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

Kraus-Fitch Architects, Inc. was recognized
by Natural Home & Garden magazine as
one of the “Top 10 Green Architect Firms
in North America.” The firm specializes in
sustainable design and cohousing, empha-
sizing a client-centered approach. Projects
range from residential renovations to small
commercial and institutional buildings.
Principal architects Mary Kraus and
Laura Fitch have worked with over 20
cohousing communities across North
America over the past fifteen years. Both
have been long-time NESEA members.
They live at Pioneer Valley Cohousing,
the first cohousing neighborhood on the
east coast, completed in 1994.

BY MARY KRAUS

f 1 were to tell you that our archi-

tectural firm specializes in sustain-
able design, you might imagine all
kinds of energy-efficient buildings,

intriguing green

materials and
innovative details
and systems. What
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
privacy of the individual home with the
richness of a shared community. Future
residents participate in the design of their
community, coming to consensus on
general goals and specific requirements.
While it takes time and commitment,
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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 community 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? Will 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
better 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 design
workshop. In preparation for each work-

Future cohousing residents use block exercise to explore site plan options.

shop, we develop “homework” 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 reflecting 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-
tizing spaces 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
group’s attention on issues that need to
be discussed, rather than spending time
on something that already has agree-
ment.

SPRING 2006 | NORTHEAST SUN | 19



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
community, 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 break in-
to several smaller groups, and each group
explores different ways to lay out their
community. Later, everyone participates
in evaluating the designs relative to the
program goals. Ultimately, the group sends
the architectural team back to the office
with one or more schematic layouts to
refine.

How The Process Creates Community
The group works together to design their
built community. In the process, they
design their social community before
they even move in. Working side by side
in the block exercise, the group explores
design ideas while connecting around
shared dreams. When 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
safety and willingness to speak up. We
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. We encourage people to listen
openly to what is being said, especially
when they disagree, instead of formulat-

NABCEP Solar PV

Installer Certification
Why PV Installers Should Get Certified

ing a response while the comment is still
in progress. We strive to call more often
on people who have spoken less so '
all voices are equally heard. It is a proce
that requires individual responsibilis
and emotional maturity, and our cobos
ing clients are up for the challenge

In working with cohousing over the
past fifteen years, we are seeing an encons
aging trend —groups are putting a gresse
emphasis on building constructive coms
munication skills. One of my favorize
examples comes from the Jamaica Plas
Cohousing group. We were working wie
them on common house design and the
subject of home offices was on the tabic
One member had her heart set on an
fice directly connected to the daily act
ties of the common house. Many of hes
future neighbors had strong security cos
cerns. Offices open to the general public
would then have direct access to their
private buildings. So the woman with
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o Certification based on industry standards of safety.
« Distinguishes you among your peers.

* More consumers look for certification as a sign of
competence and quality.

¢ Helps you keep current in technology and continue
your professional development.

Why Hire a NABCEP-Certified PV Installer?

 Provides confidence that PV system will be installed
to manufacturer’s specs in compliance with NEC.

o NABCEP Code of Ethics stresses consumer protec-
tion, professional conduct and integrity of service.

¢ The installer has met established PV standards and
industry requirements through certification process,
and keeps current through continuing education.

For more information go to www.nabcep.org
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the “minority voice” stepped aside, under-
standing that her dream conflicted 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 “great,
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 trans-
portation impacts. But these physical
solutions only take us part way to a so-
ciety 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. krausfitch.com

The Cohousing Association of the US
www.cohousing.org

Cohousing Resources
wwuw. cobou.ringresources. com

Abraham Paiss and Associates
www.abrahampaiss.com

DG COMMUNICATIONS

ph 978.635.9664 | dg@dgcommunications.com
fax 978.635.5499 | cell 617.823.2313
109 Concord Road, Acton, MA 01720

www.NonprofitDesign.com

David Gerratt | Principal

Promoting the
good work of others
by helping them

look good

At Eastern Connecticut www.susTAINENERGY.ORG
State University

Institute for
Sustainable Energy

Mail: 83 Windham Street
Willimantic, CT 06226
Office: 670-676 Main Street
Willimantic, CT 06226

Phone 860.465.0251
Fax 860.465.0261
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Consulting Inc.

cbi@cbil984.com

Michael S. Teller, A.I.A.

I Craig E. Barnes, P.E., SECB
Wayne R. Lawson, P.E., SECB

250 Dorchester Avenue, Boston Massachusetts 02127-1835
617 268.8977 - 617 464.2971 fax

Engineering, Architecture, Sustainable Design
Condition Surveys, Feasibility Studies, Building Envelope Repair,
Moisture Mitigation Design, Historical Restoration

Fund

Rhode Island
Renewable Energy

Proud sponsor of the 2005
Green Buildings Open House and the
Building Energy ‘06 Conference

Vermont Department

of Public Services

Proud to have
sponsored the 2005
Green Buildings
Open House
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