 
practice in design is appropriate and significant as public entities, universities, design 
consultancies and research institutions are entering the field of design for services [16]. 
Moreover, universities are putting emphasis in developing and exploring new synergies. 
It is encouraging the building of platform for design students and professionals to work in 
the area of neighbourhood development and public services to tackle societal problems 
from the micro-level where local solutions for individuals and communities could emerge. 
This area of interest stresses the collaboration with different stakeholders and especially 
with individuals in communities. It brings about real life cases of everyday life settings.  
 
However, one of the challenges of neighbourhood revitalization deals with the 
application of participatory, empathic and user-inspired design approaches and in 
understanding the importance of design interventions in the context of small-scale urban 
revitalization and in community building. The paper sets off by illustrating current 
tendencies in design, from manufactured goods to socially responsive design; from 
labelling people as “consumers” to “participants” [18]. The work looks into the role of 
design interventions and experiments in design as part of the design process and in 
prototyping social actions and encouraging public participation. This happens through 
the examination of two case studies. Two design interventions produced during two 
design courses in the higher educational system of Finland and Venezuela. They 
originate from two different initiatives. The former comes into existence from the 
365Wellbeing program in Aalto University for the World Design Capital Helsinki 2012. 
The latter originates in 2005, from a new decreed law in the constitutional level of the 
Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela: the Community Service for Higher Education 
Students. This contrast brings forth the relation between the macro-micro level initiatives 
in city design and in community building in two different cultures. According to John 
Thackara “we need to design macroscopes, as well as microscopes, to help us 
understand where things come from and why” … “Macroscopes can help us understand 
complex systems” [20]. Thus, a zoom in and out is required to look how changes take 
place at all levels of social change and how collaboration among communities shape. 
 
Socio-material assemblies; roles and approaches in design 
The work of designers have been known by their ability to ‘put a beautiful wrapper 
around the idea.’ … ‘by making new products and technologies aesthetically attractive 
and therefore more desirable to consumers or by enhancing brand perception through 
smart, evocative advertising and communication strategies.’ [6]. However, design in the 
contemporary world has become an overall thinking within organization management 
and currently “a fundamental challenge for designers and the design community is to 
move from designing “things” (objects) to designing Things (socio-material assemblies)” 
[3]. According to Bjögvinsson et al. “a Thing approach would see this as a collective of 
humans and non-humans and might rather look to the performative “staging” of it [3]. 
The authors explored “how can we (designers) gather and collaborate in and around 
design Things—Things that are modifying the space of interactions and performance 
and that may be explored as socio-material frames for controversies, opening up new 
ways of thinking and behaving, being ready for unexpected use.” [3]. 
 
In this work I present two design interventions conducted in urban public places, which 
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are regarded and examined in the light of socio-material assemblies. It seems that the 
concept of socio-material assemblies in design is moving design to the social dimension 
and to the public domain. It highly concerns to the area of neighbourhood revitalization in 
which designing with and for communities is at the core. It is also giving space to a new 
area in design where a whole set of tools and approaches are developing. It is inspired 
by the social work discipline. Taking participatory design to the streets, so to speak, and 
to public places has the fundamental difference of working with the public and 
communities rather than (with)in private organizations. Ezio Manzini recognizes that the 
new attitude of design appoints the replacement of objects by, for example, fascinating 
events [in 20]. The shift towards a more socio-material thinking diminishes the energy 
and material consumption and brings forth the design of activities and environments, in 
which more people are acting [20]. The shift in design over the last 25 years gives new 
roles to people and designers. On one hand, the “costumer” or “consumer” role (used 
during 1980’s) has drastically been reconsidered by designers to fulfill current actions in 
design in which people are “co-creators” and “participants” [18]. It includes people “not 
only as recipients of the artefacts of the process, but as active participants in the design 
and production process itself. They are capable of adapting products to better meet their 
own needs.” [18]. 
 
On the other hand, the role of designers is also transforming into a great array of new 
forms. Designers are facilitating events that enable dialogue between different 
stakeholders. This emerging role as a facilitator came from “the necessity to facilitate 
conversations across broad groups to grapple with questions of desirability, possibility 
and viability.” [4]. Designers are also provoking new situations, discussions and social 
actions when producing spaces and artefacts that interact with people within public 
contexts for instance. In this case, the provocateur is presenting a set of themes for 
discussion and examination. These designed artefacts are provocations or interventions 
within the research and design process. It helps to engage people in a rich and 
imaginative way. Designers need to experiment with subjects and objects in the real 
world in order to uncover ideas and develop new thoughts in design.  
 
This new set of design frame also explores and exploits the use of experiments and 
interventions within research and educational programs. Koskinen et al. (2012) suggest 
a “constructive design research” as part of design research where only ‘a few 
approaches have been successful for a decade or more.’ [13]. Among the three 
approaches the authors suggest the Field approach, which is partly rooted in interpretive 
social sciences, establishing the “context” of work as the essential ground of inquiry, 
contrary to the way researchers work in the lab. The core of the Field approach in 
constructive design research is to contextualize things instead of decontextualize them. 
It utilizes the experiment in natural settings for making sense of the great array of 
situations and phenomena between people, places and objects. The use of mock-ups, 
prototypes, products and other experiments is the basis of design research fieldwork [13] 
 
Experiments in design: design interventions 
Design, as any other field of study, utilizes, adapts, supports and establishes 
experiments of its own. Great array of design methods and tools in design originate by 
experimentation, iteration and constructive design research. Design experimentation and 
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design of experiments in design pay direct attention to “‘designerly’ ways of knowing, 
thinking and acting.” [9]. According to Mazé and Redström (2008) “experiments do not 
operate as a proof or test of the program, but as a means to learn about, reflect upon 
and challenge certain general or pre- conceptions.”[15]. Moreover, Paolo Soleri says that 
in “the laboratory is where you develop an experiment, and then you take the experiment 
to the breaking point so that through this failure, you learn about the subject.” [19] 
 
In this work I want to introduce an interventionist approach to design, mediated by the 
socio-material assembly, the design intervention in this case and facilitated by the 
interventionists in situ (in real context situations). Utilizing design interventions 
throughout the design process is a proactive attitude that helps to examine and make 
sense of phenomena (design research) and also helps to imagine new situations and 
experiences relevant for design practice and design education. Brant and Binder (2007) 
‘propose the notion of interventions rather than experiments, to make a distinction 
between the experiment as an activity of the researcher and the intervention as the way 
research can be observed to intervene (or interact) with the subject matter.’ [5]. 
 
Within this work a design intervention in public places and public contexts is defined as a 
temporal action caused by a problem, a gap, a design opportunity or a research program 
between two or more individuals or entities (people, communities, institutions, 
companies and so on). “Design interventions are taken to the streets to intervene with 
the public in the context of different research and educational programs. Design 
interventions deal with both pragmatic and theoretical conditions, as they are 
statements, phenomena and situations as well as applied science, people’s know-how, 
and experiences on making and acting.” [21, 22]. Design interventions in design help the 
study of city designs and urban experience among others, the essence of 
neighbourhoods, communities and public places. The design intervention usually 
involves artefacts or experiments that help to create interactions between people, people 
and places, people and topics, and people and designers/researchers. This exchange 
helps designers to 1) understand the context of work; 2) get to know the local people; 3) 
introduce new ways of doing and designing; 4) motivate people to get involved; 5) collect 
people’s opinions and desires; 6) make sense of problems and possible solutions; 7) 
measure the success of the design intervention and its application; and, 8) create new 
places, uses, situations and environments. [21]. 
 
So far, I have briefly introduced new roles of designers and people as well as current 
approaches in design practice and design research. Design interventions in public 
places and in public contexts have been defined and its relation to Design Things. In the 
following sections two teaching modules in the higher educational system are illustrated. 
One was part of the industrial and strategic design master degree program in Aalto 
University (AU), Helsinki, Finland and, the other part of the architecture and urbanism 
studies in the Central University of Venezuela (UCV), Caracas. 
 
Case 1: Designing with a Finnish community 
Students from the School of Art, Design and Architecture of Aalto University and Lahti 
Design Institute came together in a seven-week teaching module of 320h between 
October-December 2012 as part of the Living+ and 365Wellbeing project for the World 
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Design Capital Helsinki 2012. The module was the first of its kind in the department of 
design. The aim of this optional design module was to explore suburban lifestyles and 
address new ways for encouraging neighbourhood wellbeing. The learning objectives 
focused on learning a core future-oriented skillset to enable students to work with 
communities and diverse stakeholders and to manage the design process in an ‘open’ 
manner leading to diverse outcomes. Design students were encouraged to conduct 
experiments, to design and implement interventions in the community of Tonttila, the 
suburban neighbourhood in the city of Lahti and context for our work.  
 
The first design interventions in the community of Tonttila were carried out during the 
“Restaurant Day”, a general event where anyone can create a one-day pop-up 
restaurant (see http://www.restaurantday.org/). The aim of the design interventions was 
to meet locals and collect information about their lives, wishes and ideas in and about 
the area. This interaction with the community helped design students to find the problem 
spaces and design opportunities. Each group of design students engaged with locals 
through different interventions. The Breakfast Club group offered breakfast in exchange 
of participants’ thoughts in their co-design session (Image 1). They focused on what 
people think about the new plan for Tonttila area; how they would like to use the 
common area and what things they could imagine for Tonttila. They utilized image cards 
showing different activities and spaces to inspire people. They also employed 
techniques of collage and, maps of the area helped to contextualize the work.  
 
Another group of design students intervened in the heart of the neighbourhood. They 
just showed up, placed a table, with a slogan on the top saying “Better Tonttila - Have a 
cup of tea’. The group offered free cookies, tea and pie. They asked people about the 
activities their are involved in, whether they do them alone, with friends or with a group 
of people, and furthermore they asked about things they wish to do in the future. 
People’s responses were drawn and written on a paper placed on the table. A third 
group, the Idea Bakery, adapted design tools and prepared pastries for their co-design 
workshop. As locals did not show up, design students walked around the neighbourhood 
to publish their event and talk to people. They gathered more information about the area 
from the interaction with people on the streets than from the original planned session.  
 
For this paper I have selected to illustrate the second design intervention conducted by 
the Breakfast Club group. The restaurant day provided them an opportunity to explore 
themes and tools in the co-design session with the community. However, the design 
intervention only helped them to familiarize with locals and local issues. The Breakfast 
Club group developed their thoughts and ideas further after their background research; 
fieldtrips, stakeholders map, co-design session and interactions with people in local 
activities among others. The group came up with the concept of Yhteiskiituri, “a mobile 
platform that offers suburban communities a common ground for activities. Yhteiskiituri 
provides services for the community to get support and inspiration from a fixed team as 
well as changing professionals and volunteers. The basic services are provided by the 
city and other authorities and additional services are donated by the people and 
organizations. This continuous outside intervention encourages the residents to act upon 
their ideas. To make the platform viable throughout the year, the concept is implemented 
through a customized bus. In addition to basic equipment like computers, the bus offers 
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an informal meeting place, and thus supports spontaneous encounters. Yhteiskiituri 
provides professional advice to create initiatives and events together such as socio-
cultural happenings and neighbourhood meetings. The bus moves around different 
neighbourhoods helping the areas around the city to unite. The co-operation between 
communities on a larger scale is encouraged and new links will emerge.”  
 
The group crafted a try-out version of the service inside the school’s van and took the 
prototype to the suburban neighbourhood of Tonttila to create discussion, receive 
feedback about the idea and get more ideas to be included in the concept. They utilized 
waste materials and borrowed objects for assembling the design experiment. The design 
intervention aimed to introduce the concept idea and also to test the experiment (would it 
really work?). The design intervention became a temporal space for interaction and 
dialogue where locals easily joined, people came to the space “just to share some 
thoughts with a friendly face.” According to the design students group “the event didn’t 
change the concept itself. What we got out of it was the feeling that we were taking the 
idea into a good direction. Also, we saw that the people would be enthusiastic if they 
could have a say in developing such a concept. Some people were even already 
‘owning’ the idea and thinking of ways they could use it. In the end, we also saw a clear 
need for an informal gathering space for the community and a need for outside 
facilitators.” 
 

       
Image 1: ‘Better Tonttila - Have a cup        Images 2: concept of Yhteiskiituri..      Image 3: Participatory opening of  
of tea’. Tonttila        Design intervention in Tonttila    medicinal garden. San José, Caracas 

 
Case 2: Law of Community Service, Venezuela 
In 2005 the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela decreed a new law: the community service 
for higher education students. The law aims to regulate community service work for 
students of higher education that, at undergraduate level aspire to practice any 
profession. The community service for higher education students is understood by the 
activities these students should develop in communities by applying the knowledge 
acquired during their studies. It aims to beneficiate communities, neighbourhoods, 
institutions and so on, and to cooperate to achieve social well-being. During the service 
community interventions students of higher education should apply their scientific, 
technical, cultural, recreational and humanistic knowledge. The law is ruled by the 
constitutional principles of solidarity, social responsibility, equality, cooperation, 
responsibility, participation, humanitarian assistance and otherness.  
 
The community service work can be eligible after the actualization of at least, 50% of the 
total academic load; the community service consists of 120 hours of student work and it 
is mandatory for obtaining the degree of higher education. The community service aims 
to: 1) nourish solidarity in the student and the responsibility with the community as an 
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ethical and citizen norm; 2) create an act of reciprocity within the society; 3) enrich the 
higher education activity through the service-learning period and apply the knowledge 
acquired during years of studies; 4) integrate institutions of higher education to 
communities in order to contribute to the development of the Venezuelan society; and, 5) 
foster collaboration and enrich the social capital of the nation. The projects execute 
during the community service should be elaborated answering to the necessities of the 
community, offering solutions of methodological scope, and considering municipal 
development plans, at state and national levels.  
 
Design Intervention in the Community of San José 
Students from the Faculty of Architecture and Urbanism of the Central University of 
Venezuela (UCV) came together in a 120h community service teaching course. The 
works presented in this paper occurred between the year 2010-2012 as part of the 
collaboration between the community of San José and the Faculty of Architecture both 
situated in Caracas. The following case was carried out by two groups of students who 
took the service community course in two years consecutive. After doing the background 
research; fieldtrips, talking with local people and experiencing the neighbourhood 
environment group ‘A’ found an opportunity to influence on the common spaces of the 
local university, the Faculty of Medicine (UCV). The group decided to retake an old idea 
designed for the internal garden of the faculty of medicine proposed years back by a 
local architect. The group worked on the idea, generating a catalogue about the design 
idea. It worked as a tool to present the idea to the community and motivate them to 
participate in the initiative. The catalogue included a selection of medicinal plants, a 
budget plan, alternative concepts for the medicinal garden (improved from original 
design), and it included an action plan for further development.  
 
Group ‘B’ took over the idea on the next service community course. One student of 
architecture donated a series of modular structures made of concrete, which were meant 
to function as plant pots and furniture for the medicinal garden. Financial aid was 
missing to buy the plants. Students of medicine collected money from people in the area. 
The group implemented the intervention and planed the maintenance of the medicinal 
garden with the local gardener and mentor. They organized a participatory opening 
where local people, students of medicine and the ecological brigade of nearby schools 
assisted. The participatory opening consisted of cleaning the garden area and planting 
the plants. The local gardener who was the ecological brigade facilitator instructed 
people during the planting process. Moreover, he suggested carrying out the 
maintenance of the garden together with the community and especially with children 
from nearby schools. Every Tuesday, Thursday and Friday the ecological brigade visit 
the garden for recreational activities such as learning about agriculture, medicinal plants 
and gardening.  
 
Students of architecture and urbanism learnt besides new approaches in design 
research and in the design process also the implementation and maintenance of the 
design work. They dealt with logistics, budget plan, funding, marketing and 
communication channels as well as community (building) work. The students of 
architecture reflected through their design interventions that the role of architecture is not 
only the design of buildings and spaces, as it is often understood, but rather the 
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importance of small-scale architecture is making public good and in the design of 
interactive spaces. Above all, they understood through the community service work that 
the implementation of small-scale architecture is significant for making ideas palpable, 
visible, and able to be experienced and evaluated. The students identified their designs 
as viable; experienced from the sense of human activities supporting socio-cultural 
environments rather than style dominant designs in the light of material consumption.  
 
Micro Scale Revitalization through Design Interventions 
New openings and new modes of exploration in the study curriculum of design schools 
are needed. World Design Capital Helsinki 2012 was an opportunity to introduce an 
alternative course to design students in Helsinki and Lahti. It facilitated collaboration 
between design schools, cities and communities that shared interest in urban research 
and design topics where co-design, participatory and field approaches in design were 
explored. Top-down decisions to the study curriculum of the higher education system in 
Venezuela bring about a new discourse in design where socio-economic perspectives 
are explored and new ways of doing in the field of design are at the core. The law of 
community service work provides a new space for teachers and students to develop 
tools, methods and methodologies of their own in social design in the southern 
hemisphere. It helps them grow design around public and social services independently. 
The community service work also creates future generations of design professionals 
(among others) socially responsive. It provides them a future oriented skillset to work 
with communities and diverse stakeholders. This area of study currently has a great 
demand and design has much to offer. The service community work and designing with 
communities through design interventions, as shown in the cases presented, examines 
new functions, capabilities and relevance of design to the society, and neighbourhoods 
in particular. It can be a way to explore the area of design for services in the public 
sector where communities and individuals are beneficiated. It can also address to 
current problems in Western (independent) cultures such as loneliness and 
individualism, a social problem, normally more specific to the social lifestyle and the 
participation in social events [1]. 
 
The case studies from Venezuela and Finland show how conventional ways of design 
work can renew in the pedagogical context. Designing socio-material assemblies in the 
micro level of neighbourhood and community revitalization offers new modes of 
explorations and new concepts and practices in design. Design interventions are one of 
them, an interventionist approach based on design experiments in small-scale 
neighbourhood revitalization and design for wellbeing. They are focusing on situations 
and events where more people are acting and encountering public life, communal 
activities and public participation. They are also representing alternative service designs 
for specific communities and individuals’ needs, which need to be explored and tested. 
Introducing design interventions in public places in the context of micro scale of 
neighbourhood revitalization suggest an increase of humanization, defined as “human 
advancement beyond materialism”, and futurization putting “an emphasis on future-
eternal values rather than immediate results.” [12]. These values are based on the 
human and social capital in which cooperation; local issues and dialogical social actions 
are at the heart. Interactions occurred during the design interventions show in the micro 
level of low-income to middle-class neighbourhoods development how communities can 
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be formed, how changes can start to be produced, how to reflect and put on the table 
local issues and wishes, and how new design ideas can be introduced to the public. 
Design interventions contribute to explore new ways of exchange between future 
professionals and “ordinary” people in real life settings. Design intervention is a design 
tool that facilitates designers to directly interact with the public, collect stories and try out 
design ideas. They are a new way to perceive and experience the world as well as 
notions in design and architecture. Interventions in design function as a medium to make 
ideas tangible, observable and able to be experienced and evaluated. Including 
interventionist approaches to the study curriculum of design schools can open up new 
ways of thinking and behaving.  
 
