[image: image4.png]DEFACTODESIGN.com ©01.07.2003 all rights reserved





Advancing Environmental Strategies:

From Compromise to Collaboration in the Design Process
By Oliver Sylvester-Bradley

Introduction

The typical design process in use today can be seen as a series of compromises between the interested parties in a project. The client, the investor, the contractor, and the designer or architect operate from different values and have varying objectives. Ulterior motives do not make for constructive cooperation and consequently produce design that is often flawed in several ways, normally in regard to environmental, social and cultural objectives which become subordinated to economic criteria. This essay argues that this ‘antagonistic’ approach to design is ineffective, short-sighted and in fact, out-dated by advanced design techniques that culminate in more sophisticated, acceptable and rewarding solutions.

What’s wrong with compromise?

By definition, it is obvious that any process involving compromise will not result in solutions of merit. ‘A mutual agreement between parties whereby each surrenders something he considers important so that neither is satisfied’ does not sound like a recipe for successful design. When compromise is involved nobody gets what they want and in a large team with conflicting ideas and objectives the process inevitably involves confrontation resulting in, indignation, desolation and disrespect. The key is to ‘creatively search for solutions that can mutually satisfy the needs of the team’
 rather than focusing on competing solutions that involve trade-offs or are mutually exclusive (Fig.1).
To compromise a solutions is; ‘To imperil the safety of, (or) jeopardise interests of (the solution), by rashness or folly’. There is no place for such identifiable foolishness in the process of creative design.
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Designers and architects that consider compromise to be inevitable would do well to recognise the environmental devastation and degradation which persists on the Earth as the result of a compromised solution.
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Re-thinking the design process

The ‘classical’ design process goes something like this:
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There are obviously deviations and alternatives which work equally well but the same basic principles apply. This is the theoretical design process, as taught in design schools, a dinosaur in a pecuniary world.

A ‘realistic’ design process goes something like this:
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As an example, a brief for a toy might be: ‘Design a toy for 10-15 year olds, which retails at £24.99 and will be on shelf by November 10th 2003’. That’s all!

There is no mention of a problem or needs upon which solutions can be based, they have been written out of the design process. The brief is market led (the only need being the acquisition of profits) and any chance of utilising design to ‘fulfil human needs in an evolving technical and cultural context’
 is lost. However, it is understanding needs and the formulation of specifications for design which determine the rest of the project. It has even been noted that ‘between 70-90 percent of a construction project's cost is determined during the initial 10-30 percent spend’
. Typically, the construction industry emphasises swift ROI
 and design proceeds with scant regard for needs.

This formula is applied with increasing vengeance throughout the commercial world. The ‘front end’ of the design process has been effectively severed, subordinating creativity to the whims of avarice and making a mockery of design integrity.

Front end matters

Creativity is an art form, it is the boundless, expressive, unmanageable result of imagination and original ideas; it is the very essence of intelligent design. You can not avoid or curtail creativity and expect clever solutions to problems. The ‘front end’ of the design process is the most important stage in the entire process, it is where ideas hatch and where flickers of genius are harvested for utilisation.

Computer and network based design tools are sold as the key ingredients of a ‘new and improved’ design process. CAD
, CAE
, plus other labour and time saving tools, designed to slim down the design process by reducing the number of concepts necessary to create an acceptable solution are the order of the day for keen CEOs hungry for swift ROI. Slimming down design time increases productivity bringing more goods to market in the same amount of time thus increasing market penetration and profits.

But these are questionable goods, or what MBDC
 would call ‘crude products’; unintelligent, inelegant solutions with no regard for human or ecological health. These products ‘are not the result of corporations doing something morally wrong. They are the consequence of outdated and unintelligent design’
. They are the Barrat Homes, the PVC tethers and the diesel engines of this world which waste energy, contaminate our bodies and pollute the environment, continuously. Creative designers can do better than this.

Being a creative concept, design is also the only part of a project that cannot define the time it requires with any accuracy; Van Gough needs as long as he needs to create a masterpiece. This is problematic for project managers who then take a reverse approach to allocating times in the schedule eg. A 14 month project needs 10 months for manufacture and 3 months for development which leaves 1 month to complete design. This is the wrong way to work, creativity should come first in more ways than one. Not only is it the most important part of the design process it is the beginning, upon which every other part of the process is based.

Obviously design time can not be undefined to the extent that it jeopardises projects but it should be allowed the space to ‘push the assignment’ and investigate a multitude of solutions, one of which may change the very nature of the project, saving time, whilst providing more sophisticated results environmentally, socially and economically.

Towards collaboration
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By discussing the varying priorities different team members bring to the project, at the earliest opportunity, the formulation of a ‘common end’ is possible. From this perspective a team can develop a brief which truly addresses needs from a multiple of view points. The recognition of a common end and the development of a united brief are the first steps of successful collaboration.

Advanced creativity

The consideration of every view point may create complex briefs but, a complex, well detailed brief demands advanced solutions. Simply asking for a £24.99 toy results in a crude solution, asking for a safe, educational toy which avoids toxicity, using only technical and biological nutrients
 results in a superior, better quality product. The second brief is no less solvable, in fact it is more of a challenge, more likely to entice and captivate a creative mind.

