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ABSTRACT
This research aims to enhance our understanding in relation to how the role 
of the architect may be exploited further in contemporary societies. Rationale 
for this change is based on the democratization of technology and the ‘open 
source’ accessibility that transformed individuals from passive consumers 
into active creators of their own cosmos. Tensions between global and local 
zones, the co-existence of physical and virtual environments radically are al-
tering all aspects of our living. This paper identifies the design process as the 
foundation to explore architectural potentialities. By identifying social prob-
lems as opportunities to activate the loop of initiation-design-facilitation and 
progress, this paper will discuss pragmatic methods on how to build a more 
resilient attitude to change. It wishes to extend architectural potentialities, by 
initiating actions that are impactful, valuable and profitable for the profession 
and communities respectively.

AUTHOR
PhD candidate, Department of Architecture, 

University of Cyprus, Cyprus, https://
digitaldesigntools.net/design-thinking-

workshop/ 
n.christou@live.co.uk

SUPERVISOR
Nadia Charalambous



98

INTRODUCTION
From the beginning of the 21st century, the profession started facing a so-
cio-political and economic landscape very different than ever before. Current-
ly, we are living in a moment in history where our social world is changing cul-
tures very fast and unpredictably. Since the Internet accessibility enabled an 
increasing amount of human interactions to occur online, the open access to 
information has radically transformed the way we learn, exchange, communi-
cate and interact with one another. The increasing demands of contemporary 
societies, has created a new landscape of problems far more complex as we 
used to know them. These are the phenomenon of ‘wicked’ problems (Bu-
chanan, 2010) which are synthesized by multiple and complex layers (Burry, 
2012). Paradoxically, as a society we never needed design thinking more and 
yet architecture was becoming unemployed. However, the economic dys-
functions of the last decade may resulted to a high level of unemployment for 
architects, they have also activated optimistic actions (Flowers, 2014).

Difficulties have created a momentum to re-think, re-evaluate, and re-posi-
tion the architects’ social role and mission [see Figure: 1]. Findings in literature 
make it is arguable to say “that architects might find their selves in the posi-
tion to re-invent the core of their professional life” (Lawson & Dorst, 2009, p. 
66). What if the production of buildings is not the only option we can generate 
impact? Who is in the most need of our expertise? Therefore, architects are 
being challenged to develop more understanding about the way the world 
operates today and discover opportunities within the critical and dual real-
ities, between virtual and physical environments, between local and global 
dynamics, between developed and underdeveloped states. Such advances 
have been paving the way to achieve a type of practice that covers a mind-
set of collaboration and cross-disciplinary communication (Charalambous & 
Christou, 2016).

Figure 1: Re-evaluating the mission role of 
the architect [ Diagram: Natasa Christou].
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THE CORE OF THE DESIGN THINKING PROCESS
The design process as we get to know it, has come about not as a result of 
“ careful and wilful planning but rather as a response to changes in the wid-
er social and cultural context in which design is practised” (Lawson, 2005, 
p. 25). The design process is, therefore, nor something stable nor always 
the same. It requires a formula that continuously readjusts in order to be-
come diverse, responsive and resilient towards external forces. Jeremy Till 
describes external forces as: “all those events, forces and contingencies that 
are beyond the direct control and definition of the profession” (Till, 2009, p. 
3). In addition to Till’s position, Krippendorff describes the design process as 
a network of stakeholders influenced by a diversity of constraints such as 
financing, sustainability, marketability, usability, maintenance and so on [see 
Figure: 2].

Figure 2: Expanding the Design process 
adopted  by Krippendorff, 2005 [ Diagram: 

Natasa Christou]
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We argue that even though the design process has become much more 
complex as we traditionally know it, the fundamental principles may contrib-
ute positively to the resolution of wicked challenges through a series of differ-
ent learning dialogues (Brown, 2009). This research intends to investigate fur-
ther how the dynamics of ‘collectiveness’ may inform the design process and 
explore the impact architects may have on the table of collaborations. This 
paper intends to expand the design process itself, re-evaluating the primary 
generator, the context (i.e. local-global, virtual-physical environments) and the 
range of stakeholders (i.e. network of participants such as the architect, cli-
ent, collaborators, and users). It will also discuss how these modifications in 
the process of design may influence the value of the output.

CASE STUDY: DESIGN THINKING LOCAL WORKSHOP
The reflections of this section are based mainly on the most recent case study 
of the PhD Research. The conception of the ‘Design Thinking Workshop’ was 
initiated in collaboration with the Youth Board of Cyprus in the form of a Lead-
ership Summer School. The initiative took place in Kakopetria, a typical small 
village of Cyprus for four days. The general agenda of the methodological 
framework focused on how participants could identify problems as opportu-
nities to develop emergent interventions that promote social, environmental 
and financial sustainability. Seeking new resolutions for the local community 
of the region, participants were introduced to the enormous threats the village 
faces in terms of unemployment, urbanization and poor quality of living.