The cases presented in this work also show that interventions introduced new ways of 
re-inventing and re-experiencing neighbourhood environments, as they are a proactive 
way of engagement. The process of experiencing a place occurs in a passive or 
proactive way, and is based on interaction with the hard and soft qualities [21]. Hard 
qualities include buildings and institutions such as hospitals, museums and cultural 
centres, infrastructure such as roads, and natural features, landscapes and green areas 
[20]. The soft qualities are about people, culture and the social domain [20]. The passive 
way of experiencing a place is based on observing, hearing, touching and smelling, 
while the proactive also combines communication with people, exchange of knowledge 
and actions within the neighbourhood. Interventions and interventionists facilitate actions 
that co-produce new uses and activities, exploring the importance of citizen involvement 
in ‘designed’ activities and in making people to realize their role in local development. 
The significance of design interventions is not merely at this stage to make stylish 
designs, but try out and measure the impact of new uses and activities through 
participatory and social means. Design interventions help to identify how new form giving 
to urban areas and communities can work, be maintained and developed. In this sense, 
design is also about experimentation and testing different working models and 
approaches for the re-creation of urban living. For this reason, design schools together 
with the public and private sector, individuals and communities need to give room to 
initiatives where more radical approaches could be explored. These can be useful for 
tackling solutions for societal problems of wellbeing in local contexts.  
 
Designers can have a key role in initiating actions, activating places and engaging 
citizens. They can facilitate happenings and situations, spontaneous interaction and, 
they make visible local knowledge. Designers can also create design strategies for 
urban wellbeing. Above all, designers make things and make things happen, they create 
environments where experiences take place and which can be told and explored later. 
Having an interventionist approach, designing experiments and imagining the future in 
real context situations and with real people have the essence of affecting not only design 
but also communities and the public sector. Intervening urban areas in western societies 
by social design and participatory approaches help to break the ice between people and 
create a shared space where strangers become familiar. This simple understanding and 
a push towards more socio-material assemblies can truly establish the new crafts in 
community building and small-scale neighbourhood revitalization. With stronger synergy 
and collaboration between design universities, neighbourhoods and the public sector 
there could be the beginning of a truly social design application embedding design for 
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wellbeing in our everyday urban life. Moreover, a mutual understanding of design in 
neighbourhood development in independent (Finland) and interdependent (Venezuela) 
cultures can bring forth knowledge sharing and mutual learning in socially responsive 
design for communities, localities and individual needs. Decision making in relation to 
the macro-micro level of design practice, design education and design research within 
local and global experiences can help to make sense of new discourses and practices in 
the conventional field of design and architecture, and emphasis on social design. 
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The Cracks Through Which We 
Fall: Challenging the Independence 
of Design Disciplines for the Built 
Environment 
 
 
Abstract  
 
The economic growth of China over the past decade has seen a corresponding rise 
in the use of iconic architecture to display corporate successes (Devlin et al 2006). 
This prioritization of the monumental form of the building has increasingly occurred to 
the detriment of user functionality, and with a disturbing disregard for the social 
function of the building and the part it plays in the larger urban fabric.  Buildings, 
individually or collectively, can be regarded as places, and most current models of 
place (e.g. Dovey 2010; Gustafson 2001; Massey 1995) emphasise the significance 
of social activities and interactions as the method by which people create place 
meaning.  
 
Thus current practices that prioritise the architectural discipline can be argued to 
have two failings – two cracks, through which real people fall. First, there is the 
increasing tendency to focus on the building-as-monument, which not only threatens 
functionality but also assumes an importance for aesthetics that is not supported by 
research (Osborne 2012). Second, the current process for the design of the built 
environment still maintains the architect as the lead consultant – a discipline that 
offers little in the way of methods for identifying or understanding the needs for social 
interactivity, seen as essential qualities for urban development. 
 
The purpose of this paper is to challenge the prevailing practices that shape the built 
environment; to argue that the process should be socially-driven, and that individual 
disciplines should give way to a more co-operative, inclusive process that can 
achieve socially-significant place. 
 
 
Key words to use; iconic, architecture, connectivity, social interaction  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Introduction 
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 “We believe that the iconic design movement, which defines our 
architectural era, must integrate a sense of place into its work. When the 
bold idea of place takes hold in modern design, cities will become more 
livable, sustainable and authentic.” Project for Public Spaces, 2012a. 

 
The emergence of China over the past decade as an economic power has seen a 
phenomenal growth in architectural expressions in major cities, as corporations vie to 
establish their buildings as artefacts on the urban skyline (Devlin et al 2006). This 
has led to a disturbing tendency towards prioritizing the iconic value of the building to 
the detriment of user functionality and neighborhood integration.  
 
This paper sets out to challenge the prevailing practices that produce iconic 
architecture. First, it claims that, by prioritizing the iconic nature of the building, such 
architecture suffers functionally. Second, it disregards local place value in favour of 
membership to a global architectural elite, and that that membership is gained 
through qualities of form and aesthetic, rather than its value to the urban community. 
Third, given the proposed global agenda, such architecture ignores the role of the 
building in developing local place and place identity, specifically by ignoring the 
significant role of social positioning in the development of place identity. 
 
Form vs functionality 
 
The desire to produce dominant facades for high-rise buildings to compete for air 
space over our cities too often takes precedent over functional aspects of building 
access (by users) and neighbourhood connectivity (to adjacent sites). An example of 
this can be seen in the Park Hyatt Hotel in Shanghai (Fig. 1), a six-star hotel 
component of the Shanghai World Financial Centre (Fig. 2). In order to preserve the 
integrity of the sweeping façade, the entrance to this hotel has the appearance of a 
‘back-door’ and is devoid of any of the welcoming grandeur one would expect of a 
six-star establishment. The same building sits in splendid isolation, protected from 
the rest of the city by a network of busy highways. The design of this so called ‘high 
architecture’ all too frequently is a product of  “making decisions about projects 
looking at scale models of the proposed buildings [where] the viewer’s attention is 
drawn to its overall shape, form, geometry, and away from what happens at the 
ground level where people interact with it.” (Mann cited in PPS 2012b). This focus on 
the overall visual envelope of the building disregards many of the elements of place 
and sociality, including such fundamentals as urban connectivity and user 
functionality. As the Project for Public Spaces maintains, architects should focus on 
creating “places that are not just visually appealing, but that are also responsive to 
the needs that the people who will use those places” (PPS 2012). In the example of 
the Park Hyatt access – and indeed circulation- is far from responsive to the needs of 
the user.  
 
[INSERT FIG. 1 HERE] 
[INSERT FIG.2 HERE] 
 
Whilst there is an immediate and often reasonably easily identifiable series of 
physical problems associated with the iconic architecture there is what is possibly a 
greater consequence of this prioritization, which is the disturbing disregard for the 
place value of the building and the part it plays in the larger social fabric of the urban 
community.  Buildings, individually or collectively, can be regarded as places, and 
most current models of place (e.g. Dovey 2010; Gustafson 2001; Massey 1995) 
emphasise the significance of social activities and interactions as the method by 
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which people create place meaning. This does not exclude the iconic value of 
buildings but, by viewing the building as a place rather than an entity, it sees this 
value as simply one of many conditions to be fulfilled in order to achieve a socially – 
rather than merely aesthetically – satisfying building. Yet iconic architecture, by virtue 
of its unprecedented historic link to “an emergent transnational capitalist class” 
(Sklair 2006), creates an elite social minority that excludes a large majority of the 
urban community. The new role of architecture, within this ‘private place club’, is “a 
resonance between the agendas of high-profile architects and those political and 
economic agencies ‘selling places’” (Jones 2009). So whilst this architecture arguably 
provides a level of sociality, it is a social meaning that is relevant to such a small 
segment of the community as to have either little impact or negative impact on the 
place value. For the very notion of place, according to Dovey (2010), “hinges on the 
relation between spatiality and sociality” (p.6) and thus the current practice, by 
focussing on the spatiality of the artefact and ignoring sociality, essentially turns its 
back on any responsibility towards place. 
 
Place, place meaning and social connections 
 
Yet even the idea of place being the relation between spatiality and sociality is 
simplistic to the point of being misleading. Empirical evidence from a study in Hong 
Kong highlighted the importance of social significance whilst at the same time 
illustrated that consumers assigned little significance to the individual qualities of 
architecture and interior design – these qualities generally were evaluated as an 
integrated ‘package’ of impressions with no one architectural feature taking 
precedent, and, overall, the impressions of the physical realm appeared far less 
influential on place meaning than the social cues provided by other users. In essence 
the social side of the consumer relationship with buildings would appear to be of 
greater importance to place meaning or identity than spatiality or physical form.  
 
The research, based in Hong Kong, was a grounded theory investigation into 
consumer processes for creating place image, and described the process by which 
people create personal and social meanings which, in turn, was used to develop 
sense of place and place image. In essence the study suggested first, that people 
respond to buildings as holistic environments rather than as purely physical settings 
or architectural spaces. And second, that the activities in and around the environment 
– in particular the actions, appearances and activities of other users – was a far 
greater influence than the physical aspects of the environment.  
 
[join paras up again after edit] 
 
Most importantly, people engaged with the building holistically as a series of 
immersive experiences that included, but did not distinguish between, activities and 
their context – a context that wove the physical space together with cultural, historic, 
social and political references into socially-relevant meaning. So whilst they would 
quite possibly recognize and respond to iconic architectures, they would evaluate 
them not in aesthetic isolation but within a framework of social significance. Thus 
through a series of interpretive processes consumers attach personal and social 
meaning to place, and the resultant image conceptualizes place as an integral and 
representative part of a specific social position. In consequence there is an 
associated series of consumer actions, behaviours, and appearances that are 
considered to be accepted and appropriate for that place. The difficulty with iconic 
architecture and this focus on a ‘skyline artefact’ is two-fold. First lacking substance 
and local sensitivity; second, it references such a narrow band of significance 
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(economic success of an elite group) as to have little meaning of relevance to larger 
urban community.  
 
 
This act of evaluation is in reality an act of comparison, to knowledge and beliefs 
about social groups – and indeed relies on the ability to distinguish and interpret 
social symbols that are seen to be present in the surroundings – together with the 
environment and the people and the actions that go on between and within these 
groups. A significant factor in this process is the reliance on external knowledge and 
the importance of connectivity, which introduces concepts of place not as fixed or 
bounded entities but as nodes on a network of social interactivity (Dovey 2010; 
Easthope 2004; Massey 1995; Osborne 2012). Doreen Massey’s (1991, 1992, 1995) 
view of place, for example, was both rich and complex, and offered a definition of 
place that was based on its significance as a “site of negotiated meaning within 
networks of social relationships, rather than simply in terms of qualities that exist 
within a physical locality” (Easthope, 2004). Massey regarded places as processes 
not entities and, in addition to seeing them as (often) being a geographically-defined 
location, defined them as nodes on a network of social interactions (Massey, 1995; 
Massey and Jess, 1995).  As such she provided a far more flexible and 
accommodating description of place than, for example, the models of Relph (1976), 
Canter (1977) and Agnew (1987). Within Massey’s definition of place social 
exchanges played a critical role for imbuing place with meaning. 
 
These interactions are markers of meaning that people bring with them to new places 
and, equally, are shaped and reshaped by the engagement with new places. It is the 
ability of these interactions to generate significant meaning for the user, and then for 
that meaning to be positioned within a social context, that determine the value of that 
place to the user. In this context iconic architecture presents certain difficulties, as it 
aligns itself with a global architecture; as Sklair (2010) points out ““Iconic architecture 
and architects connect analytically with generic globalization” and in so doing 
distance themselves from local cultures and thus local meaning. Equally, the 
complexity of the place proposition suggests that these icons of contemporary 
architecture are unlikely to succeed as places if they continue to limit their vision to 
the aesthetic silhouette to the neglect of other qualities of place.  
 
Urban identity and place image 
 
Place image and urban identity are essential conditions for people particularly in 
relation to personal and social identity (e.g. Casey 1998; Massey 1995; Relph 1976; 
Tuan 2002); they provide cultural and emotional stability and can provide a sense of 
stability and control over their lives (Lopez 2009). People identify with places and 
often use them “to provide a kind of symbolic identity that distinguishes them from 
others” (Lopez 2009, p.46). In this regard iconic architecture is an “emerging abstract 
language of architecture [that] ignores the relation with the community” (Atto 2009, 
p.411) which intentionally turns its back on connectivity to the urban fabric which, in 
turn, becomes a threat to the cohesion of urban identity. For, as Lefebvre (1947) 
observed, as life and experience are increasingly disconnected and fragmentmented 
individuals become increasingly alienated from the past and from their own identities. 
Disintegration interrupts the historic continuity that is an essential part of authenticity 
and identity, and communities are left searching for substitutions for continuity in the 
lived experience (Heynen 1999).  
 
The quality of the urban environment can influence the quality of the social 
community, and the management of urban landscapes plays a major part in 
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developing and maintaining this quality (Simoni 2006; Tahir and Roe 2006). 
Therefore there is an inherent responsibility within the architectural discipline to 
recognise the impact, intentional or unintentional, that their work has on the greater 
urban landscape. To limit ones responsibility to the single aesthetic, and to the 
desires of the corporate patron, is to ignore the larger role that architecture plays in 
the formation of the urban and social community. People do look for connection to 
their environment, and  “perceive themselves as being connected to or being a part 
of their surroundings” (Hiss, 1990: 22). In their search for meaning in ‘place’ people 
are influenced by visual cues that are significant of social groups (Butina Watson and 
Bentley 2007; Osborne 2012) or “imagined communities” (Butina Watson and 
Bentley 2007). The danger of the icon-only building is that whilst it stands as a 
marker of economic success it rarely stands – or is intended to stand – as a marker 
of social or community success. It is the success of a small group of people and, as 
such, has the potential to alienate or exclude a much larger group – i.e. the larger 
community and members of the urban environment. As Butina Watson and Bentley 
(2007) observe, what are important to urban identities are “socially valued parts of 
the city’s spatial structure”” (p.67). The immediate concern then is that whilst these 
iconic architectures might be socially ‘recognised’ they are not necessarily socially 
‘valued’. To be sure, an argument could perhaps be made for the economic icon as a 
foundation of social pride; if one were to look at nations such as Dubai or Qatar, their 
iconic architectures are displayed worldwide as monuments to their progress and 
wealth. Yet both nations seem now to be questioning whether their national identities 
are missing essential values from their historic and cultural pasts.  
 
Butina Watson and Bentley (2007) also point to the need for urban design to “help 
users develop a sense of their own empowerment” (p.68) – the iconic architecture 
can perhaps be seen as the antithesis of this notion. Its very elitist and exclusive 
stance makes a strong statement suggesting that power resides with the corporate 
body and, conversely and perhaps intentionally, reducing the power (and the say) of 
the majority of the community. It can be argued that the attempted elevation to global 
status is a worthy substitute for local empowerment; the cautionary tone should be 
that reliance on connection with a global elitism requires a subsuming of national 
identity into the international identity “instead of defining itself with a local culture” 
(Atto 2009, p.411). 
 
Place in architectural design 
 
Within the architectural field there appear to be broad and imprecise interpretations 
of ‘place’. As Dovey (2010) points out that while the concept of place has “a 
significant role in [the] design and planning practice” there is “a presumed 
consensual understanding [that] underwrites some dangerous practices”(p.3). As an 
example Dovey refers to assemblage theory (De Landa 2006) as applied to 
conceptions of place (Dovey 2010); this theory was intended to refer to a state of 
affairs and yet is all too often taken to refer to a collection of parts (Dovey 2010), an 
action that, whilst undoubtedly convenient, reduces an essentially qualitative concept 
to a limited quantitative one. Perhaps more importantly it is frequently applied from 
the edge of an architectural site inward, neglecting the importance of influences 
external to the site. The work of Rem Koolhaas repeatedly shows a fixation with the 
arrangement and function of interior spaces, treating them as a “field of play that 
resists any simple mimetic relationship with social structure” (Dovey and Dickson 
2002, p.13), allowing him to explore alternative social purposes for internal spaces 

383



PAPERSPAPERS

with apparently little concern for the process by which the participants of these social 
practices arrive. Analysis of his architecture (Dovey and Dickson 2002) shows an 
alarming disregard for what is happening outside of the building and simply assumes 
arrival at the building; the process by which arrival occurs seems immaterial to post-
arrival activities (Fig 3).  
 
[INSERT FIG.3 HERE] 
 
This inward-gaze of the architect is can also be found in Koolhaas’ CCTV building in 
Beijing; the building shows little apparent relationship to its physical or cultural 
context and sits rudely on its site, like an alien space-craft landed, almost challenging 
the neighbourhood to come closer (Fig. 4).     
 
[INSERT FIG.4 HERE] 
 
The cracks through which we fall 
 
The preceding argument posits that current practices that prioritise the architectural 
icon can be argued to have three failings – three cracks, through which real people 
fall. First, the focus on the building-as-monument threatens functionality. Facades 
that continue uninterrupted to the ground take precedent over pedestrian – and often 
vehicular – access, and result in extended and often less-desirable journeys to 
access the innards of the building. The unprecedented arrival of iconic architecture 
(Sklair 2006) seems to have discarded the principles of ‘grand arrival’ found in 
architectures as diverse as the Taj Mahal, Westminister Abbey, or even the 
plantation homes of southern America. The set-backs generally preferred by the 
architect to ‘respect’ the façade encourages isolating the building from its neighbours 
rather than connecting with them. Equally, the very pursuit of iconic architecture 
suggests a competition with the neighboring buildings and suggests an exclusion of 
architectural dialogue. And while this disconnect might sit well with some post-
modern theorists it is incompatible with theories of good place (e.g. Agnew 1987;  
Dovey 2010; Gustafson 2001; Massey 1995; Relph 1976). 
 
Second, the focus on the iconic assigns an importance for aesthetics that is not 
supported by research (Osborne 2012) and encourages social dislocation rather than 
urban or social integration. It is counter-productive to the development of place 
meaning and threatens to disrupt urban identity.  
 
Third, this approach maintains – and possibly even requires – the architect as the 
lead consultant. Given the significance of the building to place identity, and the 
importance of place identity to the growth and stability of sociality and urban 
community, the greater success of such projects is dependent upon knowledge and 
understanding of the communities underdevelopment and the social, cultural, historic 
and political forces that are significant to them. Such knowledge is project specific; 
each project needs its own specific investigations which need to be carried out with 
processes and methodologies that are capable of achieving the depth and breadth of 
understanding necessary to succeed. Iconic architecture practice exhibits none of 
these capabilities, seemingly offering little in the way of methods for identifying or 
understanding the needs for social interactivity.  
 
