
How Working Together Can Bring Us Together
Participatory Design As a Key to Sustainable Society

Kraus-Fitch Architects, Inc. was recognized
&7 Natural Home & Garden magazine as
one of the 

'Top 
10 Green Architect Firms

in North America.'The frm specializes in
sustainable design and cohousing empha-
sizing a client-centered approacb. Projects
range fom residential renouations to srnall
commercial and institutional bui ldings.

Principal architects Mary Kraus and
Laura Fitch haae worked with ouer 20
cohousing cornmunities Aross North
Arnerica ouer the past ffteen years. Both
haue been long-time NESEA members.
They liue at Pioneer Valley Cohousing,
the first cohousing neighborhood on the
eAst colst, complcted in 1994.

By Meny l(nnus

f I were to tell you that our archi-
tectural firm specializes in sustain-
able design, you might imagine all
kinds of energy-effi cient buildings,

lntrlgulng green
materials and
innovative details
and systems. \7hat
you might not
suspect is the degree
to which the design
process itself can

also contribute to the making of a
sustainable society.

The participatory process that we use
with our cohousing clients is one that
can be applied to a wide range of projects
and efforts in the field of sustainable
development.

Cohousing, a concept that originated
in Denmark, consists of resident-devel-
oped neighborhoods which balance the
privary of the individual home with the
richness of a shared communiry. Future
residents participate in the design of their
communiry coming to consensus on
general goals and specific requirements.
\fhile it takes time and commitment,

Future cohousing residents use block exercise lo explore site plon opfions.

this very process helps neighbors to build
meaningful relationships even before
they move in.

Picture twenty future neighbors gath-
ered together in a room, making decisions
about the communiry where they will
live. Should the homes be laid out around
a courtyard or a linear pedestrian way?

Should they be attached in duplexes or

fourplexes or both? I7ill anyone want to
live in a center townhouse? Should there
be a separate building for home offices?
Do we prefer the common house to be
visible as we enter the site, or would that
other location by the edge of the woods

beuer suit our goals? As you might imagine,

some points of discussion are more con-
tentious than others. This is where the
strength of the participatory process
comes in.

The Participatory Process
The focal point of the cohousing design

process is the intensive participatory desrgn
workshop. In preparation for each work-

shop, we develop "homeworli'for the

group members, in the form of an on-
line survey. Part of this survey includes a
draft of a design program customized to
that group and refecting basic principles
that we have found to be successful for
cohousing communities. From this start-
ing point, each member edits according

to what they think will benefit their par-

ticular group. The survey also includes a
number of key questions, such as priori-
tizingspaces within the common house.
Responses are collated and sent back to
the group before the workshop, so that

everyone can see the input of their fellow

group members.'We also use their feed-

back to create a second draft of the design
program for review and consensus at the
weekend workshop. Evaluating the range
of responses to specific questions helps

us hone in on an agenda that focuses the

groupt attention on issues that need to

be discussed, rather than spending time

on something that already has agree-

ment.
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During the weekend workshop, the
group comes to consensus on a design
program and schematic direction for their
site layout, common house, or individual
homes. Members discuss key issues with
an emphasis on active listening. They
participate in a visualization exercise in
which each person imagines living in their
communiry then share the images that
come up for them. Probably the most
engaging aspects are the hands-on exer-
cises. For the site plan, members work on
a base plan using to-scale wooden models
representing homes, the common house,
and other structures on site. We breali in-
to several smaller groups, and each group
explores different ways to lay out rheir
communiry. Later, everyone participates
in evaluating the designs relative to the
program goals. Ultimately, the group sends
the architectural team back to the oftice
with one or more schematic lavours ro
refine.

How The Process Creates Community
The group works together to design their
built communiry. In the process, they
design their social communiry before
they even move in. Working side by side
in the block exercise, the group explores
design ideas while connecting around
shared dreams. \(hen successfully facili-
tated, the consensus decision-making
process helps future neighbors improve
their skills in active listening, and conse-
quently feel better understood by each
other. It also supports and builds respect,
and can encourage a greater feeling of
safery and willingness to speak up. \7e
encourage members to speak from the
heart, expressing their thoughts in "I"

statements rather than absolutes. This
approach gives other people the space to
hold a different opinion without feeling
criticized. Ve encourage people to listen
openlv to what is being said, especially
u'hen they disagree, instead of formulat-

ing a response while the comment is still
in progress. \7e strive to call more often
on people wrro nave spoken less ,.'' :!-:'
all voices are equally heard. It is a r: r-:-L

that requires individual responsih:. : : .

and emotional maturiry and our sr,.-. ,--

ing clients are up for the challenec
In working with cohousing ovc: :---,.

past fifteen years, we are seeing an c:-. ,-'

aging trend -groups are putting a s::i:.:
emphasis on building constructir c .. =
munication skills. One of my iar'crr.::
examples comes from the Jamaica I'.a-:
Cohousing group. \7e were u'orkins * ::

them on common house design ani :--.:

subject of home offices was on rhc r;:-.

One member had her heart set on .i:'. ,. :
fice directly connected to the dailv r.r.'.,
ties of the common house. Manv oi i:.:
future neighbors had strong securirr' ;..:.
cerns. Offices open to the general puh.:-
would then have direct access to their
private buildings. So the woman u'irh
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the "minority voice" stepped aside,.under-
standing that her dream conficted with
her neighbors' needs. \When the decision
was made, other members stood up and
gave her a hug, expressing their sorrow
for what she had given up. She was very
touched by this. Rather than saying "grear,

we got what we wanted," her neighbors
focused instead on what she had lost. I
see this as the power of a successful con-
sensus process: the final decision may not
be consistent with your personal prefer-
ence, but you emerge with a feeling of
mutual respect and caring.

A sustainable society certainly needs
to include green buildings, land-conserv-
ing site development, and reduced ffans-
portation impacts. But these physical
solutions only take us part way to a so-
ciery that fully nurtures us. In order to
really thrive, we need to learn how to
interact with each other with respect and
mutual support. If we can model these
social patterns in our design processes,
we can offer our clients a rich gift. And
they in turn will touch the lives of those
around them.

Kraus-Fitch Architects
www.krausftch.com

The Cohousing Association of the US
wwta.coltousing.org

Cohousing Resources
w wut. c o It o us i ngres o urc e s, c o m

Abraham Paiss and Associates
ww ta. a b ra h amp ai s s. c o rn

DG COMMUNICATIONS
Inslifufe for

Susloinable Energy
Moil:83 Windhom Street

Willimontic, CT 06226
Office: 67A-676 Moin Street

Willirnontic. CT 06226

Phone 860.465.0251
Fox 860.465.Q261

At Eastern Connecticut wwuf.susTArNENERGy.oRc
State Universitv

*ni

Consulting In

250 Dorchester Avenue, Boston Massachusetts 02127-1835
617 768.8977 . 617 464.2971farl.

cbi@cbil984.com

Engineering, Architecture, Sustainable Design
Condition Surveys, Feasibility Studies, Building Envelope Repair,

Moisture Mitigation Design, Historical Restoration

I Craig E. Barnes, P.8., SECB
Michael S. Teller, A.I.A.

Wayne R. Lawson, P.8., SECB

Rhode lsland
Renewable Energy

Fund
Proud sponsor of the 2005

Green Buifdings Open House and the
Buifding Energy'06 Conference

Vermont Department
of Public Services

Proud to have
sponsored the 2005

Green Builfings
Open House
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