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Exploring Co-CreationTools for Public Space
Activation: Integrating Situated Collective Intelligence
iIn Architectural Design Approaches

#adaptivereuse #cocreation #publicspace #architecturaldesign #situatedness

In recent years, the adaptive reuse of existing buildings has gained significant attention in
architectural design. Numerous examples of cultural building adaptive reuse have demonstrated
the potential of transforming the built environment through interventions in existing buildings.
Moreover, an increasing portion of design work in developed economies pertains to adaptive
reuse. Intervening in existing buildings and communities poses a specific challenge for designers
to understand and translate situated knowledge into spatial proposals. However, traditional
architectural design education and practice rarely use tools to incorporate user input in design.
Architects typically embark on the design process with formal and functional requisites in mind,

while intervening in existing realities necessitates alternative design approaches.

This research delves into potential co-creation tools for spatial designers—urbanists, architects,
or interior designers—to contribute to the activation of public spaces in and around cultural
buildings. Integrating situated collective intelligence into architectural design processes through
stakeholder involvement could ensure that the proposed design solutions align with values and
aspirations, thereby generating a positive urban impact. Civic involvement methods like
participation, co-creation, and co-design are common in urbanism and housing design (Devisch
etal., 2018). In architectural design, and more specifically, public building design, co-creation tools
and processes are not as common. There is great potential in exploring co-creation tools for social
engagement in the design process (Karim, 2018). Common architectural design processes
usually start with a functional program of requirements, overlooking the values that the spatial
intervention seeks to achieve. If stakeholders are engaged during the design process, it typically
revolves around reactive engagement regarding functional aspects and not the public values it
embodies. For instance, stakeholders might be asked to choose from existing design proposals
or provide their minimum requirements for a space. This approach neglects the considerable

potential for creating collective imaginaries that catalyze spatial transformation.

Viewing public spaces as unified entities regardless of climatic conditions—indoors or outdoors—

is pivotal for the successful activation of existing buildings. An example of activation process



would be to turn an old office building into an art space. Co-creation tools have proven to be
excellent tools for public space design; therefore they also hold potential for supporting interior
public space activation. This research supports the idea that expanding design approaches
currently used for the adaptive reuse of cultural spaces by integrating co-creation tools can
amplify the impact of these interventions on urban life. Specifically, the research highlights ways
to implement co-creation tools that use situated collective intelligence (Di Siena, 2014) to drive

the activation of public spaces by aligning with community values with design decisions.

fThis article presents a potential adaptive reuse design approach that originates from community
values instead of functional requirements. Through real-life design cases of my own practice, |
will showcase the co-creation tools and steps employed in these design processes and discuss
the noted effects of these tools to identify their potential and limitations (See figures). To explore
how co-creation methods can facilitate public space activation in cultural spaces, | will first delve
into theoretical concepts surrounding co-creation: civic design (Di Siena, 2014), commons
(Stavrides, 2015), situated knowledge (Doucet & Frichot, 2018) and collective worldmaking
(Doucet, 2022). Subsequently, | will reflect on the co-creation tools employed in my recent
professional design processes for public space activation. Although each approach was tailored
to the specific design process at hand, some commonalities on the co-creation tools used
emerged. Analyzing the outcomes and limitations of co-creation tools will determine their
effectiveness as catalyzers of community and spatial activation. Last, | will compile a set of

recommendations for possible design approaches that will fuel future iterations of my research.

The hypothesis is that a systematic yet situated approach to public space design processes within
existing buildings and communities can enhance the impact of cultural buildings on urban life.
The case studies examined clearly demonstrate the benefits of employing co-creation tools in
public space activation design processes. The proposed interventions gained widespread
acceptance, were more easily implemented, and ultimately better served their functions and
communities because of the community engagement. While co-creation's positive effect on
public space activation is evident, incorporating co-creation tools alone is insufficient to drive
significant changes. To enhance the outcomes of public space activation processes, design
approaches need to be transdisciplinary and challenge traditional design roles. Integrating co-
creation tools accounting for situated collective intelligence with traditional architectural design
tools could amplify the impact of public space activation strategies in cultural buildings. To do so,
incorporating the expertise of the social sciences to architectural design is key (Manuela Mendes
etal., 2017). Other important domains such as interior design, graphic design, o marketing could

further enrich architectural and urban design tools in activating public space.



A key insight from this research underscores the importance of collective intelligence, particularly
when tacit, during co-creation for activation processes (Schrijver, 2021). Beyond conventional
architectural tools, intervening in existing communities and spaces demands the ability to analyze
and comprehend immaterial networks, values, and aspirations. Co-creation methods should aim
to extract this collective intelligence as input for design proposals. Incorporating collective
intelligence might challenge the traditional architectural notions of authorship and aesthetics.
Consequently, these new design approaches could change the role of architects and shift the

focus from the architectural object to the design process.