Conclusion 
 
The purpose of this paper is to challenge the prevailing practices that produce these 
socially-exclusive icons and there should be no corporate reason to excuse the 
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architect for taking from the urban landscape without contribution. The flaw with the 
current practice is that it emphasizes the architectural significance, when architecture 
is but one aspect of the buildings role and a relatively small component in the 
concept of place. Of the other components ‘sociality’ stands out as a key value that 
people use to measure place and identity, and this paper argues that the process for 
developing the built environment should be socially-driven and socially-prioritised. 
This in no way denies the opportunity for iconic architecture but it recognizes that the 
physical aesthetic of the building envelope is only one part of ‘place’, and thus 
individual disciplines in this particular case architecture - should give way to a more 
co-operative, socially-focussed process that can better play its part in achieving 
socially-significant place. Such an approach would still maintain an open door to 
‘global membership’, but the desire for such membership would be determined by the 
local community and the collective identity rather than the elitist opinion of the 
architect. 
 
Buildings make a contribution to the image of the city. That image is tempered not 
only by aesthetic qualities or iconic value, but by functionality and by the meaning the 
building represents to the greater community. Pure iconic architecture lacks this 
significant local meaning and so, rather than contributing to the surrounding network 
by enriching and connecting, it diverts civic life around its monumental self; it 
becomes an urban black hole from which no social life shines. This does not mean 
that a high-visibility corporate statement is automatically a bad thing; if that statement 
resonates with the community then it can represent civic pride and reflect the 
success of the community as a whole. However if that corporate statement fails to 
resonate with sufficient people then the building can stand as a monument to greed, 
elitism, and exclusion. 
 
The axis of the argument is that buildings are part of the urban fabric and they are 
places for people; if those places fail in fulfilling the conditions of place then they 
become ‘something other than place’ which, in this case, appears to be monuments 
to corporate – and usually economic – conquests, and a desire for symbolic 
relocation in a globald, rather than local, context. As such their relevance to the 
urban community in which they sit is limited and the opportunity to build good place 
and urban identity is lost. If they set themselves within the urban network then they 
have a responsibility that goes beyond the corporate desires of the site owner; 
however to acknowledge this is to acknowledge that the process by which these 
buildings are created requires significant change. This paper has aimed at outlining 
the reasons why change is required and, through the notion of social-focussed 
leadership, suggests a direction for that change. The next step is to explore the 
nature of a process that can provide such leadership, and to restructure the current 
disciplines within that process. 
 
 
 
 
 
End. 

 
References: 
 
Agnew, J. A. (1987), Place and Politics: The Geographical Mediation of State and 

Society. Boston: Allen & Unwin 
 

385



PAPERSPAPERS

Atto, F. N. S. (2009), “ Global Architecture and Alienation”, 8th European Academy of 
Design Conference, [accessed May 2013] { available at 
http://ead09.rgu.ac.uk/Papers/055.pdf } 

 
Butina Watson, G. and I. Bentley (2007), Identity by Design. Amsterdam: Elsevier  

Canter, D. (1977), The Psychology of Place. London: Architectural Press 
 
Casey, E.S. (1998), The Fate of Place: A Philosophical History. Berkeley: University 

Of California Press 

De Landa, M. (2006), A New Philosophy of Society. New York: Continuum 

Dovey, K. (2010), Becoming Places: Urbanism/Architecture/Identity/Power. London: 
Routledge 

Dovey, K. and S. Dickson (2002), "Architecture and Freedom? Programmatic 
Innovation in the Work of Koolhaas/OMA", Journal of Architectural Education, 
56, 5–13. 

 
Devlin, R.M, A.Estevadeordal, and Andrs Rodrguez-Clare (2006), The Emergence of 

China: Opportunities And Challenges for Latin America And the Caribbean. 
Harvard University; 1st edition  

 
Easthope, Hazel (2004), "A Place Called Home", Housing, Theory and Society, 21 

(3), 128-138 
 
Gustafson, Per (2001), “Meanings of Place: Everyday Experience and Theoretical 

Conceptualizations,” Journal of Environmental Psychology, 21, 5-16. 
 
Hiss, T. (1990), The Experience of Place. New York: Alfred A. Knopf. 
 
Jones, P. (2009), “Putting architecture in its social place: a cultural political economy 

of architecture”, Urban studies, 46(12) 
 
Lopez, R. (2009), "Sense of Place and Design", Focus, VI, 46-52 
 
Mann, Thorbjoern (2012), cited in Project for Public Spaces, [accessed April 2013] { 

http://www.pps.org/blog/continuing-conversation-towards-an-architecture-of-
place/ } 

 
Massey, D. (1991), A Global Sense of Place, Marxism Today, June, [accessed May 

2011] {available at http://www.aughty.org/pdf/global_sense_place.pdf} 
 
Massey, D. (1992), "A Place Called Home", New Formations 7: 3–15. 
 
Massey, D. (1995), "The conceptualization of place", in D. Massey and P. Jess (eds) 

A Place in the World?: Places, Cultures and Globalization. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 45–85. 

 
Massey, D. and P. Jess (eds) A Place in the World?: Places, Cultures and 

Globalization. Oxford: Oxford University Press 
 

386



PAPERSPAPERS

Osborne, D. (2012), "Of Elephants, Opinions, and Partial Truths: Communities in 
Motion", Procedia-Social and Behavioral Sciences, 36, 8-15. 

PPS (2012a), Project for Public Spaces, [accessed April 2013] {available at 
http://www.pps.org/toward-an-architecture-of-place/ } 

 
PPS (2012b), Project for Public Spaces, [accessed April 2013] {available at 

http://www.pps.org/blog/continuing-conversation-towards-an-architecture-of-
place/ } 

 
Relph, E. (1976), Place and Placelessness. London: Pion 
 
Simoni, T. (2006), “Urban Landscape as a Restorative Environment: Preferences and 

Design Considerations”, Acta Agriculturae Slovenica, 87,325-332 
 
Sklair, L. (2006), “Iconic architecture and capitalist globalization”, City, 10(01), 21-47. 
 
Sklair, L. (2010), “Iconic Architecture and the Culture-ideology of Consumerism”, 

Theory, Culture and Society, 27(5), 135-159 
 
Tahir M, and H. Roe (2006), “Sustainable Urban Landscapes: Making the Case for 

the Development of an Improved Management System”, ALAM CIPTA, Int. J. 
Sustain. Trop. Design Res. Practice. 1,17-24. 

 
Tuan, Y.F. (2002), Space and Place: The Perspective of Experience. Minneapolis: 

University of Minesota Press 

 
__________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1: Entrance to the Park Hyatt Hotel, Shanghai 
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Figure 2: World Financial Center, Shanghai 
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Figure 3: Educatorium, Utrecht (Source: Dovey and Dickson 2002, p.10) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3: CCTV Tower, Beijing 
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Abstract 
 
The general terminology regarding inclusive design is not always as inclusive and global 
compared to its goals and ambitions. Design thinking often struggles with this confusion. 
Universal Design (UD), Inclusive Design (ID) and Design for All (DfA), are synonyms for 
design and designing with attention for inclusion. The terminology and definitions are 
various and it is not so clear how to interpret inclusive design during the design process. 
Theoreticians and practitioners often consider it in a different way. These differences 
may stimulate design confusion. This paper gives a historical and theoretical overview of 
the global terminology and zooms in on different views upon the implementation of 
inclusive insights during the design process. The idea is raised that we need a global 
inclusive design attitude as well as descriptive local design methods that can change 
according to the specific social, cultural, cognitive and physical features of the actual 
place and context. Without the need for new terminology, a global attitude with local 
methods is intended in order to obtain more sustainability in every respect. 

 
Keywords 
design terminology, global approach, local expertise, history, design attitude, method, 
Universal Design, Design for All, Inclusive Design 
 

Introduction 
This paper outlines the common objectives and related terms on inclusive design from a 
theoretical and historical point of view. It presents an overview of the ‘global’ terminology 
used in the context of inclusive design. Based on literature study the theoretical analysis 
of the definitions is linked with its historical context and with insights in design thinking 
and current global objectives on inclusive design.  
The first part elaborates on the history and meaning of the terms. Due to the lack of clear 
definitions and the history founded on activism, a majority of designers do not yet 
recognize or know the possibilities and opportunities presented by UD, ID or DfA from a 
social, economic or  designerly point of view.  
The second part of the paper focusses on the different design interpretations of inclusive 
design. Supported by a graphical scheme the differences and links between the 
interpretations are presented. Most designers connect these terms with Design for 
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Special Needs (DFSN)  or ‘accessibility’ and consider the concept behind as a 
standardized or ‘universal’ guideline in a context of problem solving. 
The paper develops the argument that instead of a plea for a specific term, the future 
lies in focussing on a global design approach.  

 

UD, DfA, ID in a historical and geographical 
perspective 
 
Universal Design (UD) [1], Inclusive Design (ID) [2] and Design for All (DfA) [3], used in 
the USA, UK and mainland Europe respectively, are synonyms sharing the same 
objectives. Despite the fact that each term is region specific, all have the same purpose: 
a more inclusive environment for everyone. The elimination of handicap creation in 
designing the physical environment supports these objectives. The general concept aims 
at a balanced outcome in usability, elegance and comfort for as many people as 
possible regardless of age, ability or circumstance. This paper identifies two major 
patterns that may have contributed to the variety in definitions and terms. First the 
historic evolution towards a more human centred approach and second the geographical 
preference that determines the vocabulary in the domain of inclusive design.  

Historical evolution 
Current design thinking welcomes the idea that designing is creating for people, with 
people, about people and by people. This idea fits a human centred approach. Design 
results are not limited to visual information, creation and representation but give 
attention to all human experiences.  
From a historical perspective different aspects have contributed to this growing 
awareness in human centred design. Most important social and cultural changes have 
influenced people’s belief and awareness towards a more inclusive-focussed 
community. 
For a long time, people were convinced that impairments could be overcome through the 
adaptation of the body itself. In general, restrictions were viewed as the result of 
impairments of the body that had to be restored or removed.  From the Greeks to the 
Enlightenment, most impairments were considered as religious signs and were treated 
respectively, as a punishment [4]. Adaptation of the impaired person to the social, 
economic as well as cultural environment was necessary. If they did not disabled people 
were abandoned. Scientific innovations of the Enlightenment changed the dogmatic  
belief in religious authority and created a medical approach as for the solution of 
problems. Disabilities could be medically diagnosed using for example the following 
categories: motor, mental, sensory and cognitive impairments [5]. The progress of 
medical knowledge influenced again the social perspective. The number of people who 
could adapt themselves to the norm increased. At the end of the 19th century, 
industrialisation brought economic prosperity. The technical revolution in for example 
steel and concrete, contributed to the expansion of designers’ possibilities. From that 
point on designers were no longer restricted to classical rules and constraints to span a 
ceiling. Rationalisation was one of the key stones. Consequently, they gained more 
design freedom to give attention to the actual experience of the physical environment. 
One of the intentions of the modernists was to bring design closer to the average users. 
In a way they could be named as the pioneers of inclusive design. Modernists believed 
in a universal and unitary design that would rationalise the usability of the built 
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environment for everyone. Modern architecture was to have been a universal style for 
the elevation of universal man [6]. However, the formal representation of their ideas 
received the most attention and common people were not ready for this form of 
representation yet. Oud and Johannes, members of the modernist movement de Stijl, 
stated that the definition of universal focussed on the result of mechanical production in 
the first place [7]. In addition to the possibilities of rationalisation for social innovation, 
industrialisation also brought less positive effects. Paradoxically these negative aspects 
did also contribute to the social change towards an inclusive attitude. The new 
machinery caused serious injuries and accidents. Industrial accidents often led to 
unemployment amongst workers. In the textile industry, for example, people were more 
likely to lose their hands and arms when they were distracted by having to change 
the threads of the loom. As a result, accidents were frequent and popular street imagery 
bears witness to the rise in physical impairment around this time.  Industrialization was 
one factor but the two world wars also contributed significantly to the rise in the number 
of people with an impairment.  

The 1950s brought  a new social discourse and sciences in which designers sought for 
innovative ways of user participation, ergonomic design, attention for people with 
disabilities, psychology, … and along came the social researchers. Society was 
encouraged to perceive and think about disabilities in a different way [8]. Specific 
changes in the built environment that could support people became a social objective. 
Initially, this discourse was defined as Design for Special Needs (DFSN) or Barrier-Free 
Design, a design approach in which the focus lies on a specific group of people with 
impairments, for example wheelchair users. Froyen defines this as a micro approach 
that supports solutions with specific adaptations for specific groups [9]. In the 1970s, 
several international governments integrated the social and academic movements into 
resolutions, legislation and recommendations. This change in legislation and the social 
research resulted in the fact that impairments were no longer considered as an exclusive 
individual problem but related to society as a whole [5]. Discourse about impairments 
was no longer restricted to the body, for example physical, mental or intellectual 
disabilities, but extended to environment in general. During the seventies and the 
eighties, Barrier-Free Design was commonly used as an umbrella term to define 
initiatives that raised out of activism and focused on the surroundings of the individual to 
support people [5]. The term Accessible Design, used in the US, had a similar meaning 
and came to be viewed more positively than Barrier-Free Design, but it was much more 
linked to requirements that were supported by legislation [1]. In the 1990s, principles for 
equal opportunities increasingly become international policies. This postmodern 
discourse created a new human centred design approach as advanced and defined 
by Ron Mace [1]. Throughout the world, many different initiatives were taken. In the 
United States, the Center for Universal Design (CUD) in North Carolina became the pilot 
centre for Universal design[11]. In 1993, the European Institute for Design and Disability 
(EIDD) was established in Dublin [12]. The common belief was that people must not be 
forced to adapt to the environment, but the designed environment should be adapted to 
its users. This movement advanced a macro approach that was aimed at finding 
solutions for as many people as possible. Davies and Lifchez called for UD to be viewed 
not as a restriction but as a “major perceptual orientation to humanity”[13]. So it wasn’t 
until the 20th century that the possibilities of environmental adaptations -encouraging 
individual independence- were acknowledged. However, a debate exists as to the 
appropriate global term for this design movement. The next section outlines the 
differences and similarities in the existing definitions and vocabulary. 
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Geographic interpretation  
Language and vocabulary is region specific and has its limitations. Depending on the 
geographic location, people use different terminologies. This diverts the focus and 
sometimes blurs the actual target. Moreover, this analysis is paradoxical as defining 
inclusive design or explaining the different terminologies already gives the possibility, 
option or consideration of excluding certain groups of people. 
 
 Universal Design (UD) 
Ron Mace coined the term Universal Design and defined it thus: “an approach to design 
that incorporates products as well as building features which, to the greatest extent 
possible, can be used by everyone.” [4] A similar definition is coined by the Center for 
Universal Design at North Carolina State University[14]. Ostroff elaborates on the fact 
that this approach implies that equity and social justice are embodied within the design 
process and that designs that work for as many people as possible are the end result [1]. 
Similarly, Herwig states that UD means Design for Everyone [15]. However, in the 
Dictionary of Architecture and Landscape Architecture, UD is defined as equal to Barrier-
Free Design: “Barrier-free or Universal Design: Design for Handicapped accessibility, 
considering the needs of those with visual, hearing and mental disabilities as well as 
those with physical mobility problems, e.g. buildings with alternatives to stepped 
entrances and internal steps and staircases. It became compulsory by federal law in the 
USA after 1990.”[16] Although UD aims at environments that support everyone, this 
definition appears to focus on the integration of special needs only. Consequently, many 
people associate it with accessibility standards. Ostroff explains that the term has 
inappropriately been adopted by some people as a trendy synonym for compliance with 
the Standards for Accessible Design that is supported by the Americans with Disabilities 
Act [1]. Besides the ambiguity in the use of the term ‘universal’, most people who hear 
the term UD for the first time are confused and consider it as design that is less inclusive 
but rationalised and in this way universal. Others incorrectly associate it with “universal 
designs” as coined by great utopians, like Bouillée [17]. Donald Norman defines it very 
well and states that Universal Design is about designing for everyone; it is a challenge 
but he agrees that this is no excuse for not designing usable products that everyone can 
use [18]. 

 
Inclusive Design (ID) 
 

Whereas UD is a term that originated in the USA, ID originated in the UK. For a 
definition, John Clarkson et al. refer to the British Standard Institute: “The design of 
mainstream products and/or services that are accessible to, and usable by, as many 
people as reasonably possible…without the need for special adaptation or specialised 
design.” [British Standards Institute, 2005 in 2]  Clarkson et al. go further: “By meeting 
the needs of those who are excluded from product use, inclusive design improves 
product experience across a broad range of users. Put simply, inclusive design is better 
design.” This definition makes the core message clear. Clarkson et al. also clarify the 
linguistic confusion that exists when talking about UD by explaining what ID is not. They 
state that ID does not naively imply that it is always possible or appropriate to design 
one product to address the needs of the entire population. Neither is it only DFSN, nor a 
stage that simply can be added into the design process. Instead, they refer to a waterfall 
model [2]. However, the main definition focuses on products and services whereas the 
design world as a whole ought to improve and encourage ID. Remarkably, Clarkson 
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himself questioned the term during a discussion at the Include 011 conference in 
London. He explicitly stated that the term Inclusive Design is no ideal choice because it 
intrinsically suggests separation. To get the message across this terminology and its 
definitions should finally disappear [19]. Indeed the use of the term, might stress the 
differences in users and their specific difficulties, whereas the main objective is that 
these ideas will be taken over in the larger scope of the design process. For this reason, 
the term might exclude itself and therefore cause confusion.  
 