This type of brief is now applicable to everything we design, we have the knowledge and expertise to apply important restrictions and enlightened considerations to ‘normal’ briefs thus providing advanced solutions with added value. Solving problems is enlightening, it is the creative challenge which tests and stretches designers. More complex problems afford a greater sense of achievement by presenting bigger challenges which are more rewarding to solve; They allow designers and architects opportunities to test their creativity demanding beautiful solutions of which they can be proud.

Collaborative development

Each participant in a project has something unique to offer and the benefit of combining and considering every one of these opinions offers a wider thought base than can ever be achieved by a linear
 design process (fig 3). One may ask ‘is it ever possible to satisfy all the people all the time?’ assuming that collaboration will be problematic. By discussing and  understanding other points of view individuals gain increased awareness of the problem, they see the value of other ideas and thereby develop their own perspective. Collaboration demands more than just attending meetings ‘everyone involved in the use, operation, construction, and design of the facility must fully understand the issues and concerns of all the other parties’
. The results will always satisfy more people than can ever be achieved by ignoring conflicting view points and will diminish such conflicts considerably. 
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Collaboration using a Charrette

The benefits of collaborative development are beginning to be recognised and, in architecture, have become known as a ‘charrette’. A charrette is ‘a rigorous and inclusive planning process undertaken by an inter-disciplinary design team over a brief time period.’

 There are four guiding principles for a charrette that brings about real change:

1. Involve Everyone from the Start

Anyone with a stake in the potential project should be considered, as we have seen, everyone has something to offer. This approach may seem like more work and certainly expands the ‘front end’ of the design process but, ultimately, it will save time in rework and produce a higher quality product with a greater chance of successful implementation.

2. Work Concurrently and Cross-Functionally

Use architects, planners, engineers, economists, market experts, staff, and citizens collaboratively so that decisions are measurable and realistic every step of the way. This assures elimination of rework because the design work is continually reflecting the wisdom of each specialty.

3. Work in Short Feedback Loops

Shorten the cycle of proposal, review, change, and representation to increase the influence and understanding of the reviewing parties. Misunderstandings are therefore resolved quickly before they have had a chance to crystallise. Using conventional planning methods the design and feedback cycle can last from four to six weeks. The charrette shortens it to 24 hours.

4. Work in Detail

By concentrating on both the big picture and the details critical issues surface and have to be addressed thereby encouraging understanding throughout the group. Working at both scales can also avoid flawed plans, ensuring nothing is overlooked.

The charrette process (see appendix) differs dramatically from the normal ‘community consultation’ process and opens the design process up to allow to many minds, many values and compounded creativity. By loading the front end of the design process various stages further down the line are avoided and smoothed over through collaboration. This idea is fundamentally opposed to the thinking that attempts to ‘slim down’ design time and increase productivity and has been implemented to provide higher quality, more efficient, more engaging buildings of higher value and of which communities are proud
.

Conclusion

Many will argue that charrettes, advanced design and more complex, demanding briefs take longer, will cost more and are therefore just not relevant in today’s world. These shortsighted views lack vision and only recognise personal, short term, pecuniary needs. Intelligent design can still be financially rewarding and, through collaboration, can even shorten certain projects. More importantly, recognising the value of the creative part of the design process can produce alternative and unexpected results of increased value.

Environmental considerations are often seriously lacking within design briefs but by expanding the font end of the design process and adopting a collaborative approach these, and other often important concerns, can be voiced and addressed. Sim Van der Ryn successfully employs this theory and having seen the rewards knows the value of intelligent design. ‘The most powerful technique available is an integrated design process that brings together project participants, stakeholders and outside expertise at the earliest practical point in the project to collaborate, co-create and execute a shared vision.’

The design process is evolving and compromise is old news.
Appendix
The following steps detail the Charrette process:

Step 1: Start-Up

Designing the charrette; outcomes, stakeholders, plans, schedules, roles and responsibilities.

Step 2: Research, Education, and Concepts

The base data, the charrette process and the stakeholders roles are presented at the charrette.

Participants are encouraged to voice interests and needs and participate in the project.

Basic concepts are developed in house to allow designers to work effectively in the charrette.

Step 3: Charrette, “The best plans are made by many hands”

A studio is established on or near site and project managers are assembled for roughly one week. The public are shown the site and educated about planning constraints etc, the process begins in earnest and continues late in the day accommodating workers schedules.

One or more presentations are made explaining ideas and resulting in powerful feedback loops, in which participants can see the evolving rationale. The Charrette ends with a final public presentation.

Step 4: Review, Revise, and Finalise

Any necessary adjustments are made and a final public review is held on two consecutive evenings, with any feedback incorporated into the plan for the second session. The team then makes any final revisions and submits a final plan.
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Fig. 3 Involvement in the design process
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� ROI: Return on investment


� CAD: Computer aided design


� CAE: Computer aided engineering


� McDonough Braungart Design Chemistry: www.mbdc.com


� materials locked into complete cycles either biologically (growing and composting) or technically (being 100% recyclable).


� The typical methodology whereby each member of the team completes their section and hands the design over to the next member of the team.


� The term charrette is derived from a French word meaning "little cart" and refers to the final intense work effort expended by architecture students to meet a project deadline. At the Ecole des Beaux Arts in Paris during the 19th century, proctors circulated with carts to collect final drawings, and students would jump on the charrette with their work and frantically put finishing touches on their drawings. This intense burst of activity is similar to the environment of the Charrette process described in this essay.
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