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Introduction

Throughout history, people have shaped their built environment to benefit
their individual and community lives. Deliberation over how to shape the
built environment is embedded in our past. At different times and in differ-
ent contexts, however, the participation of different groups in this process
has ranged widely.

With the increasing complexity of issues surrounding human settlements,
especially in the second half of the 20th century, participatory planning and
design today occupies a central place on the agenda of many community
groups and institutions. Political governments and built environment profes-
sionals have sought to generate technical solutions to problems of accom-
modating increasing populations and related urban issues, while developing
ways to involve people in decision making about the environments in which
they live and work. Involving individuals and groups in decisions about
their built environments has proved to be a strenuous but rewarding effort.
Although participatory decision making in planning and design requires spe-
cific techniques and time commitment, it yields environments that are well
suited to the needs and wishes of their inhabitants.

This book is a guide to the participatory planning and design of the
built environment at various scales. Its goal is to provide a concise but
comprehensive overview of community design for professional planners,
designers, and students in built environment-related disciplines. The book
accomplishes this goal through four parts. In Part 1, the history of and
social motivation for community design are presented. Part 2 focuses on
steps in the process of participatory decision making in planning and
design. In Part 3, conventional and contemporary community design meth-
ods are examined, and some applications are introduced. Finally, Part 4
focuses on applying community design processes and methods to the built
environment at four scales: urban, community (the entire town or city),
regional, and the individual site, such as parks or buildings. Examples of
applications in communities of various sizes are provided to demonstrate
the concepts discussed.



Xiv INTRODUCTION

Although this book is intended primarily for professionals and prepro-
fessionals working in city and regional planning, architecture, and landscape
architecture, the concepts, processes, and methods are presented in lay
rather than discipline-specific language to the extent possible. This way,
those receiving planning and design services may also find it a resource
in working with professionals providing services. Those outside the ambit of
the profession are encouraged to review the material in Chapters 4, 5, and
6 in particular and to apply it to the advantage of their projects.
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PART 1

History and Social Motivation

Part 1 of this book introduces the historical background of and social
motivation for current trends in community design. Chapter 1 explores the
concept of participatory decision making and reviews the legal background
that has prompted the turn to participatory decision making in planning
and design. Chapter 2 introduces the objectives, stages, and outcomes
of community design. Chapter 3 looks back to the origins of community
design in the grassroots human-rights movements of the mid-20th century
and forward to the role of social forces in fine-tuning participatory design
practices and the role of the community designer.
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1 Working with People for
Their Future

It is pragmatically and psychologically beneficial for people to shape their
environments to benefit their individual and community lives. In the case
of a house, pragmatic concerns such as privacy or room proximity could
define the benefit. In the case of a neighborhood, the location of com-
mercial services in relation to major circulation axes could benefit all resi-
dents and business owners. In antiquity, people found efficacy in locating a
temple dedicated to the veneration of a deity in a spot considered sacred.

The individual and community benefits to be derived from shaping the
built environment, especially the urban environment, have usually accrued
to those in power, however. In ancient Creek cities the agora, the city
square where male landowners (but not slaves or females) gathered, would
be situated prominently for exchange of political information and commer-
cial goods. In cities of the Roman Empire, the building and location of sta-
diums, public baths, and other civic structures were understood to be part
of the incumbent emperor’s display of power. The medieval cities of Europe
were not very different. While the ruling class and important personalities
were centrally located in cities, sometimes residing in fortified structures for
protection, field laborers usually had to work outside the walls of the city to
grow food crops. From antiquity to the present day, moreover, uprisings by
people against power have always included attacking the physical structures
that symbolized and upheld the social system people were fighting against.

In the 19th and 20th centuries, the social and political implications
of shaping neighborhoods and cities were more complex. In 19th-century
Paris, the shaping of streets and plazas was influenced by efforts to mini-
mize uprisings against the emperor while generating visual axes that reified
grandiose governmental power. Perhaps one of the most dramatic examples
of the shaping of urban environments is Berlin, where for decades, families
and neighbors were separated by a wall and lived under two different politi-
cal regimes. In one of the most celebrated episodes of people expressing
their wishes concerning the built environment in which they live, the Berlin

3