Design for All (DfA) 
 
DfA is one of the common terms increasingly used in Europe since 1967 [1]. Grosbois, a 
French architect, who defines DfA as a concept that is identical to UD cites Vitruvius, the 
Roman architect, who stated that architecture is based on three main principles: firmitas 
(solidity of construction), venustas (aesthetic experience) and utilitas (adaptation to use). 
For Grosbois, DfA is an extension of utilitas. However, he states that it is only through a 
dialogue between solidity, usefulness and beauty that DfA can come into being [3]. The 
European Institute for Design and Disability (EIDD) adopted this vision and use DfA as 
the common concept behind the platform of European Design and Disability. In the EIDD 
Stockholm Declaration, DfA is defined as: “design for human diversity, social inclusion 
and equality. This holistic and innovative approach constitutes a creative and ethical 
challenge for all planners, designers, entrepreneurs, administrators and political 
leaders.” This definition comes closest to the objectives of both UD and ID. For some the 
term is less restrictive and embraces the design world as a whole.  
Depending on the language and the first use, different terms are used in different 
countries and continents. Today, it is clear that the definitions are not uniform enough in 
terms of content. The fact that a single concept can be called different things is 
confusing and generates much discussion, as witnessed on more than one occasion at 
conferences and during informal discussions. UD might sound too utopian and DfA 
similarly has very ambitious connotations. Although utopian concepts might challenge 
designers, these ambitious terminologies actually seem to discourage. It creates an 
unachievable destiny and most designers still link it immediately to DFSN, with the 
concept elevated to the level of all users. There is even a fear that UD will result in 
“banal” and “clumsy” products [23]. ID, on the other hand, is primarily defined in relation 
to product design that makes it confusing for architects and other designers. 
On top these terms are once defined out of a form of activism of people with disabilities. 
Designers still link them with special needs, accessibility,  political ambitions and 
legislation. There is an enormous series of terms and definitions but still the discipline is 
under-theorized. In the new handbook on architectural theory Heynen and Wright state 
that: “Because this discourse (UD)  rarely engages theoretical issues, it tends to come 
across as undertheorized and even simplistic.” [21] UD, ID or DfA is a young discipline 
that is still designing and determining its identity. Moreover apart from good conferences 
the domain lacks critical data sources for innovative and reliable information.  
When no global terminology is used the  confusion in  language and content tend to 
raise the opposite objective of the actual concept. Instead of encouraging designers, it 
puts them off and leaves them in the dark since most UD, ID or DfA deal with negative 
bias. The use of a global term would help in clarifying the content but we may not 
underestimate the other side of the coin. The choice for a global term that defines 
inclusive designing encourages an explicit separation or even be an implicit form of 
discrimination. In our opinion an umbrella term and definition is no strict requirement for 
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UD, DfA or ID if its actual design practice is clear to all and if its content is linked to 
global sustainability.  
 

DESIGN interpretations for UD, DfA, ID in practice 
 
UD, DfA and ID share one common term: “design” that has a meaning as a verb, as well 
as a noun. It refers to the design process as well as the actual outcome. Until now the 
focus was put too often on the objectives of inclusive design, whereas the inclusive 
design practice was seldom explained or examined. The design process has a huge 
impact on the inclusiveness of the design as it determines the degree of inclusion.  
The pioneering theoretical work in inclusive design results out of its recent emergence 
but the under-theorization also went along with the young development of design 
methodology as a research domain. Due to the differences between design education 
and practice, design methodology was questioned in the 1950s. Since then, attention for 
design theory was raised and a new research domain was born. Simultaneously the 
attention for inclusive design grew daily. Although the inclusive objectives are often clear 
to many people, the required design process is less obvious to designers. What does the 
concept stand for in the context of design theory? Views often differ according to the 
various backgrounds of researchers and designers. A clear overview is helpful as the 
current trend encourages interdisciplinary work [23].  
  
 A paradigm 
UD, DfA and ID are considered as a paradigm when placed in relation to other scientific 
theories. A paradigm is the connection of different concepts and thoughts. 
Goodsmith[22] defined UD as “a new paradigm” supported in the Universal Design 
Handbook by Ostroff [1]. Dong draws attention to the evolution of Universal Design in 
terms of two shifting paradigms [23]. The first paradigm shift focusses on the difference 
between two different approaches. First an assistive technology approach also referred 
to as top-down and second UD defined as designing for as many people as possible, 
without the need of adaptation better known as the bottom-up approach. Dong suggests 
that idealistically both approaches could work complementary. The second paradigm 
shift is the evolution towards multidisciplinary research teams in the design process as 
different research domains deal with UD, DfA and ID, the future lies in connecting all this 
expertise.  
 
 An attitude or approach 
If inclusive intentions exist during the design process, a global terminology that fits a 
paradigm is not a requirement but a global inclusive design approach is. An attitude or 
approach in design is a state of mind that supports designers in obtaining an inclusive 
result. Many researchers in UD, DfA and ID support the idea as an approach. One of the 
most clear definitions is given by Iwarsson and Stahl: “An approach to design that to the 
greatest extent possible, can be used by everyone. UD or DfA is the best approximation 
of an environmental facet to the needs of the maximum possible number of users. 
Universal design is uttermost about changing attitudes throughout society emphasizing 
democracy, equity and citizenship. UD denotes a process more than a definite 
result.”[24] In the same line Newell and Gregor state that “User Sensitive 
Inclusive design needs to be an attitude of mind rather than simply mechanistically 
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applying a set of "design for all" guidelines.” [25] Indeed UD, DfA and ID is more than the 
making of a checklist during the design process. Some researchers and designers 
wrongly consider the UD-principles as a form of checklist for their design outcome. 
Based on insights of professionals in UD, The Center for Universal Design in North 
Carolina developed what they defined as “The principles of Universal Design”, seven key 
terms containing the main objectives of UD [14]. These principles can be taken into 
account during the design process as they can help as a reminder to keep an inclusive 
design focus. 
 
 A design focus 
A design focus can be considered as part of a design attitude as it is the state or 
condition in which something can clearly be apprehended. This is a necessary condition 
in order to produce inclusive design results. Some researchers [26] consider this focus 
incorrectly as the focus to design for specific user groups or needs. This is too narrow 
minded as the concept of UD, DfA, ID aims to reach a group of users to the greatest 
extent possible. A design focus can help in the choice of the right design methodology 
and methods to achieve results that can reach a diversity of users. For example Abascal 
and Collette conducted research to: “analyse the benefits of the use of inclusive design 
guidelines in order to facilitate a universal design focus so that social exclusion is 
avoided.”[27] 
 
 A design methodology 
To guarantee a design focus designers rely on methodologies. A design methodology 
can consist out of one or more working methods. In the context of inclusive design 
“human centred design” or “user-centred design” can be considered as the applied 
methodology [25,29]. 
 
 A design method 
Some researchers [28] regard UD, DfA or ID as an inclusive participative method in itself 
to include more users, however there is need for a more detailed description of the 
actual design methods  in order to become an inclusive design outcome. Some 
researchers [29] already noticed the lack of available design methods in inclusive 
design. Often these design methods are restricted to the principal methods for users 
from different capabilities. On the other hand, the idea of a global design method is not 
so grateful for a diversity of people. In a globalising world, products and environments 
become less authentic and more and more similar and standardised. For inclusive 
design, standardised solutions are not always the key to success. From a perceptual 
point of view it is appropriate to consider also the cultural, social and cognitive aspects 
next to the physical restrictions. For example cultural aspects may also contribute to an 
inclusive experience. Oriental people are raised in a tradition that favours shadow. 
Consequently their designers will start designing with a focus on the experienced 
shadow, while Western people on the contrary design towards light experiences and will 
experience spaces as a result of light experience. The methods should be regarded in a 
broad sustainable approach with respect to ecological and economic factors. 
 
 
 

397



PAPERSPAPERS

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1: scheme: summary of global attitude versus local methods. 
 
Currently UD, DfA and ID are interchangeably used as a paradigm, an attitude, a design 
focus, a design methodology and design method. From the foregoing analysis a 
paradigm is placed at the level of design theory. An inclusive design paradigm can be 
defined by several scientific theories. An attitude, design focus, design methodology and 
design method on the other hand can be linked with the study of the design process. 
These different design aspects are all linked and placed within a certain hierarchy. 
Whereas an inclusive attitude is required on a global level, design methods can differ 
depending on the local context and place. However, an inclusive attitude without  focus, 
methodology or method is insignificant. Conversely a design method will not be inclusive 
without an inclusive design methodology, focus or attitude. 
All levels are irreversibly connected. A common inclusive world view is recommended 
but each designer should be able to continue to design with respect for regional and 
local design foci, methodologies and methods. Only this way inclusive design can be 
worn on a large world scale (Figure 1).  
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Discussion: The paradox of a local terminology 
for a global attitude 
 
This paper takes the point of view that the more designers approach diversity as 
valuable and normal, the more it will become part of design methodologies and general 
design attitudes. Based on the analysis and insights in design thinking, inclusive 
designing is in the first place considered as a design approach towards sustainability in 
the broadest possible sense. The idea is that a specific terminology will disappear in the 
future. Like energy efficiency was once a specific objective in an architectural design 
process, it is now no longer in question. Similarly inclusive designing will be a design 
approach that aims at designing for a more sustainable environment in which 
aesthetical, ecological, economical, sociological, psychological, physical, cognitive and 
cultural aspects go hand in hand. Thus designing for diversity might become an inherent 
part of design thinking. It is hoped that the concept will become such an integral part of 
the larger design process that it won’t even need to be referred to. The design 
community is ready for a common sustainable design approach that outlines the general 
world objectives towards inclusion, a global attitude.  
This holistic approach requires a ‘global’ design attitude and thinking for planners, 
designers, entrepreneurs, administrators, contractors, political leaders and anyone who 
contributes to creations in a sustainable environment. In this way inclusive designing 
aims at creating design solutions for more people, more senses, more actions, more 
experiences, more user interactions, more design narratives, more possibilities, more 
sustainability…designing for more [30]. Inclusive design methods are still rare, and often 
focus on design for special needs. However, future research can offer insights in 
inclusive local methods. Accordingly a global inclusive attitude can generate local 
methods and vice versa.   
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Abstract

The thoughts of “Normalization” and “Main stream” make barrier free environment 
to become a world-wide topic. Barrier-free environment is the realization of human 
space, mainly to ensure human being the right of movement. For coming into aging 
society, how to upgrade the quality of living environment, humanized and be 
user-friendly for everyone, is an important task in Taiwan.  

There are four purposes of this paper: (1) To feedback the evolution of legislation 
and policy-developmental process of public sector such as governmental regulations 
about barrier-free environment in Taiwan; (2) To look back the movements and actions 
of Non-Profit-Organization for trying to carry out the concepts of barrier-free 
environment; (3) To review the tendency and development of academic fields to 
advocate the concepts of barrier-free environment; (4) To track the responses and 
reactions of private sectors, such as housing enterprises and building industry. Finally, 
we conclude the functions and roles that the public sector, NPO, academia and the 
private sector act for Taiwan promote barrier-free environment.  

   It is the same as various countries, which of legislation include ordinance or Law 
was adopted by Taiwan public sector to enact barrier-free environment. And the 
dimension which legislation concerned is gradually extended from “spot” (public 
places) to “line” (transportation) and “all area” (community development). Academics 
held conferences or workshops for applying UD concept to reform accessible and 
affordable housing for all. The NPO groups advocate more actively advocate and 
have many varieties of movements for fulfilling barrier-free environment. The housing 
enterprises and building industry are still unfamiliar with barrier-free environment, and 
fall behind what the society demands. 

In the end, we have conclusions as following: (1) the central and local government 
should be more active to promote the barrier-free environment to the general public; 
(2) To implement barrier-free environment is an interdisciplinary work, government 
should let the enterprises, NPO groups and academia collaborate to fulfill the 
realization of barrier-free living environment; (3) For ensuring basic humans, we 
should enlarge the territory of barrier-free environment to welfare and health levels, to 
form a good quality living environment.    
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1. The Demographics Changing  

By the Data from Department of Statistic and Ministry of Interior, the population of 
Taiwan was over 23 million in 2012. The handicapped increase gradually, the disabled 
percentage is 4.63%, 1nd the elderly percentage is 11% of total population in Taiwan 
2010. The life expectancy at birth was 79.5 years （76.2 years of male and 82.7 years 
of the female） in 2010, almost lengthened twenty in the past two decades. 
(Department of Statistics, 2012) When the disabled are taken into account, at least 
more than 17 percent of people in this country need a barrier-free environment. 
(http;//sowf.moi.gov.tw/) 

Table 1 The percentage change of the elderly and the disabled 
 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 

elderly 6.22% 7.64% 8.62% 9.74% 10.72% 

disabled 0.75% 1.84% 3.19% 4.29% 4.63% 

Total 6.97% 9.48% 11.81% 14.03% 15.35% 

2. Research Purpose and Methods  

In this paper, we had reviewed literature and document analyzed as research 
methodology. We have scanned archival and historical documents both printed and 
electronic materials for official government policy and action or movement of NPO, 
which are related with barrier-free environment. 

There are four purposes of this paper: (1) To feedback the evolution of legislation 
and policy-developmental process of public sector such as governmental rules and 
regulations about barrier-free environment in Taiwan; (2) To look back the movements 
and actions of Non-Profit-Organization for trying to carry out the concepts of 
barrier-free environment; (3) To review the tendency and development of academic 
fields to advocate the concepts of barrier-free environment; (4) To track the responses 
and reactions of private sectors, such as housing enterprises and building industry.  

3. The Evolution in Public Sector

3.1 The legislation of Central Government 

By the time of central governmental policy legislation and design regulation about 
barrier-free environment, we could divide the transition and development process into 
four stages in Taiwan as follows: the budding stage (before 1988), the acting 
establishment stage (1988~1995) , the conceptual development stage (1996~2005) , 
and Policy Fulfillment stage (after 2006) . 

(1) The budding stage (before 1988) 

Before 1980, “The Social Relief Act” is only base in law to supply welfare for the 
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disabled. Until the concerns and trends of human rights for the disabled internationally, 
the government of Taiwan couldn’t neglect the impacts of welfare for the handicapped. 
The government legislated “The Welfare Act for the Disabled” on 1980/6/2, and in the 
22nd items stating that “The government should improve public facilities and activity 
places, enable the disabled easy to move and use”. This Act is the firstly legislative 
base to enforce barrier-free environment in Taiwan, by this Act defined seven kinds of 
disabled, and regulated the welfare of the disabled.  

For Answering the National Handicapped Year1981, the government entitled “The 
Realization Items of The Welfare Act for the Disabled” in 1981/4. In which clearly 
defined the classification and grade of the disabled, but just including education, 
occupation training and medical three spheres. At this time, the concept about barrier- 
free environment, just including public building and activity place, was limited in 
narrow definition.   

 (2) The Acting Establishment Stage (1988~1995)  

By the end of 1988, Construction and Planning Agency Ministry of the Interior 
was declared “the Architectural Regulation on improving access of Public Building and 
Facilities for the Disabled,” in the tenth chapter (167-177 items) clearly regulating the 
kinds and range of equipment which new and existing public building and facilities 
should supply and meet for new and existing public buildings and facilities. Though 
the content is only eleven simple regulation items, it’s clearly defined and clarified the 
living needs of the disabled, and formed an important legal basis and milestone for 
Taiwan to enforce barrier-free environment later on.

 “The Welfare Act for the Disabled” was second time modified on 1990/1/24 by 
Ministry of the Interior, the definition of the disabled was enlarged from seven to 
eleven kinds, including the people with physical and mental handicapped. In the end 
of 1990, “The Standards of the disabled Institution Facilities” was declared, in Article 
23: All new public facilities, buildings, recreation facilities and transportation facilities 
must be equipped for the convenient access of persons with disabilities. If they do not 
comply, they will not be licensed for use. Pre-existing facilities must be modified and 
funds for such modification must be included in the budget of the using agencies. And 
it emphasized that all facilities not modified by the end of 1995 will have their licenses 
revoked. In this period, the barrier-free regulation started with law restriction.  

In March of 1991, Ministry of the Interior declared the plan for rewarding to 
improve the barrier-free environment of public facilities, divided into three phases. The 
enforcement plan of Ministry of the Interior subsidized the public buildings and places 
to install the barrier-free environment for disabled persons, and hoped to remove the 
barriers of living environment for the disabled.  

Lately, “The Enforcement Items of Welfare Act for the Disabled” was declared in 
1993. For creating a society with equal opportunity and totally participation, 
Construction and Planning Agency Ministry of The Interior and the disabled groups 
start to check new and existing public buildings in every county and city, and giving 
some adoptive suggestions about barrier–free environment of interior and exterior 
from 1993. On 1995/1/23, it’s the last day to carry out the promise that all public 
facilities should improve barrier free environment, but only 6.5% were totally improved 
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and 59.6% partly improved. Then the handicapped groups were in street protest to 
pressure the government who should implement barrier free environment. 

(3) The Conceptual Development Stage (1996~2005)  

The elderly at the age of 65 and over is increasing, and the proportion reached 
7% in 1993/7, Taiwan has become an Aging Society. “The Institute of Architectural 
Regulations on Improving Access of Public Building and Facilities for the Disabled” 
was revised on 1996/11/27. In the tenth item of Constitution which regulates that 
nation should direct to construct barrier-free environment. There are two main 
revised contents, one is changed the disabled to the handicapped, enlarged the 
users of barrier-free environment, including the elderly, children, women and 
temporary handicapped; the other was increased the educational facilities and 
congregated housing into public building, and there are 16 kinds of public building.  

  “The Welfare Act for the Disabled” was third time modified, and revised to 
“Physically and Mentally Disabled Citizens Protection Act” in 1997. This Act revision 
was based on user standpoint, advocating that barrier-free facilities and accessible 
housing is “basic right” not “welfare’ of the disabled. And the classification of the 
disabled was expanded to 16 categories. But it’s limited to new and existing public 
building which should adopt barrier-free environment in five years, with the 
punishment for those who don’t obey this regulation, the building using licensed 
premises would be cancelled. It’s shown that the private Disabled Group required 
barrier-free environment of great urgent situation, but neglected the possibility in 
realization processes. 

After the movement of the disabled group is popular, beside administration staff 
and the professions, the private sectors such as the League of Welfare 
Organizations for the Disabled and Eden Social Welfare foundation take part in 
revising act affairs. They concern that lacking of well barrier-free environment 
impacts on four civil rights of the disabled, including education, medical, employment 
and institution.  

For fulfilling ideal barrier-free environment, not only the clearly regulation and 
policy are demanded but also should rear practical design manpower. For the aged 
society with the growing senior population, increase the demand for products, 
services and environments requires to increase for the disabled and the elderly. The 
design and academia was pay attention to universal design, the concept of “Design 
for people of all ages with all abilities”. 

 (4) The Policy Fulfillment Stage (after 2006)  

For answering the requirements of variety value society, Ministry of Economic 
Affairs was set up a Universal Design Laboratory at Taiwan Design Center Foundation 
In 2003. Ministry of Education subsidized to modify Barrier-free campus from 2003, 
and held barrier-free campus modification workshop from 2006. 

“Physically and Mentally Disabled Citizens Protection Act” was revised again to 
“People with Disabilities Rights Protection Act” in 2007, in which adopted 
Classification of International Classification of Functioning, Disability and Health (ICF) 
declared by WHO, and classified the disabled into eight categories. And “Norm of 
Barrier-free Facilities in Building” was announced by Ministry of the Interior in 2008. It 
upgraded the contents of barrier-free Environment.  
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For realizing residence justice and constructing the entirety housing policy 
blueprint, Ministry of the Interior passed by “Draft Plan Housing Act” in 2011/3/21. And 
for ensuring residence quality, advancing “Housing Performance Evaluation System”, 
Construction and Planning Agency of Ministry of the Interior set up eight categories of 
basic dwelling standard indicators and housing performance, in which barrier-free 
environment is an important evaluation category.  