Rationale behind this workshop was to identify in what extend the design 
process can increase the ability of participants to initiate actions that gen-
erate a better future for the local community. Participants were divided into 
groups of five and challenged to collaborate in teams of five, and prototype 
by engaging with the locals. The organization of the participants into teams, 
was initiated after a thoughtful process to balance their gender (combine men 
and women together), their age (combine oldest and youngest participants 
together) and their professional background (combine different and diverse 
disciplines together). This approach intended to identify if specific collabora-
tive patterns may enhance the efficiency of collaborations and increase the 
value of the final outcome.

The point of departure of the participant’s projects was an intensive train-
ing on the ‘Design Development Canvas’ [see Figure:3], a tool developed 
through the PhD research to help individuals and teams ideate. This tool 
alongside with the structured guidance, enhanced participants to develop 
their own path of investigation by letting concepts emerge through their own 
observations.
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All participants have been exposed to a diversity of design thinking strategies 
in order to learn how to build empathy for potential customers and users, 
enhance their entrepreneurial and leadership skills, improve their collaborative 
abilities and strengthen their communication skills. These ‘lenses’ together 
with the Canvas initiated a probing into the existing context. The umbrella of 
these design investigations demonstrate an informative understanding that is 
human-centered. It comes in alignment with the premises of Krippendorff’s 
argument that designers should not design in relation to personal ideologies 
but rather developing tactics that engage actively users in the process (Krip-
pendorff, 2005). This new understanding could inform the design process in 
four ways:

• Processing by empathy, cultural sensitivity and desirability
• Inquiring by survey research, interviews, observational studies
• Importing by inviting leading stakeholders to participate in the design 

process
• Testing by exposing leading stakeholders with prototypes in focus 

groups experiments and evaluating their responses.

Figure 3: Re-evaluating the design process 
[ Diagram: Natasa Christou ]
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By the end of the workshop, six different proposals were presented in a panel 
of key stakeholders including local planning actors, regional strategy policy 
makers, citizens and investors. This is where we expected the highest added 
value of the workshop since the proposals could be channeled, improved and 
materialized. Three out of the six proposals manage to gain additional support 
and funding. The first proposal was about developing an online community 
platform to bring together local citizens that have agricultural land but strug-
gle with sustaining it, and individuals interested to engage with agriculture in 
exchange of free accommodation and training. The second team identified 
that the narrow and downhill streets of the village create serious accessibility 
issues for people with disabilities, for the elderly and the ambulance in case of 
emergency. They proposed an electric vehicle designed with the principles of 
a ‘Tuk Tuk’ to provide effective social inclusion and accessibility [See Figure: 
4]. the third team discovered that the strongest identity of the region is based 
on the myths and village story telling. They proposed an mobile application 
for pod-casting with a navigation map that would allow every tourist- visitor 
to access the ‘hidden’ culture, transforming the village into a living museum. 
Currently, these teams are engaging with the opportunity to pitch, cooperate, 
develop and get feedback from mentors and startup their ideas into market 
stories through ‘Climate Launchpad’ and ‘Green Cluster Cy’.

Figure 4: Deign Development Canvas 
created by Natasa Christou ©
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THE PRIMARY GENERATOR: ARCHITECTS AS SOCIAL 
ENTREPRENEURS
What we learn from the above case study, is to comprehensively understand 
that ‘wicked’ problems can be identified as opportunities to design even 
when there is ‘no client’ as the primary generator of the design process. 
However, there is insufficient material on how architects are meant to ‘create’ 
in traditional practice with no clients and initial capital. However, what the 
workshop suggests otherwise, is that architects may have the ability solve 
problems not in the narrow sense based on a predetermined brief, but rather 
to work on opportunities with not a primary client. This concept of initiation is 
only possible due to transitional shifts in the market economy, from top-down 
driven economies of corporation to bottom-up, community sharing econo-
mies (Sundararajan, 2013) [see figure:5]

Figure 5: Capturing the Design Thinking 
Workshop [ Images: Natasa Christou ]
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The notion of the ‘sharing economy’ indicates the intersection of two do-
mains that we might not have been aware of, i.e. design and entrepreneurship 
(Richardson, 2011). Even though the interactions between the two domains 
need to be better understood, we suggest that both may share a common 
objective, i.e. to drive social change and encourage innovation in the market 
economy. Entrepreneurs who are highly motivated by social issues and pro-
actively seek for human-centered opportunities or problems are usually re-
ferred to as social entrepreneurs. Social entrepreneur’s primary goal is social 
sustainability. Any type of life conditions improvements for a specific group of 
people is regarded as social sustainability. Despite that the notion is relatively 
new, it becomes a fundamental element of delivery not only in design disci-
plines but in governances and policy making (Colantonio, 2007). Architecture 
has the capacity to be an active contributor this.

