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The measurement of spa�al adaptability as a breeding ground for architectural experimenta�on. 

The interplay between rapid urbanisa�on and rampant uncertainty challenges ci�es globally to adapt to 
constantly evolving needs and pressures. In Europe, where the expansion of urban spaces currently surpasses 
popula�on growth (1), adaptability has gained significant aten�on among designers, decision-makers 
and scholars. 

Indeed, by addressing the built environment’s obsolescence, adaptability addresses space and material 
scarcity whilst acknowledging the dynamic interac�on between buildings and en��es, aligning with the 
principles of the Open Building concept (2,3). Specifically, this study endeavours to centre the topic of 
architectural adaptability to its spa�al dimension. Space is hereby “created by a constella�on of natural and 
man-made objects [, where,] in the mind of the creator, user, or beholder; every architectural constella�on 
establishes its spa�al framework” (4) and is preserved as a resource.

The design-driven method of research, therefore, revolves around the “artefact” of the building to speculate, 
project, test, and imagine. Adaptability emphasises the role of �me and spa�al dimensions as actors of 
architectural crea�on. Thus, it extends the team of stakeholders beyond a selected team of individuals at a 
given moment and recognises that “a building is not something you finish; it is something you start", as aptly 
stated by Brand (4).  

This vision of buildings reinforces the subjec�fica�on of architecture as an actor in its own right(5) that finds 
its theore�cal roots in the Open Building movement(3), emphasising the collec�ve involvement in the 
design process. The built environment becomes, therefore, a laboratory where urban and architectural forms 
are tested, ideas explored, and lessons learned. Indeed, architectural adaptability is the capacity to adapt to 
any change. It transforms the buildings into a design process as an exploratory quest where the building 
becomes both the tool, the en�ty and the recipient of new knowledge. It strives to transform the building 
into an experiment by constantly formula�ng wicked problems (5) that the building can sense and measure 
(6,7). Within this conceptual framework, stakeholders can, therefore, envision the physical, speculated, 
feasible, and expected building, to inform their design interven�ons in the way of experimenta�ons (8) 

The first phase of this research will engage the literature to define the meaning of adaptability and its 
interplay with experimenta�on. Using a systema�c literature review, the material sourced will be 
selected in a reproducible fashion. This is important as the defini�on of adaptability can be very 
controversial, and although similar studies have been conducted (9–11), the specific spa�ality of 
adaptability was never systema�cally reviewed. This will help support the iden�fica�on of metrics and 
iden�fy qualita�ve aspects of adaptability for driving design-driven methods of research that are backed 
by data in the context of  architectural experimenta�on., res�ng the exis�ng literature on the topic (12–
14). 

The second phase will address the overlapping qualita�ve elements of adaptability with the neu Bauhaus 
“beau�ful, sustainable, together”. These can find a direct parallel with a branch of the adaptability 
literature: evolu�onary architecture. Derived from Darwin’s theory of evolu�on, it draws parallels between 
design decisions and natural selec�on (2). This evolu�onary matrix will cons�tute the backbone of this 
paper, to comprehend how evolving buildings cons�tute a compelling research by design method, even if, or 
especially because they are built. This creates the condi�on for stakeholders to converse, converge and 
diverge. In this se�ng, the  building and the events (i.e., pandemic, floods, etc.) are all key players in the 
building’s concep�on, crea�ng data that can be measured and implemented towards a design agenda (7). 
Only one aspect of adaptability will be 



selected for this study, focusing on the morphology and permeability of the building; it will demonstrate some 
scenarios in which architectural permeability is part of the wholesome experiment, which is the life�me of an 
architectural structure.  

This paper delves into research by design, shedding light on the con�nuum of design and stakeholder 
engagement, emphasising a passive yet impac�ul contribu�on to the design of buildings. Addi�onally, it explores 
methodologies for measuring this research by design through layered data sources, offering insights into the 
dynamic interplay of experimenta�on, stakeholder engagement, and architectural innova�on. 
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Reflec�on on the Topic: 

In a world where actors and stakeholders within the build environment seek increasingly accurate certainty, 
through the ubiquity of big data, there is a stark misconcep�on of what cons�tute a model, and the expression 
of a society ill at ease with the challenges ahead of us. By giving the illusion of accuracy, there is a nurturing of 
an anxiety towards the uncertainty that lies ahead of us. Beyond tes�ng ideas and libera�ng architects from 
some or many constraints, experimenta�on is a great tool to foster and nurture posi�ve methods of 
communica�on. This, in turn feeds the ground of experimenta�on as ideas and insight can flow in a more 
inclusive fashion and should be encouraged across disciplines. 