3.2 The Movement of Local Government 

Beside the movement of central Government, the local government endeavored to 
enforce UD concept to the public too. For example, Department of Urban 
Development of Taipei City Government was firstly to press “Guideline of Universal 
design for Housing development” in 2009. And Department of Urban Development of 
Taichung City launched “Barrier-free Environment Promotion Manual for Installing 
facility and equipment” in 2010/09 too. 

 Department of Urban Development of Taipei City Government invited enterprises 
to support and promote the UD conceptual housing, and to demonstrate how to 
remodel an old apartment into universal design housing which was suitable for 
disabled residents at Wan Fang public housing community in 2011. 

   Aged population increasing and aged society is a common challenge for all 
countries. For active ageing, “Global Age-friendly Cities” was proposed by 
WHO in 2007. It was evaluatds by eight dimensions, and user-friendly barrier-free 
environment, transportation and housing, which are important indicators for 
developed countries promoting friendly city. In 2011/03, Chiayi City was recognized as 
the first age-friendly model city in Taiwan. 

3.3 Academic and Research 

(1) Architecture and Building Research Institute  

    In order to construct safety and friendly architecture and city living environment 
which was suitable for all people regardless of the different of age, sex and body 
functions, Architecture and Building Research Institute, Ministry of the Interior have 
started proceed a series of “Holistic Care Living Environment” research projects from 
2008  to 2016. The topics are including how to apply the concept of universal design 
to transportation, housing and community development. 

Beside the enforcement by legislating barrier-free Laws, for encouraging the civil 
actively to implement barrier-free environment, and to form a safety, convenient and 
friendly living environment, Architecture and Building Research Institute, and Ministry 
of the Interior conducted an event of choosing friendly architecture through appraisal 
from 2011. By the end of 2012, there are 14 exhibits and display places, 231 
restaurants and 82 housing complex have got passed the qualifying rounds. 

 (2) Taiwan Design Center Foundation (TDC) 
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For Developing the Cultural Creativity and Design Industry, Ministry of the 
Economic Affairs was set up Universal Design Laboratory at Taiwan Design Center 
Foundation In 2004. In which the visitor could wear some equipment to simulate and 
experience atmosphere and obtain a sense of the elderly, pregnant woman and the 
disable. In 2007, Taiwan Design Center use universal design principle to study home 
living space, and to ensure integration, comfort, safety, flexiblility, cohesiveness five 
assessed items should be considered.   

For deepening to understand the universal design concept, TDC connected with 
universal design related groups of Asia countries, for establishing Asia Universal 
Design Network in 2011. And the team of Taiwan Design Center was cooperated with 
Department of Urban Development of Taipei City Government, Ministry of the 
Economic Affairs to adapt universal design concept for reforming the accessible and 
affordable housing in Nankang district of Taipei City. By participatory design, the 
professional UD designer Nakagawa Satoshi was invited to have workshop. Finally, 
according to the needs and suggestions, three apartments suitable for “disabled”, 
“elderly” and “multi-generation” family were remolded, and exhibited in 2011/10 Taipei 
World Design.   

(3)  Academia  

Impacted by U.S. and Japan, the concept of Universal Design was introduced to 
Taiwan through the domain of Industrial Design by the end of 1990s. For promoting 
the UD concept and thinking on design pragmatic field and industry, Industrial Design 
department of Tunghai University held UD conference in 2000/04, and Design College 
of National Yunlin University of Science & Technology conducted BD & UD workshop 
and symposium in 2002/5. 

    For consolidating universal design in living environment, China University of 
Technology was proceeded a congress on topic of “build Barrier-free Environment by 
Universal Design concept” in 2009. Next year, “Universal Design Laboratory” was set 
up and had symposium to discuss “Barrier-free environment of Convenient Store, Gas 
station and Hotel” in 2010/10.  

4. The Evolution in Private Sector 

4.1 Non-Profit Organization Sector 

（1）Foundation of Universal Design Education (FUSE)  

The Free Universe Education Foundation (FUSE) was established at Taipei City in 
end 2006. The FUSE foundation was emphasis on user-centered orientation, was 
defined in the third sector (NPO), as an educational medium for realizing and 
promoting barrier-free environment. It proposed to combine the concept of UD with 
living space, for lessening accidents and decreasing the cost of medical and care. The 
first “Taiwan Universal Design Awards” was conducted from 2006 till 2012, they have 
carried out six times of UD Award design competitions, the topics include eating, 
cleaning, dressing, cooking, residing and dwelling. It’s expected that through these 
movements the general public and designers gradually pay much attention to apply 
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UD in housing environment.  

7th Taiwan Universal Design Awards 
 Low-floor bus 
assessment 

Taipei Metro 
assessment 

（2）Eden Social Welfare Foundation (ESWF) 

Eden Social Welfare Foundation was established in the end of 1982, and took 
place “barrier-free environment assessment” of schools, parks, public places, 
hospitals and business areas in Taipei City. This is the first and comprehensive 
barrier-free environment assessment in Taiwan. In 1989/3, ESWF held a “build 
barrier-free home for the disabled” symposium, discussing the housing problems for 
the disabled, and pushing barrier-free strategy into design considerations of the public 
housings.  

In 2006, ESWF hold “Carry out Barrier-free Housing” public hearing, wanting to 
push the public sector and the disabled groups to discuss and develop concreted 
strategy for promoting barrier-free housing. From the perspectives of the disabled and 
the disadvantaged social groups, to understand what they need toward living space of 
housing, ESWF was cooperated with Tainan City Government and want to remodel a 
friendly home for the disabled, holding a “Barrier-free Housing Reform Competition” in 
2010, and “How to promote Barrier-free Housing Conference” in 2012. 

The works of Barrier-free Housing Reform Competition

（3）Yungching Charity Foundation (YCF) 

    Yungching Charity Foundation (YCF) was established by Yungching Housing in 
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2007, the main mission aims to promoting barrier-free concept, and takes care of the 
social weak. In 2009, YCF helped to survey the accessibility and friendliness of the 
travel attractions in Yilan and Keelung areas. And YCF was cooperated with the 
Disability-free Environment Promotional Association to set up the firstly barrier-free 
service center at Tamsui historic area in 2010/10. To demonstrate and integrate social 
welfare resources, such as low-floor bus, supply information about the accessibility of 
tourism spots, for enabling the disabled to travel more easily. 

For advertising and educating BD and UD concept to all people, public display at 
International Convention Centre (TICC) was held, including the motif of “Barrier-free 
Living Tendency Exhibition” in 2009, “365 UD Living Exhibition” in 2010 and “UD 
Living Home Plus” in 2012. 

YCF also gave financial assistances to the public sector and to build barrier-free 
facilities, at An Kang community in 2010, and sponsored to reform an old apartment at 
Wan Fang Public Housing into UD housing in 2011. In 2012, YCF was collaborated 
with Shanghai Jiao Tong University to hold “UD forum between Taiwan and China.”  

   

2012 UD Living Home Plus Exhibition 2012 UD Living Home Plus Exhibition 

4.2 Enterprise and Industry 

There are some industries investing in the development, design and 
manufacturing in auxiliary devices from 1990s. And the Medical and Auxiliary 
Devices Exhibition was held in November at International Convention Centre (TICC) 
every year. In 2001, Ministry of the Interior authorized national Yang-Ming University 
to set up “Multi-Function Auxiliary Device Resource Integration and Promotion 
Center.” And local county government put up auxiliary devices center from 2003. 

Ruentex Construction is the frist company to engage in senior housing 
nation-wide, and Ruenfu Senior Housing in Tamsui started to run in 1996. In 2000, 
Ruentex launched 88 rented style households senior housing project at Taipei Xindian 
District, which combined with living support services, for three generations to living 
together. 

    But regardless of the auxiliary device manufacturers or housing building industry 
is just focused on the products or housings, and less care about the barrier-free 
environment. And the related enterprises and industries are lacked experiences and 
learning on fulfillment barrier-free environment. 
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5. The Characteristics of Transition Process 

By analyzing the transition and movement of public sector, NPO groups, 
academia and enterprises, we could find as following: 

(1) Public Sector 

As we feedback the evolution of legislation and policy-developmental process of 
public, we find that it is the same as various countries, which of legislation include 
ordinance or Law was adopted by Taiwan public sector to enact barrier-free 
environment. The government formulated barrier-free basic acts and regulations at 
each stage, to ensure rights of the handicapped, and to promote all users to function 
with ease, safety, autonomy, independence and dignity. And the dimension which 
legislation concerned is gradually extended from “spot” (public places) to “line” 
(transportation) and “all area” (community development).   

The characteristics of public policy transition is that at budding stage, the users 
was limited in physical disabled, and just focusing on public building and activity 
places. At act establishment stage, the concept about the disabled was altered to “the 
person with disability.” Then, at policy fulfillment stage, the users of barrier-free 
environment are more scaled up to all people of all ages, and the spheres of 
barrier-free environment are much expanded. With variety of perceptive and wide 
views, besides the public facilities, transportation, it’s including accessible housing 
and friendly city. 

(2) Academia  

Among the academic and research departments, the Architecture and Building 
Research Institute is trying to proceed the topic of a “holistic living environment” 
project; Taiwan Design Center held conferences and workshops for applying the UD 
concept to reform accessible and affordable housing for the elderly, disabled and 
multi-generations. And the academic of universities held conferences to promoting the 
concept of barrier-free environment and universal design to the design pragmatic field, 
industries and public general. 

(3) NPO groups 

The NPO groups advocate more actively advocate and have many varieties of 
movements for fulfilling barrier-free environment, such as they evaluated the 
accessible of public facilities, launched barrier-free environment campaigns, as well 
as held UD design contest. And they are trying to integrate the enterprise resource 
and the power of the civil to establish a safety and friendly living environment for the 
disabled. The topics that they concerned are spurred forward to more accessible 
recreation and travel environment.

(4) Enterprises 

Housing enterprises and building industry play the important role to build the 
housing and environment for all people. But after we examined the responses and 
reactions of housing enterprises and building industry to barrier-free environment 
these thirty years, we found that housing enterprises and building industry are still 
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unfamiliar with barrier-free environment, and fall behind what the society demands.   

6. Conclusion 

Creating a barrier-free environment is a task. By this study, we conclude some 
topics for our country to promote barrier-free environment in the future. It gets some 
hints as follow:            

(1) Although we have launched some laws and regulations to promote barrier-free 
environment in past thirty years, there is still room for improvement in its execution, 
Taiwan can do more to create barrier-free environment. Besides legislation to 
accompany with practical regulations & related policy, the central and local 
government should be more active to promote the barrier-free environment to the 
general public. 

(2) To implement barrier-free environment is an interdisciplinary work, it should be 
integrated from which design, planning, construction, building management and social 
welfare. There is still a lack of a central coordinated and consolidated plan to enforce 
barrier-free environment. Government should do some education promotions about 
barrier-free environment, and integrate the fields of academic researches, educational 
systems, building industry and on-site designers, let the enterprises, NPO groups and 
academia collaborate to fulfill the realization of barrier-free living environment. 

   (3) Traditionally conceptual structure of barrier-free environment is only narrowed 
in the hardware of public facilities. But besides the hardware of products, services, 
communication, housing, hospitals, public facilities and transportation, the real 
barrier-free environment should be included the software of service, attitudes, 
communication. For ensuring basic humans, we should enlarge the territory of 
barrier-free environment to welfare and health levels, applying on product 
development, information system, services and community development, to form a 
good quality living environment. 
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Abstract  
Hong Kong is a city where the ‘developer hegemony’ dominates the direction of land 
use and the discourse of space. As part of social development, it becomes crucial to 
insist that city should be a living environment for all and every dweller has equal right to 
the city. Children and youth are agents of change, interactions, innovation and 
democracy, their role as dwellers of the city should never be neglected. However, 
children and youth are seldom consulted or participate in the design of the city space, 
nor in research that is about their living environment. Based on the theories of 
Participatory Action Research (PAR), we have conducted a number of research 
projects, which aim at enabling younger citizens (aged 6 to 19) to offer views and 
suggestions in the design of living environment (interior and public space).  In this 
paper, the participatory design methods (imaginative drawing, photovoice and visual 
simulation modeling workshops) we have used will be presented. We will bring forward 
critical reflections on their strengths and weaknesses, as well as their capacity of 
empowering the participants. 
 

Keywords  
Participatory Action Research methods, Inclusive design, Younger Hong Kong 
citizens, empowerment, urban living environment 
 

Introduction: Younger dwellers in the cities 
Most researches on children and youth policies are about ‘problems’. Usually, only 
negative aspects (poverty, inadequate health care, lacking of formal education etc.) 
that hamper their growth and development are raised for serious discussions. Young 
people who manage to lead a ‘normal’ life are often neglected since they have less 
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‘problems’. Every government is responsible to take the greatest measure to enable 
the young people to enjoy their basic rights of living. However, the needs of younger 
citizens regarding the living environment are often neglected by the society. Matthews 
(1992) states clearly that “most large-scale environments are designed to reflect only 
adult values and usages. Children are seemingly invisible on the landscape…they 
must fit in to the alien environment of the adult world.” (p. 221). [1] Studies on the living 
environment which suits children and youth are seriously lacking. It is especially 
significant in developing regions such as Hong Kong, where government’s view on 
‘land use’ is mainly from the economic perspective. 
 
Considering this negligence, we have conducted research projects to understand the 
needs of the younger citizens in respect to the living environment.  Our projects took 
place from 2000-2007, with the support of different welfare organizations.  The main 
purpose of this paper is to introduce the methods used in our participatory research on 
the urban living environment for young people in Hong Kong. We have used the 
methods of Participatory Action Research (PAR) to enable younger citizens to voice 
out their needs and aspirations in respect to the living environment, as well as to 
realize their right to the city.     
 
The research methods we will discuss are as follows: (1) Photovoice to comment on 
the existing living environment (interior and exterior); (2) Imaginative drawing 
workshop for designing ideal interior space (3) Visual simulation modeling workshop 
for planning ideal neighborhood space.  
 

Research Directions 
The aim of this paper is to present and reflect critically  the different methods of 
Participatory Action Research we have employed. Needless to say, all research 
techniques are not free from problems. After repetitive use of the research techniques, 
we have discovered their strengths and weaknesses.  In this paper, we wish to review, 
firstly, the methodological strengths and limitations of the techniques used; secondly, 
how capable the methods were while serving as ‘an alternative language’ offered to 
the participant-collaborators’, so as to define and analyze their own problems and to 
seek solutions appropriate to their lived realities.’ (Kesby , 2000, p.425) [2].  

 

Participatory design workshop as a method of Action Research  
In line with Lefebvre, we acknowledge that people are ‘actively’ living, and living (in a 
house) is an activity (Milgrom, 2008, p.275) [3]. Therefore, we consider that the living 
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environment is a vital and concrete expression of the culture and values of people 
living in it. In order to conduct a genuine discussion with the participants regarding the 
issues and problems of their living environment, our research follows first of all the 
model of participatory action research which bears the three board elements: Action, 
Research and Participation: 
 
The action element incorporates the goal of AR (action research) to change and make 
improvements in people’s lives, and to reform negative situations. The research 
element emphasizes AR’s commitment to generating knowledge. Finally, the 
participation element emphasizes that AR aims to make research democratic, to make 
it ‘with the people rather than on people’, and to recognize that research must involve, 
and be accountable to the stakeholders in the research. (Lambert, 2005, p. 292) [4] 
 
Following this direction, we had to design non-conventional design instruments and 
techniques to work with the participants in the research process. We agree with 
Al-Kodmany that ‘visualization is the key to effective participation because it is the only 
common language to which all participants--- technical and non-technical--- can relate 
(Al-Kodmany, 1999, p. 38) [5]. We therefore designed appropriate tools to support the 
participants to express with visual language. Our projects were thus engaged in a 
double (design) tasks on the execution level: (1) to select and/or design appropriate 
tools for communication among collaborators; (2) to construct an appropriate design 
process which enable the local habitants to be engaged in the design of their living 
environment.  
 
Being outsiders to the participants’ living environments, we were conscious that our 
duty is to be facilitators of the participatory research, and our commitments required 
‘an understanding of local history, economics and culture.’ (Wang and Burris, 1997, p. 
376) [6]. The initial stage of our research was therefore to understand the living 
experience of the citizens.  In this context, we used methods of non-participant 
observation to collect sufficient data to initiate meaningful communications with the 
participants.  We then invited the participants to take part in a design process using all 
or some of the following techniques:  
 
 ‘Photovoices’ which invited the participants to express their views of living 

environment via cameras and photos.  

 Imaginative drawing workshop for drafting ideal living environment and community 
space.  

 Workshops inviting participants to use different sets of modeling kits to convey          

visually their comments on the existing living environment  
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Participants Selection – age based approach  
Children and youth development and their needs vary significantly in different age 
groups. We basically follow the Cognitive Development theory by Jean Piaget. He 
identifies the growth of human being into four stages: (i) sensorimotor stage, (ii) 
preoperational stage, (iii) concrete operational stage and (iv) formal operational stage 
(Liebert, Wicks-Nelson & Kail, 1986) [7].  
 
In our research projects, we had invited participants who were at the concrete 
operational stage (7-11 years old) and formal operational stage (12 years to young 
adults) to be participants. Though Piaget defined the concrete operation stage began 
at the age of 7, we had adjusted the age range to allow a simpler group division. We 
requested the social workers collaborating with us to invite primary schools kids (aged 
6- 12) and secondary schools students (aged 13-19) to be participants.  Such division 
of groups could simplify the job of the social workers.  

 
Tools offered to primary schools kids (aged 6- 12) 
Piaget states children at the concrete operation stage support orderly thinking and 
development of logic. With the concrete gadgets, children of this age would be able to 
visualize the particular experience into presentable format. We had invited children to 
participate in imaginative drawing workshop, Photovoice and Visual simulation 
modeling workshop.  

 
Tools offered to secondary schools pupils (aged 13-19) 
Young people around 12 years old are able to construct abstract planning and 
formal reasoning. We had invited children to participate in imaginative drawing 
workshop, photovoice and visual simulation modeling workshop. We invited them 
to work on an electronic version of Visual simulation modeling. We thought that the 
computer game interface would be more motivating for them. 

 

Reflections on the imaginative drawing workshop  
 Ideal community centre drawing workshop  
The drawing workshops were organized as the initial stage leading to a renewal project 
of the community centres managed by a welfare organization: the Boys and Girls Club 
Associations. We invited participants aged from 6 to 19 to attend drawing workshops 
for drafting the Ideal community centre.  