RE-EVALUATING THE NOTION OF CONTEXT
The proposals coming out of the workshop, demonstrate that architectural in-
terventions have the potential to synthesize a symbiotic relationship between 
local and global realities, by integrating digital opportunities and local poten-
tialities (Nagashima, 1999). Literature mentions that if markets are inefficient 
in some way, if changes occur in a social, political, economic or demographic 
level, if new inventions are discovered that provide new knowledge, then a 
context of opportunities can exist (Venkataraman, 1997). Global and local 
realities have opened up a vocabulary of design for future explorations on the 
notion of open innovation, scalability, local customization, generative design, 
sustainable change, automation and global collectiveness. Online networks 
prove that communities can be interconnected beyond physical thresholds. 
Therefore we can even re-evaluate the notion of design process and include 
variables so that design could be everywhere and for everyone.

THE NEW STAKEHOLDERS NETWORK
Considering the multiple observations from the workshop few important 
points derive. As a preliminary conclusion, what we can understand is that 
today the architect’s role as the primary principal is dissolving into the emer-
gence of cross-disciplinary design teams with a range different stakeholders. 
Second, even though there are no universal criteria to manage stakehold-
ers, allowing users to participate in the design process might bring addition-
al challenges but fundamentally it can increase the quality value of the final 
outcome. Third, even though often we perceive the notion of participation to 
be very local, this workshop suggests that participation might transcend any 
geographical constraints, thought the support of Information Communica-
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tion Technologies. However, if we are to adopt this approach in the general 
agenda of the design process, the notion of online community networks and 
cyberspace should be better understood. Forth, the workshop indicates that 
collaborations may have traces of transdisciplinarity. The key value of trans-
disciplinarity is that it integrates various lines, thinking and perspectives and 
generates one single higher level set of ideas and processes by collaboration 
(Nicolescu, 2002). Even further, this method of collaborating has the capac-
ity to consider the know-how of individuals on equal terms. It demonstrates 
flexibility and support negotiations between disciplines for the resolution of 
universal and complex problems. In order to create efficient transdisciplinary 
collaborations, we suggest to consider the decision making process as a 
collective process, especially on the ideation phase where a divergent set of 
ideas is needed. Fifth, the most difficult thing in such collaborations is to rec-
ognize that sometimes each individual has different incentives (Ariely, 2011). 
Not knowing how to best generate or sustain synergies in the design process 
can held back design in the center of innovation (Burry, 2012).

OUTPUT VALUE
Through the process of the workshop, an opportunity for participants was 
created in order to cultivate the ability to become responsive to complex, ev-
er-changing scenarios that shed light on a more promising and fascinating fu-
ture. Integrative and investigative learning-by-doing training could undertake 
an experimental paradigm in which everyone alike could collaborate to de-
velop synergies on how to drive change that makes a difference. Architects, 
engaging with the role of facilitators and social entrepreneurs could lead in 
the redefinition of professional practice as action, following a methodology 
that bridges across epistemological, disciplinary and contextual boundaries. 
Thus, it becomes crucially important to provoke our perception in order to 
examine architecture as a driver of sustainable and meaningful change in a 
dynamically transitional context which is full of opportunities.

REFLECTIONS: RE-EVALUATING THE ROLE OF THE ARCHITECT
The emergent design experiments of this paper wish to provoke the profile 
of the architect as an enabler of synergies and inter-actions. Even this paper 
presents only one possible direction, it is important to note that a diversity of a 
series of experiments that took place the past four years, explore architecture 
potentialities through a redefined design process that is capable to generate 
additional contributions to society. These contributions may take the form of 
online community platforms, educational workshops, ephemeral design inter-
ventions and festivals. All types come to inform an overall strategy aiming to 
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work as a guiding tool for additional future initiations. The fundamental stages 
to make this strategy replicable to other similar regions requires: to identify a 
local wicked issue/opportunity, activate local ‘heritage’ by occupying physical 
space with organized and collective initiatives. Through these initiatives archi-
tects may effectively facilitate interactions by setting up social frameworks to 
get people to interact. The resulting synergies have the advantage of scala-
bility by connecting to other regions with similar local issues. The above pro-
posed framework celebrates the duality of context by generating architecture 
in a manner that is sensitive to local particularities and simultaneously fit in the 
scope of a better global vision. Therefore, these findings come to inform the 
traditional model of architectural practice [see Table: 1] and indicate multiple 
roles architects may have as activists, facilitators, enablers and social entre-
preneurs [see Figure 6].

Table 1: Re-adjusting Architectural Practice
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