Design Driven research reflection

The situatedness of Design-Driven Research necessitates an ongoing definition of its tools,
techniques, and methods and approaches. This becomes particularly significant when performing
“pure” design-driven research, in other words, when performing actual design processes aiming
to produce research results. Within actual design processes, their situatedness demands unique
solutions, relationships, limitations, and structures that lie at the intersection of different
professional expertise and must be recognized to facilitate learning from them. While not every
design process embodies design-driven research, any design process can contribute to

knowledge creation when its objectives, approaches, and reflections align with theoretical gaps.

My research sits at the intersections between theory and practice and between architecture and
urbanism. In my doctoral research project, | seek out architectural design projects suitable as
case studies to validate the theoretical hypotheses | formulate. Consequently, my design-driven
research is inherently situated and thereby bounded by its specificity. | navigate the collective art
of worldmaking — as Isabelle Doucet calls it— as a young Spanish female architect working in the
Netherlands, a researcher and designer, and a citizen embedded in various realities. My approach
emanates from the intersection of these realities. Embracing this intricate embedding and making
it explicit empowers my design processes and helps elucidate my personal design approach and

how it could be extrapolated to others.

Figures

All Figures are made by the author.



Bibliography

Devisch, O., Huybrechts, L., & De Ridder, R. (Eds.). (2018). Participatory Design Theory: Using
Technology and Social Media to Foster Civic Engagement (1st ed.). Routledge.
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315110332

Di Siena, D. (2014). Inteligencia colectiva situada. Wivw. Urbanohumano. Org.

Doucet, |. (2022). Chapter 2 Architectural Storytelling: A Space between Critical Practice and
Fragile Environments. In H. Frichot, A. Carbonell, H. Frykholm, & S. Karami (Eds.),
Infrastructural Love (pp. 36-53). De Gruyter. https://doi.org/10.1515/9783035625202-
003

Doucet, I., & Frichot, H. (2018). Resist, Reclaim, Speculate: Situated perspectives on
architecture and the city. Architectural Theory Review, 221), 1-8.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13264826.2018.1418127

Karim, F. (2018). The Routledge Companion to Architecture and Social Engagement. Taylor &
Francis. https://books.google.nl/books?id=j31aDWAAQBAJ

Manuela Mendes, M., S4,T., & Cabral, J. (Eds.). (2017). Architecture and the Social Sciences.
Springer International Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-53477-0

Schrijver, L. (Ed.). (2021). The Tacit Dimension. Leuven University Press.

https://doi.org/10.11116/9789461663801

Stavrides, S. (2015). Common Space as Threshold Space: Urban Commoning in Struggles to Re-
appropriate Public Space. Footprint, 768Commoning as Differentiated Publicness), 9-
20.



CO-CREATION

Turning the collective knowledge into collective creation by
distilling the public values driving the spatial transformation

Who are we and who
are our (possible) actors?

What is the current state of the space?

What is the identity of this community and
how can we turn our mission into a specific appearance?

1 - NETWORK MAPPING

2 - SPATIAL ANALYSIS

3 - IDENTITY & MISSION

—> Write the current and potential actors who are already involved or could be interested
in the new program. Think big! Then try to map their interconnections. Finally place them in
the chart according to their power and interest in the project. This will help you create new
synergies and identify your community.

— Discuss and analyze the different aspects defining the current state of the space that will
be used to introduce the new program.

g

—> Using the example provided, fill in the different layers of the “identity onion”.
Involve the stakeholders and community.
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If the space was a person, what kind of person

would it be?

What would it look like?

How can you summarize the themes and mission?

4 -VALUES & PERSONALITY

5 - APPEARANCE

6 - ONE-LINERS

— Discuss what are the adjectives that would apply to the space and which ones would not.

— First, select pictures of spaces that relate to the space’s mission. Then, match them with

the adjectives from the previous activity by possibly grouping them into some themes. The

combination of images and words will be your moodboard.

— Collectively turn the moodboard themes into one-liners that translate your spatial
ambitions into a catchy phrase. The one-liners will help explain the project internally and

externally and will be the departing point for the spatial design.

Adjectives
Examples

Our makerspace is.... Our makerspace is not ...

| still have
Beating never QOne it,
heart so | think that

I can do it

Innovative
Binding enterprising

target audiences

playful

Feet in the clay /
hands out of the
sleeves

accessible messy

nottoofancy optimism

Enterprising

Fiexible openfiow.
threshold

Creatively

Cheerfulness

Attisanal

Optimistic