 
Ideal home interior drawing workshop  
In a research project studying ‘Community Participation of the Urban Living 
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Environment’ (2002 -2007), we conducted drawing workshops for home space. The 
age range of the participants was from 9 to19.  Each participant chose a floor plan of 
preferable size (400 to 800 sq. ft.) and they were asked to design the preferred home 
interior. After the drawing session completed, they were asked to prioritize different 
rooms and state the reasons of prioritization.   

 

 
 

Participants drawing the ideal 
interior space. Facilitator 
discussing with participants on 
the design concepts. 

Detail planning of the ideal community 
center by a younger participant 

A younger participant regarded the social 
worker was the most important element in 
the ideal community center. 

 
Strengths of imaginative drawing workshop  
Their drawings demonstrate young people’s genuine understanding towards the 
everyday life environment. The pictures did not only reveal participants’ needs of 
space to study, play and rest; they also reflected the needs of care and trust from the 
adults. The pictures could tell that children (at 7 years old) did not only enjoy noisy and 
joyous playground, they even showed that the painter needed a private space for 
being alone. 
 

Weaknesses of imaginative drawing workshop  
We became aware that the concentration spans of small children were very short. 
Some participants wrongly interpreted the workshop as a drawing competition. Some 
inclined to imitate what the others were doing.  When some children thought others 
were drawing ‘better’ than they did, they would feel bad and need encouragement from 
the facilitators. It was therefore crucial to run the workshops with the social workers, 
who were able to communicate well with the children.  
 
Capacity of empowerment 
The drawing workshop confirmed our belief that participants of all age were able to 
express their views if appropriate communication tools were offered to them. 

 
Reflections on the Photovoice  
 
We agree with Wang and Burris (1997) who defines photovoice as a participatory 
method, not of counting things up but of drawing on the community’s active lore, 
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observations, and stories, in both visual and oral terms’. (p. 369) [8] 
 

Workshop Procedure 
We gave disposable instamatic camera to each participant and asked the participants 
to take pictures of their own living environment, as well as photographing different 
aspects of their daily lives, the places they liked and disliked. The participants would do 
the shooting for two weeks. Afterwards, we would develop the photographs and 
organized meetings with them to discuss these photographs. Snap-shot photography 
became a platform for the participants to tell their stories and comment on the places 
they lived. As we invited the participants to relate everyday life schedules with the 
places where different activities took place, they were able to identify their real need in 
respect to their ‘life space’. 
 
Strengths of Photovoice 
The method is easy for children and youth to understand and handle. In comparison 
with the formal/structured interviews, photovoice allowed the participants to have more 
time to recall and record their daily lives. They were not under the pressure of time limit 
and the interviewers’ (strangers’) urge to give answers. With the photos, the 
researchers were able to understand concretely the participants’ living environment 
without physical intrusion into their private home space.  Discussing the photos with 
the participants allowed the researchers to understand how they conceived the 
meaning of different spaces (e.g. personal/ public spaces). The participants were in 
control of the ‘representation’ of their lives: they could take photos of the places they 
wanted to show to others; the researcher could also understand the local issues from 
the perspectives of the participants themselves. 

 
Weaknesses of Photovoice 
As the workshop took time to complete its different stages, and participants attended 
the workshop on a voluntary basis, it was difficult for the researchers to manage the 
rate of presence of the participants and the return rate of the photographs. In some 
workshops, only a few participants attended the complete series of workshop sections. 
Moreover, it took a long time to work with each participant to edit the photo journal: it 
was therefore difficult to conduct photovoice on large-scale.  
 

The Capacity of Empowerment 
The subjects captured in the photographs represented the significant issues of the 
participants’ living environment.  In the intensive discussion on the everyday life practice 
based on the photographs, the participants gradually became conscious of the close 
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relationship between everyday life patterns and spatial practices.  Moreover, the 
participants acquired the ability of narrating their everyday life when editing the photo 
journal. The participant would actively select his or her own set of photographs that 
could accurately reflect his or her own life. During the discussion, the participants also 
became aware that other participants might use the same space differently. The 
participants thus began to understand the ‘public-ness’ of space; they became more 
tolerant about others’ views regarding the shared space.  
 

Reflections on the visual simulation modeling workshop for 
neighborhood space 
We agree with Sanoff (2005) that participatory design could be considered as a 
‘visioning process’ that construct the vivid and useful guides for action in order to 
prepare a better future for the community [9]. We have designed a set of model to 
enable the participants to establish collaborative decision making through face-to-face 
interaction and open communication regarding the living environment.  

 

Workshop procedure 
The research group had designed two versions of site planning kits: one version was a 
simulation of chess game with magnetic chess pieces; while the other was the 
electronic version. We invited the younger participants to work on the tangible chess 
game set and the youth to work on the electronic version.  Both versions consisted 
‘icon’ components representing basic social institutions, infrastructure and recreational 
facilities. The baseboard was a graphical image of concentric circles representing a 
plan of 20 minutes of walking distance. The participants were invited to use the public 
and social facilities components to construct a setting representing the design of their 
ideal public neighbourhood environment. The researchers encouraged the participants 
to discuss with their group members, when consensus was attained they would then 
decide which components to be placed on a preferred place in the simulated 
neighbourhood. Each group would present their ideas of an ideal neighbourhood.  

 
Strengths of visual simulation modeling workshop 
The 3D modeling kit allowed the participants to visualize effectively the concrete 
spatial configuration of their ideal public environments. The various facility 
components stimulated the participants to build a neighbourhood community. The wide 
array of transportation meant icons allowed the participants to have many choices to 
access the community resources. In terms of communication, during the workshop, 
group members began to become aware that the everyday life practice was closely 
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related to the spatial practice. In the model-making process, the participants 
expressed their preferences collectively to build an ideal multifunctional community 
model. 
 

Weaknesses of visual simulation modeling workshop 
The method was not easily understood and handled by the younger participants. To 
plan the public and social facilities, as well as the circulation routes with logical spatial 
relationship was not an easy task for non-experts. Lengthy explanation from the 
researchers was required. Each workshop lasted more than 2 hours. The set of model 
was pre-designed and thus the model was somehow restrictedly programmed. In 
terms of interaction, although all participants would gradually take part in an active 
discussion, some of the most eloquent members might dominate the discussion. 
 

The Capacity of Empowerment 
The modeling kit had fulfilled two objectives: (1) it was a simulated spatial planning tool 
in three dimensions; (2) it was a tool for communication. The sphere of 20-minute 
walking distance from the home block at the centre was a clear visual spatial-temporal 
representation of the neighborhood space. The modeling kit enabled the participants 
to view the planning of a space in terms of people’s practice of everyday life. It was a 
subversion to the institutional master-planning model in which people were defined not 
as real persons but as numbers. Sanoff has critically commented that in traditional 
housing planning, the planners and the housing providers either do not see people at 
all or see them as stereotyped individuals (Sanoff , 2000, p.181) [10].  
 
During the model making process, the group members continued to discuss among 
themselves in respect to the design of the neighbourhood space. They realized that 
everyone had to make compromises.  The final decisions had to be acceptable to all 
people concerned. The participatory democracy was therefore practiced in the 
workshop.  
  

 
Participants constructing an 
ideal neighborhood space. 

Participants constructing an ideal 
neighborhood space. 

The ideal neighborhood space 
designed by participants 
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Conclusion  
Sandercock (2004) stated that ‘in this age of global economic integration and multiple 
migrations, there are continuous and conspicuous redistributions of wealth and power 
that have manifested spatial expressions which planners help to bring into 
being.’(p.134)  [11]. In the case of Hong Kong, we see that the planning and design of 
the city have caused acute polarization in the economic, social and cultural 
dimensions. Anthony Yeh(1997), chief representative of the dominant planning 
agencies in Hong Kong, stated that ‘urban planning can help to restructure the urban 
space to meet the changing needs of different land uses as a result of economic 
restructuring’ (p.38) [12].  Moreover, trying to explain away the poor living condition of 
the low-income grassroots people, Yeh considers crowdedness as merely a 
‘psychological feeling’ and ‘Hong Kong has been successful in reducing the feeling of 
crowdedness through good planning, design and management’ (of the public space in 
the urban environment). In order to live in a high-density city, Yeh declares that it is 
important to ‘educate people to behave in (the public space of) high density 
environment’ (LSE, Urban Age Conference: Cities, Health and Well-being in Hong 
Kong 2011) [13].  
To reject such hegemonic discourse of living environment, which inscribes naked 
top-down organization, we must mobilize our citizens  to defend our life space. 
Participation is widely acknowledged in initiating ‘bottom-up, people-centered, process 
oriented and alternative’ approaches to enable citizens to be engaged in the 
emancipatory projects of social justice. Our research tools were designed to facilitate 
the participants to become ‘active claim-making agents’ (Hickey and Mohan, 2004) 
[14].  The method of photovoice enabled a participant to become a subject while 
discovering and narrating the ‘multidimensionality of life’.  Moreover, the visual 
simulation workshops supported the participants to articulate design and planning 
proposals of their living environment according to their collective everyday life 
experiences. The different tools we designed enabled younger citizens to voice 
effectively their concerns about the living environment. The findings proved that even 
small children needed specific types of space and facilities. They voiced strongly they 
needed appropriate spaces which enable them to grow and develop, not only in the 
physical and psychological aspects, but also in a social, cultural and individual context. 
In spite of these achievements, we must admit that the actions taken to struggle 
against spatial hegemony remain weak. The challenge we are now facing lies in how 
our participatory action research can produce a concrete and structural change in the 
planning and design of the urban living environment. At present, in regards to the issue 
of empowerment, our endeavour remains at the stage of ‘conscious/awareness rising’ 
(Kesby, 2005, p. 2051) [15].  
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Design+Disaster:  
The Inclusive Challenge 
 
Patricia Moore PhD 
MooreDesign Associates 
 
 
Abstract 
 
Whether natural or human-caused, disasters have determined the course of human 
development and defined the quality of individual lives for centuries.  From the eruption 
of Mount Vesuvius in 79 AD, to the collapse of the Twin Towers in 2001, from the 
Antonine Plague in 165 AD, to the 2011 Tohoku earthquake and tsunami; from the fire 
that nearly destroyed Constantinople, to last year’s Super Storm Sandy, the range of 
devastating events that have impacted our planet and affected generations are a 
challenge for design.   
 
When disasters strike, the role of adequate and appropriate design is key for survival 
and recovery.  For peoples living with the daily challenges and affects of injury, birth 
anomaly, discrimination, homelessness; poverty, the combined impact of individual 
capacity, with the force of disasters, presents an even more daunting dilemma and  
vital need for inclusive solutions, by design. 
 
 
Introduction 
 
The ancient Romans provided a plethora of architectural, design and engineering 
exemplars that have inspired and served generations of innovation.  Evidence of their 
remarkable insights are reflected in every aspect of modern life.  Walking through the 
ruins of Pompeii, we find the remnants of unique forms of commerce, housing, and 
transportation.  The remains of “wine bars” on every corner remind us of the saturation 
of today’s Starbuck’s brand, intricate aqueducts provided for fresh water needs, complex 
sanitation systems supported public health, and the streets required the use of specific 
wagons, which were available for rental to visiting merchants and tourists. 
 
Analyses of the centuries of excavations of Pompeii exposed an unexpected similarity 
between ancient and modern disasters.  The surprising evidence which emerged was 
not a reference to the range of the destruction, but rather who was impacted.  The 
imminent eruption of Mount Vesuvius was obvious and those with means made their 
way to safety.  Then, as now, it has been concluded that the approximately one 
thousand remains discovered in Pompeii represent people too frail to flee and those with 
no place to escape.   
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Just as it is today, in moments of emergency, individuals without means for survival are 
the most likely to become victims of a disaster.  Whether a person requires assistance 
with mobility, chronic medical care, or financial support, if those aspects for survival are 
unavailble in the event of impending disaster, the importance of a designed response is 
ever more critical. 
	  

	  
 Excavated Pompeii                            Tohoku Earthquake + Tsunmai Destruction 
 
 
Overview 
 
Regardless of causation, disaster prevention, disaster response, and disaster survival is 
always a matter of design.  The effects of blizzards, droughts, earthquakes, eruptions, 
fires, floods, tornadoes, and tsunamis, on individuals and communities, are typically 
measured by the size and distribution of the affected population and its geographic 
location. 
 
As a child, I was always delighted by the major snowstorms that occurred in my 
birthplace, Buffalo, New York.  We braved winters where accumulations were measured 
in feet, not inches, and proudly boasted that our airport never closed because of a winter 
storm.  When I moved to New York City, I learned that the slightest of snowfalls put the 
“Big Apple” into a chaotic state.  The ability of residents in Western NY, and, their 
preparedness for the expected effects of winter, far exceeded the capacity of the 
infrastructure of New York’s densest and largest city to support the relative inexperience 
of its populous.  While life “carried on” when it snowed in Buffalo, it came to a grinding 
halt in New York City. 
 
In times of drought, residents of large cities might have to deal with the imposition of 
bans on washing vehicles or watering gardens and lawns, but for farming communities, 
the lack of adequate rain results in failed crops and impact on incomes.  What is 
inconvenience for some is disaster for others. 
 
Just as the absence of water can be catastrophic, the presence of water can be 
disastrous.  Heavy rains and winter thaws can cause minor damage, while hurricanes 
and tsunamis can result in unimaginable consequences.   
 
In developed nations, with the advantages of appropriate building codes and 
construction standards, it can be argued that the impact of major natural events is less 
destructive than in areas of the planet without the benefits of healthy economies and 
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proper governance.  The recent collapse a building in Bangladesh can be attributed to 
poor materials and design, but even the careful construction of the subway system of the 
New Jersey and New York couldn’t withstand the destructive force of Hurricane Sandy 
last autumn. 
 
Until the advent of photography and the range of communication media of the past 
several decades, we had little awareness or understanding of the cataclysmic nature of 
disaster.  Today, the transmissions made possible with technology give people a global, 
instantaneous “front seat” to even the most remote events.  This information has also 
served to bring to the creative community the challenge for inclusive solutions for all. 
	  

	  
 New Jersey Subway Flooding         Bangladesh Building Collapse 
 
 
Phase One:  Emergency Response 
 
While the nature of a disaster determines both the scope and type of response, common 
features identify the range of design challenges.  Establishing communication, providing 
medical care, temporary shelter, emergency sustenance, and alternative transportation 
are the principle requirements associated with most disasters. 
 
In events where warnings of imminent danger make escape to safe havens a possibility, 
time is the key variable.  When an alarm is sounded, ability to react to the directive is 
essential for safety and survival.  Having adequate time and the capacity to flee a 
dangerous setting or situation determines the potential for injury, and life or death. 
 
Recent disaster responses highlight an alarming lack of preparedness for the evacuation 
of individuals lacking personal capacity to do so.  As the details of failures to provide for 
life safety for all people, as equal, during the evacuation of New Orleans began to 
emerge in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, the global response was one of horror and 
disbelief.  How was it that the wealthiest of nations was so unprepared, and thereby 
unable, to rescue its citizens from the wrath of a hurricane?  The images of bodies 
floating in the streets of an iconic American city are haunting and the knowledge that 
immobile elder patients, in a skilled nursing center, lost their lives by drowning in their 
beds, became an indictment of local and federal emergency response systems.   
 
First responders, the fire fighters and police officers who enter the dangerous situations 
the general public flees, require a complement of dedicated design support. The 
revelation that hundreds of lives were lost on September 11, 2001 because of the non- 
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complimentary communication systems utilized by New York City’s Fire and Police 
Departments served as an international “wake-up call” for disaster preparedness,  
by design.  
 
Preparedness for disaster correlates to survival.  For people living in known earthquakes 
zones, such as California and Japan, preparation for disaster is a personal and 
community imperative.  In these parts of the world, the awareness is not about whether  
a potentially catastrophic event might occur, but when?   
 
Residents maintain emergency supplies of food and water, stores of battery powered 
lighting and radios, and establish family evacuation regimens.  Communities and 
medical centers stage disaster drills for the rehearsal of response scenarios and military 
forces coordinate resources with governments for enhanced emergency services.  
Accommodation of people who require care services and personal assistance continue 
to be a genuine concern for local governments, family, and friends. 
 

	  
 International Red Cross                               Local Firefighters & Police Officers 
 
 
Phase Two:  Temporary Stabilization 
 
The primary directive, post-disaster, is securing lives and addressing injuries as quickly 
and specifically as resources will allow.  Augmenting existing health centers, with 
localized, emergency medical care is essential for saving lives.  Mobile medical units, 
borne from the necessity of military applications, now serve as models for swift response 
to critical care requirements in civilian disasters. 
 
In addition to their initial emergency response activities, organizations such as the 
International Red Cross work with local municipal governments and resources to provide 
the essential care of shelter and nourishment, after victims have been rescued from 
areas of danger.  Traditional use of schools and other public facilities as short-term 
emergency housing centers has been combined with more permanent forms of 
temporary housing, for those who have been displaced by natural and human 
destruction. 
 
The extent and range of global disasters in this century, has prompted dedicated design 
efforts to develop and implement temporary housing and life support, after the onslaught 
of a disaster.  From the “Casa Umbrella” short-term shelter [Kengo Kuma & Associates, 
Tokyo Japan], to the “SHRIMP” structure [Sustainable Housing for Refugees via Mass 
Production, Vestal Design], and the Paper Schoolhouse [Banlab, Japan, Shigeru Ban  
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Architects and Keoi University], designers are responding to the needs created by 
disaster with earnest enthusiasm, but a focus on inclusive solutions has not been 
universally realized. 
	  

	  
 Tent Housing for Hatians            FEMA Housing for Katrina Victims 
 
 
Phase Three:  Recovery 
 
The destruction of some of the world’s most remarkable cities led to their renewal and 
resurrection.  The great fires that burned ancient Rome, in 64, Edo/Tokyo in 1657, 
London in 1666, and the earthquake and fire that leveled San Francisco in 1906, all 
inspired recovery and resilience, by design. 
 
The on-going debate over “global warming” and its role with recent record floods and 
violent storms has also given rise to the argument of whether we can, or should, re-build 
costal communities devastated by water, and how we need to proceed to protect cities 
from future events. 
 
What we can do, by design, comes at a significant cost, but so does our lack of action. 
Water-related disasters alone have accumulated billions of dollars in worldwide recovery 
expenses and significant loss of life.  In the United States, the most severe hurricanes 
recorded since 1856, “Andrew” (1992), “Sandy” (2012), and “Katrina” (2005) are 
responsible for nearly 300 billion US Dollars in property damages.  And of the forty 
hurricanes which have affected the United States, an estimated 20,000 lives have been 
lost, with 8,000 deaths attributed to the 1900 Galveston hurricane and tidal surge alone. 
 
In comparison, the 2011 earthquake and tsunami in Japan resulted in nearly 16,000 
deaths and an estimated 235 billion [US Dollars] in property losses.  The 2010 Indian 
Ocean tsunami took 228,000 lives, with an estimated 45,000 missing and 14 billion [US 
Dollars] in losses.  The 2008 Sichaun earthquake caused 70,000 deaths, with an 
estimated 18,000 people still missing and property losses totalling 85 billion [US Dollars].   
 
The relative statistical disparity between the United States and the rest of the world can 
be explained by the distinction of having capacity and means to escape danger and 
survive, when disaster strikes.  While Americans will suffer similar property damages in 
the event of natural disasters, we have an advantage over less-developed regions of the 
world when the human toll is assessed.  But, when the considerations of financial, 
mental, and physical means are applied to the analyses, the entire at-risk population of 
the world lies in the balance. 
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 1657 Edo Fire                            1906 San Francisco Earthquake + Fire 
 
 
Final Thoughts 
	  

	  
	  World Trade Tower Collapse                Boston Marathon Bombings 
 
Surrounded by confused chaos, electric wheelchair user, Ed Beyea strained to see 
through the smoke and determine the best course for survival.  Poised at the top of a 
crowded staircase, he watched terrified co-workers struggling to descend, as firefighters  
fought their way forward, to the source of the flames.  Realizing that he was blocking the 
safe passage of others more able than he, Ed moved back into the corridor, where he 
was joined by Abe Zelmanowitz, his long time friend.   
 
Ed implored Abe to flee, but witnesses later shared that the devoted friend opted to stay.  
In the days following the collapse of the World Trade Towers, it became apparent that 
Ed and Abe died, side by side, because there had been no means to rescue a man with 
paraplygia from the doomed structure and his friend didn’t want him to die alone. 
 
The fact that those two innocents were among the 2,752 known victims (including 157 
passengers and crew aboard the two aircrafts invloved in the attack) underlies a 
haunting inclusive design failure.  We, who worked for decades to create the guidelines 
and standards of The Americans With Disabilities Act, fought feverishly to make built 
environments accessible for people managing mobility needs, but we failed to provide 
the means for their emergency escape.   
 
As an unwitting accomplice in the tragic loss of life, that dreadful day, I am prompted to 
seek holistic design solutions for the “unthinkable”.  The recent bombings, of the Boston 
Marathon, present us with yet another unresolved design dilemma.  And while we 
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struggle to understand the minds and motives of people eager and willing to harm 
others, for their unique ends, we must assign equal passion to the drive to resolve and 
respond to the most unthinkable of challenges. 
 
By the hand of man, or the force of nature, disaster can define our failures, or celebrate 
our insights and innovation.  Driven by the later, let us design for inclusive deliveries and 
the highest quality of life, for all. 
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Out of the Shadows.  
Professor Susan Barnwell. 
Ryerson University, School of Fashion, Toronto.  
 
Abstract 
This paper is an initial report on Out of the Shadows, an inclusive research project 
supported by the School of Fashion at Ryerson University; the All Saints Community 
Centre; Street Health, and persons actively working in the sex trade industry in Toronto. 
The projects principle objective was to empower sex trade workers and enhance their 
self-image enabling them to face their future with enriched confidence. It also aimed to 
educate design students as to the realities of marginal life in the local community by 
bringing the subject ‘out of the shadows.’ 
 
The conference theme, ‘Global Challenges and Local solutions’, provides an ideal venue 
to present the results of this project. In addition, it will draw attention to the global 
problem of sex trade workers and the stigma that has survived centuries of time ignoring 
social and cultural boundaries and conventions. Out of the Shadows does not aim to 
solve the various and often very personal problems of sex trade workers but to provide a 
small window of opportunity through an inclusive design project to present them in a 
positive light, challenging their invisibility and promoting them as potentially positive and 
useful members of their communities. This global inclusive project encompasses all 
countries and all time frames 
 
Keywords 
Sex trade workers; empowerment; human rights; inclusive design; fashion. 
  
 
Introduction. 
 
Historic Context. 
The four-thousand-year-old cuneiform impression of Gilgamesh is regarded as the 
oldest known literary epic. It introduces into the world of literature the first superhero, 
Gilgamesh; the deity Ishtar, the protector of all prostitutes, and the first record of a sex 
trade worker, Harimtu.1 The sixth King of Babylonia, Hammurabi, enshrined protection of 
the inheritance rights of women, including female prostitutes in the first known legal 
compendium, the Code of Hammurabi (1727-1686 BCE).2 The shelves of academia are 
replete with publications, surveys, government reports, all of which provide a very clear 
indication of the on going interest in one of the oldest subjects. Attention is in general 
focussed upon the economic and political inequalities, gender, race, class and power.  
 
The Project. 
This project was about empowerment, human rights, collaboration and design. Following 
initial research on the social and cultural ramification of sex trade workers in Toronto, 
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students from Ryerson University, School of Fashion attended the drop-in program for 
sex trade workers at the All Saints’ Community Centre. These non-threatening face-to-
face gatherings were essential in overcoming any lingering preconceptions that each 
group may have about the other. The cooperative atmosphere assisted in the pairing of 
nine students with individual workers. Over the subsequent weeks working relationships 
were established, design concepts explored and initial visualisations of the garment 
were produced, each embodying the individuality of the woman’s personality; becoming 
a document of the individual’s life story. The principle objective was to empower sex 
trade workers and enhance their self-image enabling them to face their future with 
enriched confidence. It also aimed to educate design students as to the realities of 
marginal life in the local community by bringing the subject ‘out of the shadows.’ The 
results of the project were presented as a high profile fund raising fashion show on 
March 8, 2013, International Women’s Day. 
 
The Organisations. 
All Saint Community Centre3 and Street Health4 are organisations that have a secular 
non-judgemental philosophy and accept the women and their lifestyle choice. They 
understand that women may be involved in the sex trade by choice, circumstance, or 
coercion. The organizations provide therapy, advocacy and empowerment services for 
sex workers; they have previously hosted photography exposes, created documentaries 
with verbal testimonials, supported women to provide deputations to City Council, and 
facilitated a number of other venues for the voices of these women to be heard. This 
was the first time that they had cooperated with a tertiary educational institution in a 
research based design project. It was a very real and brave endeavour to step ‘out of the 
shadows.’5 The co-chairs of the event production were Carly Kalish, Clinical and 
Program Director, All Saints Community Centre and Amanda Robertson, Manager of 
Fundraising, Street Health. 
 
Research. 
Initial research undertaken by the students revealed the extreme stigma and 
marginalization that female sex trade workers often experience. Their reduced social 
status and sense of isolationism can often lead to the denial of rights and services, 
ostracism and violence. According to Toronto Police Sex crimes unit there are 4-5 street 
assaults involving female sex workers every night in Toronto. A Toronto Police Service’s 
Report of 2006 states: “Due to the hidden nature of these crimes, offenders are likely to 
operate unnoticed.” 6 
 
A recent study conducted in Western Canada found that 98% of women involved in sex 
work in Vancouver’s downtown east side continually experience violence from clients, 
pimps and/or other sex workers.7  Police reports submitted to Statistics Canada, 
between 1991 and 2004 recorded 171 female sex workers were murdered, and 45 per 
cent of these homicides remain unsolved. “It should be noted that this is almost certainly 
lower than the real figures, since it includes only those cases in which the police were 
able to determine that the death occurred during prostitution-related activities.” 8 
 

431



PAPERSPAPERS

The research also indicated that homeless people are 35 times more likely to be the 
victims of physical assaults than Torontonians who are housed.9  This accounts for the 
need for the growing number of emergency shelters available to abused women in 
Canada. These centres of refuge increased from 18 in 1975 to 543 in 2004. Specifically, 
in 2003 and 2004, more than 58,000 women and 36, 000 children were admitted to 
shelters in Canada. 10 
 
Design Process. 
The students and the women began an intense process of research-based participation. 
The consent, involvement and participation of the women in every stage of the process 
were of paramount importance. The women had elected to participate – this empowering 
decision was theirs. A fashion show needs models. A call to audition went out to the 

community and women 
voluntarily applied to be 
involved in the event. On the 
basis of this process, women 
joined the event as part of the 
planning committee, in 
mentorship roles for each other, 
and as fashion show 
participants. The response was 
overwhelming, and so many 
women wanted to be part of this 
project that there simply was 
not enough room to involve 
everyone. 
 

Figure 1: All Saint’s Community Center, Toronto, Canada 
 
At the auditions the responsibility of the models was discussed; their agreement to turn 
up on time for fittings with students; their availability for rehearsals hair and make up, 
and most importantly, participants were asked if they were comfortable in being on a 
catwalk and in being identified as a sex trade worker. It was emphasised that they must 
also contend with planned media coverage – this after all was a fund raising event.  
This fashion show, while not literally providing a stage for women to speak, was 
designed as a platform for them to express their identities through an alternative creative 
medium. It was an opportunity to celebrate their persona in a different light and as a way 
to challenge the marginalizing perceptions of them. The goal was not to glamourize sex 
work; instead, we were striving to put a human face on it. We were certainly sensitive to 
the perception that the women involved had of being put on display. Rather than viewing 
their lives as being on exhibit, we were providing a venue for their voices and 
experiences to be heard by the community in a manner that honours their personal 
agency and charismatic flair. Their physical appearance on the catwalk countering the 
persistent stigma and ostracism they face in the community. Workers had to agree to 
participate in the defining fashion show by modelling their collaborative creation. 
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The Garments  
We were now ready to practice design. Students attended the drop-in program at the All 
Saints’ Community Centre. This non-threatening venue enabled students to gain insight 
into the lives and challenges of these women. After several meetings nine students were 
each pared with an individual sex trade worker. They met, talked exchanged ideas and 
worked together to design an ensemble that embodied each woman’s personality and 
told their individual story. The main objective was to undertake a collaborative design 
project to inform students, empower sex trade workers and educate the community.  
For the students the collaboration provided the opportunity to be inspired by very 
personal stories. The woman became the muse for the students, working together to 
create a tangible work of art through a creative lens that translated into a garment for 
display. For the women the collaboration was an opportunity to share their voice and tell 
their unique story through the finished garment, they became an intrinsic part of the 
creative process. Carly Kalish, Clinical & Program Manager, All Saints Community 
Centre was always on hand to help resolve any problems and to aid in the protection of 
the workers rights. 
 
The project began with sketches and design ideations – these were finalized and test 
garments constructed. The project gathered momentum and enamoured support from a 
highly talented creative team. Wayne Clark, Designer in residence at the School of 
Fashion, with an international reputation for eveningwear, enthusiastically offered his 
services and most graciously donated fabrics. In addition, he served as a mentor to the 
students and assisted with the fittings. To those outside fashion, muslin test garments 
can come as a surprise. Many of the workers were disappointed when cheap cream 
muslin garments were presented at the first fitting. Wayne was able to assure the 
workers that even the most expensive eveningwear began as a muslin test garment. 
 
 Jie Matar, Toronto’s premier hair stylist was absolutely delighted to be part of the 
project. In addition to undertaking the hair and makeup on the night of the fashion show, 
he had all models to his studio for a day of complete makeovers; cutting colour, 
highlights no expense was spared. He provided the ladies with a very special day of 
pampering. The support that these women receive from various social services for 
health related matters is essential, but looking good is an essential part of feeling good. 
The services that Jee provided did wonders for their self-image.  
 
We now needed some one of note to compare the show and introduce the ladies Jie 
approached international model Yasmin who again was very receptive to the project. It 
all came together beautifully. Jie, Yasmin and Wayne had worked together on previous 
shows and shoots; they brought a contagious enthusiasm to the all-inclusive project.  
 
The Models and the Designers. 
The models came from diverse backgrounds with a wide variety of life experiences. Both 
the designers and models became aware that the collaborative project and fashion show 
provided a positive and empowering experience. 
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Model Rose – Designer Jean  
Rose was born to a teenage mother and adopted by a Mennonite family. She grew up in 
an environment of excessive drinking, emotional and physical abuse. Rose turned her 
first trick at twelve. Aged fourteen she was offered a ‘modelling job’ that led to 
prostitution. She had suffered a great deal of violence and has physical scars of her 
abused life including a metal plate in her face and the scars of stab and bullet wounds; 
she has experienced addiction to both alcohol and drugs. After a slow start Rose and 
Jean established a relationship of mutual trust which they and built into a successful 
collaboration that resulted in a very distinctive and representational garment. 
 
Model Joyce – Designer Amy 
Joyce is a recovering drug addict, breast cancer survivor and a proud mother and 
grandmother. Joyce finds it difficult to discover interesting clothes for plus size women.  
She wanted a wearable garment and insisted on a pair of good fitting pants. Joyce was 
reluctant to talk about her past and we respect her right to privacy. 
 
Model Noreen – Designer Shelagh  
Noreen became a teenage alcoholic and by fifteen she was in an underage relationship 
and pregnant. A short time latter Noreen was hooked on cocaine. Shelagh had difficulty 
bonding with her model. 
 
Model Hanna – Designer Alice   
Hanna a former stripper and sex industry worker admits to being an alcoholic and drug 
addict. She is extrovert with demonstrable high energy levels. Hanna requested a 
garment that displayed her great body, while being both sexy and classic. Hanna and 
Alice collaborated successfully on the project producing a design that exceeded Hanna’s 
expectations. 
 
Model Jo – Designer Liza   
Jo was by far the most outspoken of the models. Initially Liza was apprehensive, 
concerned that her persona was dramatically opposed to that of Jo. Liza is quiet and 
calm while Jo is loud and boisterous. Jo is fifty-five years old and had worked on the 
street for eight years before getting help two years ago.  Prior to that she worked as a 
cab driver for ten years and owned her own business. Then there was a fire and Jo lost 
everything and, as a result, she ended up on the streets.  She did not want her daughter 
to see her in this impoverished state and she lost contact with her during those eight 
difficult years. She is now off drugs and lives above the All Saints Community Centre. 
From the beginning Jo asserted that she wanted a black dress and coat that she could 
wear after the show. She was delighted by the finished dress and ecstatic about the 
back detailing on the dress. Jo was excited that her aunts and daughter would attend the 
fashion show and would be very impressed by how she looked and in her regained 
empowerment. Every so often she would whisper to Liza, "We have the best outfit.” 
 
Model Barbara – Designer Violet  
Barbara, now twenty-two, was abandoned with three siblings to take of when she was 
just sixteen. Her mother left for Jamaica to remarry. While working at Shoppers Drug 
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Mart Barbara was coerced into a more financially rewarding but demeaning lifestyle. 
First she found work as an exotic dancer, then as an escort, and finally as a prostitute 
with a pimp who organises her schedule. Barbara’s Aunt was also a sex trade worker 
who recently quit the trade at age forty-four. Many of Barbara’s cliental are teenage boys 
who want to gain experience before their first sexual encounters with school friends. 
Violet has kept in touch with Barbara and they email on a regular basis. Violet sees 
Barbara as a younger sister. 
 
Model Jill – Designer Veronica 
This was another very successful collaboration. Jill is a recently retired sex trade worker, 
now in her mid 50s she has been working the streets since she was fifteen. Jill and 
Veronica discovered that they shared a love of ballet, dance costumes and Coco 
Chanel. Jill admits that she enjoyed her life as a sex trade worker; this had enabled her 
to travel extensively. She is a bright intelligent and cultured lady who experienced 
problems fitting into a normal life style after her retirement. She now works as a mentor 
for other sex trade workers who are seeking a way to enhance their self-image. Jill is 
now exploring the opportunities of beginning a college education.  
 
Model Dora – Designer Tracy   
Dora is a survivor of abuse, of the death of her daughter and of cancer. She is very 
feminine, quiet and shy. These restrained characteristics were balanced by Tracy’s 
outgoing personality. Tracy explained, “I wanted to design a dress she would love, that 
would express her feminine style, that reflected her favourite colour, purple, and that 
contained an abundance of movement.” As their collaborative partnership developed so 
did their harmonious sense of humour. Dora was diagnosed with schizophrenia and 
joked with Tracy, “don’t worry about the design of the dress, at least one of my 
personalities will be bound to like it.”  
 
Model Tara – Student Rose  
The team of Tara and Rose achieved the most successful collaboration. Trans-gendered 
Tara was sexually abused by her father and began working on the streets at fourteen.  
She enjoyed the sex trade industry because of the freedom it allowed; she could work 
and travel anywhere and did not have to worry about finance or personal relationships – 
always a challenge to trans-gendered persons. Tara and Rose connected immediately; 
they had a similar sense of humour and a sense of the dramatic. Tara knew what she 
wanted a dramatic evening dress in black and purple that showed off her great legs. The 
two could often be seen attentively chatting after our collaborative visits were over. The 
project gave Tara increased confidence and she will be attending college full time in 
September. 
 
The Show. 
The venue of the show was the spectacular, new Daniels Spectrum in Regent Park, 
home to seven arts and community oriented organizations.11 We were sensitive as to 
how the fashion show would be perceived by the privileged people observing this event. 
As part of our planning process we had taken great care to ensure that we addressed 
our stance on sex work at the event, and honour the women who are involved in the 
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trade. Part of the event includes a memorial for sex workers, and the host would be 
speaking about the strength and resiliency of the community, while introducing each 
woman individually to showcase them as people. Working with any marginalized 
community requires a high degree of non-judgemental sensitivity to the realities of 
people’s lived experiences. We had been careful to include the very women from the 

community in the planning and 
implementation of this event. By 
inviting them to be involved in 
every step of this event, our 
intention was to address any 
perceived disparities in privilege. 
The show was a triumph; the 
local media supported the event 
and the show was featured on 
several of Toronto’s television 
channels. Target sales of 300 
tickets, at $50 each, escalated 
very quickly to 450 and resulted 
in a profit in excess of $17,000 of 
much needed funds. 
  

Figure 2: Out of the Shadows, Fashion Show March, 2013 
 
Conclusion. 
The conference theme, ‘Global Challenges and Local solutions’, provides an ideal venue 
to present the results of this project. In addition, it will draw attention to the global 
problem of sex trade workers and the stigma that has survived centuries of time ignoring 
social and cultural boundaries and conventions.12 The project was successful because 
we never lost sight of our objective to design a collaborative project that would empower 
sex trade workers, educate students and alert the community in general to the local 
realty of human rights. The students realised early in the project that acceptance without 
judgement was going to be the key issue for a successful project.  
 
There were preconceptions on both sides. The students explained that through their 
research they understood and accepted that the sex workers life was diverse, that for 
many it was a profession of choice. The students began to realise that their job was to 
learn to accept and not judge. However several students felt that the sex workers 
presumed that they were all privileged rich kids and that life had given them a free ride. 
This was not the case, many of the students worked one or sometimes two jobs to pay 
for their education. This was the most difficult obstacle to collaboration. As the project 
progressed so did mutual understanding; both designers and models understood and 
respected the diversity of each other’s lives.  
 
Then the design process became truly collaborative as each learnt from each other. 
Students understood the designer-customer roll and the models compromised as they 
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began to see that there were different ideas of beauty and appeal – that there was a 
difference between sensual and the obviously lewd.  
 
Students began to see the ladies as diverse individuals, sharing a common and 
tenacious will to survive, often in the face of unimaginable hardships. Some ladies 
selected their profession enjoyed it and were good at it. The difficulties were often when 
the woman got older and wanted to leave the trade and move into other work 
environments. The challenges were often compounded by the lack of social insurance 
numbers, many had never filed a tax return or paid tax. Most had dropped out of high 
school and with no formal education were marginalized from society. 
 
Empowerment was the most important criteria. This was superbly illustrated by the 
fashion show as the ladies took charge of the runway, heads held high, sexy, beautiful 
and confident. This became abundantly clear in our wrap party held a week after the 
event. All the models received a graduation certificate and a framed photograph taken of 
them on the runway during the show. Model Dora unwrapped her photograph and burst 
into tears, “I look so beautiful she sobbed” and she did. She felt empowered. Several of 
the ladies, taking advantage of their newly gained confidence are seeking real 
empowerment through educational opportunities. These are being made more easily 
available to them and other disfranchised individuals through tertiary educational 
institutions in Toronto. We are most grateful for the institutional backing; the support of 
various social service organisations and the highly valued services provided by the 
model training, hair and make-up professionals who donated their time and expertise to 
ensure the success of this project. Thank you all. 
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Abstract
The sheer number of people in India’s villages/towns and the wide geographical spread 
of the land makes it tough for rural entrepreneurs to run their businesses sustainably.  
There is a dire need of local services and ecosystems that help rural enterprises grow 
their business by marketing it to a wider audience and connecting to other rural 
entrepreneurs nearby to enhance their business networks. This paper discusses the 
findings from a design project that aimed at synthesizing service design solutions for 
such rural/small town businesses by exploring the use of interactive TV and mobile 
technology in situated contexts. 

The paper introduces the problems faced by enterprises in Indian towns/villages which 
are synthesized from immersive field research using ethnographic tools. This is followed 
by a description of the service ecosystem which was co-designed along with community. 
This approach brought forward the need of designing the system around a trustworthy 
human intermediary who acts as an interface between the buyers/sellers and 
technological systems. The crucial role of human intermediaries in making technological 
systems more inclusive is a key learning from the project and the paper concludes by 
presenting its implications on designing inclusive services for the technology-poor 
communities.

Keywords
Rural enterprises, developing countries, ICT4D, SME’s

Introduction
One in eight people on the planet live in an Indian village. According to the 2011 Census 
by the Government of India, India’s rural population stands at 833.1 million and is 90.6 
million higher than it was a decade ago. The urban population, on the other hand, stands 
at 1210 million. [1] However, there is big tendency for government and the private sector 
to focus on urban development. Cities have been traditionally associated with growth 
and there have been active policy efforts to encourage cities as economic strongholds 
over the rural parts of the country. The belief here is that concentration of production, 
mobility of people to villages and economic integration can lift rural people out of 
poverty. 
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The slow erosion of agriculture as sustainable means of livelihood and lack of 
opportunities has created a great flux of migration of people from villages to cities. The 
‘urban-rural growth differential’ (URGD) which is the difference between the rates at 
which rural and urban populations expanded in each decade stands at 19.8, the highest 
in 30 years [2].

However, recent figures paint a slightly different and optimistic picture about the rural-
urban divide. During the last decade, the rural economy of India is estimated to have 
grown by 7.3% as compared to 5.4% of urban economy. A study of consumption in last 
26 years reveals that an increase in Urban Household consumption of Rs. 100 leads to 
an increase of Rs. 39 in the rural household income which indicates better urban-rural 
linking. [3] Since 1999-2000, per capita GDP in rural areas has grown at a 150 basis 
points faster rate than in urban India. Indian villages are growing larger, merging 
together and are moving away from agriculture, and thus being classified as towns. The 
number of census towns has increased three times in a decade according to the 2011 
census [2].

According to the last Economic Census, there are 127, 98,245 rural enterprises in India
[4]. Only 16.8% enterprises work in the Agricultural sector while 83.2% enterprises cater 
to the non-agricultural sector. Almost 50% of all workers in rural India are self-employed 
– 57% among males and nearly 62% among females [5]. To serve these new markets, 
FMCG, retail and other industries are trying to create distribution channels into rural 
India and distribute their produces by leveraging economies of scale. This structured 
growth creates a bottleneck in terms of spread across rural India and they bypass 
villages and areas where it is not feasible to have a setup that can scale geographically.

While many researchers have documented the economic effects of rural-urban divide in 
India, the loss of a community/ kinship in a rural-urban migration and its devastating 
effects on the emotional well-being of an individual has been largely undocumented but 
visibly disturbing. Steady rural-urban migration has also ensured a rise in problems like 
slums, hawking, squatting, crime, social disorder and unrest due to visible economic 
inequalities in urban areas. The sheer pressure of numbers in a country like India is 
creating vast gulf in infrastructure to support and provide sustenance for a vast majority 
of people [6]. It’s only in the recent past that eminent scholars have spoken about how 
rural-urban migration often does not alleviate poverty and the need of ensuring efficient 
population distribution and enabling information and distribution channels linking urban 
and rural centres. [7]

Amidst this backdrop, the project began by examining the existing inorganic community 
structures of business and enterprise that exist and developing solutions which fit the 
needs of the community. The project aimed to involve communities and enterprises in 
rural India to co-design service ecosystems integrating new technologies to improve 
their existing conditions. There was a tacit acknowledgment of the differences in lifestyle 
and technology use and adoption of technology. The challenge was to identify the 
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unique socio-cultural characteristics of technology adoption and limitations of technology 
use so that services could be integrated without heavy disruption.

Field Immersion
We conducted a series of field stays, contextual interviews and participatory workshops 
in the western part of the India to understand the daily habits, routines and behavior 
patterns of rural enterprises and their customers over a period of six weeks. Contextual 
inquiry was conducted with 15 owners of small/micro enterprises in Pabal, a small village 
in Pune District of Maharashtra in West India. Pabal is unique amongst other villages 
because of having a very high number of rural entrepreneurs in India thanks to the 
efforts of Vigyaan Ashram, an alternate education Institute which works towards making 
rural school dropouts employable [8]. Vigyaan Ashram has a rich history of creating 
multiple rural entrepreneurs and in developing new rural technologies often with the help 
of trained former school drop-outs. The contextual interviews were taken at their 
workplaces. The focus was to understand beyond their business processes, workflow, 
communications, planning and the pain points faced by these entrepreneurs. Interviews 
of potential entrepreneurs studying the IBT course (Introduction to the Basic Technology 
for Rural Development) for drop-outs were also conducted. One of the key tools used 
was the Bollywood Technique [9] in which a participant is placed in a dire fantasy 
situation. For e.g.: The participant’s young niece is about to get married and he needs to 
earn Rs. 20000 in the coming 6 months. Such questions bring out more honest reactions 
amongst the participants and they willingly shared their daily pain-points and frustrations.

Following this, prospective buyers from nearby areas were also engaged to talk about 
their aspirations about products/services from the cities in dyads and triads. They were 
also observed while using technology inside their homes to understand how they use 
these devices and the extent to which they can use various devices. Participatory 
workshops and shadowing exercises were conducted on field with the experts and 
entrepreneurs to help understand their successes, failures and the role of the community 
in their business. All the material was recorded, transcribed and analysed to find 
common themes. The collected material helped discover elements, both large units and 
details, in the rural buyer-seller ecosystem. They helped throw light on the value of 
services, relevant touch points, factors behind accepting a service and the aspirations of 
the users about the immediate present and future.

Framing Perspectives
The analysis of field research data resulted in over-arching themes which were used to 
develop conceptual design solutions. They are as follows: 
HIGH COST OF EXPERIMENTATION: Most of these enterprises are informal setups 
and tend to usually copy businesses run by other people in the area. It is not uncommon 
to find 5-6 shops selling similar items clustered together. Since a business is a 
significant investment and the price of failure too high, most of the people play safe and 
tend to copy the moderately successful players in the ecosystem. 
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ABSENT INSTITUTIONAL SUPPORT: Many of the business owners lack any formal 
education or training and tend to take start work on the existing businesses run by their 
families. The government role is limited to providing many schemes and funds for 
promoting the growth of these enterprises but a general lack of awareness, apathy and 
sometimes, even hostility towards government schemes limit their use and spread.  
MAGNIFIED BREAKDOWNS: The usual problems of infrastructure, management and 
planning of a business are magnified when it comes to rural entrepreneurs because of a 
lack of systemic government redressal systems and specialized labor. 
SMALL IS HUGE: While geographical distances inside towns and villages are smaller as 
compared to that of cities, road linkages between villages and market areas are in a 
poor condition. Rural enterprises face a big challenge in promoting their services as 
there are no formalized communication channels. 
NON-NEGOTIABLE TANGIBILITY: Prospective buyers demand a visual and tangible 
interaction with a product for checking the texture and finish of goods before buying an 
item as there is no consistency in quality and physical inspection is the only way to 
determine the quality of purchase.
PHYSICALITY OF MARKETING GOODS: Bad road infrastructure and a need for 
tangibility ensures that the sellers have to go door to door and literally shop to shop 
carrying all samples of their products for selling. This proves to be a very strenuous 
activity and a seller’s market is defined by the area he/she can cover. Today, enterprises 
find opportunities entirely through word of mouth, with almost no formal or organized 
means of identifying potential markets for themselves. 
ORGANIC INFORMATION FLOWS: Enterprises have no access to a reliable source for 
customers, and so requests for customers flow through friends, family, community and 
anyone else who might serve as a bridge between seller and customer.  Alternately, 
customers often do not know what goods are available in their vicinity and end up 
traveling long distances to bigger towns as they are confident of finding the needed 
items. 
COMMUNITY PATCHES: Both buyers and sellers rely on word of mouth for finding 
items. Occasionally, a neighbourhood person often take it upon themselves to act as a 
broker for a small fee for locating and delivering items but such agreements are made 
informally. People relied on community and the utility and quality of a good is determined 
by who recommends the item rather than using objective parameters like ratings, 
reviews etc. Also, community members often help out enterprises to fulfil their business 
orders. For instance, in one case it was seen that to complete an order of 500 cane 
baskets, 80% women of the village participated to ensure that the order was fulfilled on 
time. These women worked on daily wages depending on the quantity they could deliver. 
COMMUNAL USE OF TECHNOLOGY: People rely heavily on each other to navigate 
technology and people share personal information quite easily with someone they trust 
to access information on the internet or mobile phones esp. related to banking, 
agriculture etc. Marketing of goods, finding new markets/customers conveniently 
remained the biggest pain point and the difference between a successful enterprise and 
a non-successful one was usually dependent on the visibility of the business in an area.
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Evolution of Service Concept
The themes that were distilled from the research were converted into stories which were 
sketched as story boards. These were presented to a team of young entrepreneurs, 
experts, business owners and prospective buyers to understand the critical scenarios. 
The identification of critical needs were combined with the themes that emerged earlier 
to create a service concept that reflected the goal of creating more visibility for the 
sellers at minimal cost to them and making local options more visible for the buyers 
especially of products being sold in their immediate area. 

Figure 2(a).Initial service ecosystem Figure 2(b). Re-worked service ecosystem

The service idea that emerged was to create a database of profiles of these rural 
entrepreneurs with photos of their products similar to a platform showcasing products 
wherein the buyers can see the product photos in different angles, product price, 
location of the seller, contact of the seller and an audio tag describing the product which 
can be viewed by villagers on their television set [Figure 2a].
The sellers would create a profile for themselves where they can showcase all their 
products. The profile would be made through a cell phone with a simple 6/7 step 
process. The medium of TV was chosen for accessing information (from the buyer’s 
side). In this way, the television sets actually works like a dynamic local directory for a 
cluster of 10 villages and any information about the local entrepreneurs could be 
comfortably found. Once the information is accessed by the buyer and chosen for 
purchase, the seller is intimated via the system and the transaction can occur once the 
seller has the information of the buyer. He/ she can then physically go to the buyer’s 
place and carry out the deal. This system helps provide an easy way for sellers to 
advertise and market their wares and it also provides an easy interface for prospective 
buyers to view the categories.
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The cell-phone was chosen as the medium of interaction for the sellers as it was 
observed that most enterprise owners were pretty conversant with using cell-phones and 
knew how to operate the camera. For prospective buyers, TV was chosen over cell-
phones for multiple reasons.  Most of the daily purchase activities were carried out by 
women while men took the final decision based on cost. Cell-phone was often used by 
women but it was perceived as a ‘masculine’ technology whereas a TV was a more 
‘family’ technology. It was culturally more acceptable for families to let their women 
select items on TV rather than mobiles. Also, TVs with DTH technologies were a 
pervasive medium in most of the households and were heavily used. 

A visualization of this concept along with story-boards of the key scenarios was taken 
back to the users for feedback. All the prospective buyers unanimously agreed that they 
would love to browse for local goods on their TV sets. However, they would still prefer 
asking someone in the neighbourhood to oversee the transaction. They expressed the 
comfort of dealing with humans and an unknown seller was too much intrusion for them. 
Similarly, the sellers expressed the view that it was more convenient for them to interact 
with individuals in neighbourhoods who were working on the behalf of customers rather 
than customers themselves. While we had come across such individuals during our field 
research, their importance was not apparent to us previously. During this discussion, 
we realised that the service has a chance of success only when there was someone to 
act as a shepherd and guide to the sellers for using the system. The easy reach of 
technology combined with the mediated use of technology via a middle-man from the 
community emerged as a usable and human alternative to the previous solution. 

The system was redesigned with a focus on the middle-man [Figure 2b]. The work of the 
middle-man agent is to create profiles the local rural entrepreneurs through the mobile 
phone and upload these profiles on the cloud. The agent could make this as his side-job 
and make money via minimal brokerage fees out of this activity. In this way he acts as 
an agent for entrepreneurs in his village. There is no investment needed from the 
agent’s side except for phone having camera and GPS. Once the profile has been 
added on the cloud by the agent, this information about the local entrepreneurs and their 
products can be viewed by the villagers on the television.

Figure 3.(a)The mobile interface for agent Figure 3.(b) The TV interface for buyer

The system is divided into three main stages: 1. Inputting Information which was done by 
an agent for the seller via a mobile. [Figure 3a] 2. Viewing Information done by buyers 
on the Television [Figure 3b] 3. Buying process: When a buyer shows intent in buying a 
particular product on the TV interface, the agent confirms the order with the buyer over a 
phone call, checks the inventory, coordinates that particular seller, home delivers goods 
to the buyer and also ensures a smooth circulation of money.
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For testing the user reactions to the system, we decided to test it in individual parts i.e.
creating sketched scenarios to explain the system, taking feedback from organisations 
which have been working on similar domains, testing the TV prototype with the buyers 
and the mobile application with prospective agents. Since Vigyan Ashram has been 
working on the serving rural needs and developing solutions for them, feedback was 
sought from the administrators and personnel employed there to comment on the 
viability of the service designed. A flash prototype was developed to bring out the 
experience of the purchasing products on Television and tested it with the 20 villagers. 
The mobile application ‘e-Grahak’ was tested with some rural agents in terms of ease of 
operating the interface and there were tasks given to see if the agents could successfully 
feed in information without any assistance. A feedback from 6 sellers from rural villages 
and towns was taken. Prospective users of the interface were sought and usability tests 
were carried out to find out the ease-of-use of the system to improve the designs.

Discussion
Technology inclusiveness has often been a mandate of governments and designers 
while designing for the bottom of the pyramid and technology weak communities. 
Human-computer interaction has traditionally concerned itself with direct interactions 
between users and the computers for private use. Systems have primarily been 
designed for one person owning and operating them. However in technologically weak 
societies, intermediation by technologically savvy person becomes a fundamental 
enabler of technology-aided services for many individuals whose literacy, education, 
social and economic conditions prevent them from using technology devices. The crucial 
role of human intermediaries emerged as the strongest takeaway from this design 
project and it also points to the fact that technology access is not only through ownership 
but also through shared experiences. It creates a sense of sharing and community with 
intangible benefits derived by both actors. It closely ties to how community help is seen 
as an act of ‘karma’ rather than ‘give and take’. 

The existing human relationships are the basis for any such intermediated system and 
the interpersonal trust that has built over time contributes to systemic trust. Over a 
period of time, this results in people familiarizing themselves to the presence of 
technology. The presence of the human intermediary also reduces the barrier in seeking 
help. However, as such intermediaries are easy to find, there is a chance that 
dependency is sustained.  Designing systems need to consider this and take appropriate 
decisions to help users move into using the systems actively on their own. 

We believe that intermediated use of technology will continue for the foreseeable future 
and there is a need to design user interfaces which better support intermediated 
interactions in the following areas:  
INFORMATION SYMMETRY: While the intermediary acts on the behalf of the user, he 
is in complete control of information. Textual and numerical data are often complicated 
for users to understand and they might be deprived of information by the intermediary. 
There is a need for including multiple channels for empowering the users with their 
information. For example: Including a phone number where the user can go and listen to 
her orders instead on solely relying on the agent.
BALANCED ENGAGEMENT: In intermediated technology use situations, it often 
happens that the user has to wait for the agent to finish using the system without having 
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any understanding of the context. There is a design challenge here in creating balanced 
engagement with the user having equitable clarity at every step of the way. It is also 
imperative to build in incremental mechanisms which include the end-user in using the 
interface personally rather than staying as a mute spectator. 

Conclusion and Future Work
The intent of this design project was to involve the community of rural enterprises and 
their customers for co-evolving a service ecosystem for easy visibility amongst possible 
customers at a minimum cost. While co-evolving the service ecosystem, the vital role of 
a human intermediary was brought forth. It was observed that the use of intermediated 
technology use was very prevalent in technologically weak communities. While access 
and familiarity with technologies was limited to a few people, the benefits seeped across 
to the entire community. Thus, there is a possibility that such behaviour increases the 
number of people benefiting from this technology.  
Intermediated use of technology could open the door to reimagining traditional service 
systems and interfaces which cater to simultaneously to multiple users even though they 
might not be equals in using technology.  Reframing projects to consider the fact that 
technology penetration is not only about ownership presents only a part of the picture 
could bring fresh eye-balls to old problems and contexts. This approach suggests a 
serious re-look at current design assumptions for solutions meant for the developing 
world and a lot of research needs to occur before this behaviour can be leveraged for 
reducing barrier to entry for many people in the developing world.  
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