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THE POWER OF NETWORKS AND THE DIGITAL WORLD
OF CO-CREATION: DESIGN TOOLS AND STRATEGIES

CUAA CETEU HOPOBOI'O MUPA 11 BOSMOXHOCTNM CO3AAHNIL
KOAAEKTMBHOI'O AMBAVHA: IHCTPYMEHTEI 1 CTPATEI'TIN

Leav npedcmasaentozo uccaedosarus — NOHAMY, Kax
2A00aAUSAUUS MeHSem CHPYKMYPY UHOYCMPUU apxu-
mexkmypHozo JU3atina u KaxKue cmpamezuy 1 mexHoAo-
2Ul Mbl, KAK NpoPeccuoHarbl, MOKeM UCNOAD306AMD
6 céoeil npakmuxe Al YO06AEME0peHUs MEKYULUX no-
mpebrocmeti ompacau. B darnoii cmamuve obcysxdarom-
€5 603MOXKHOCHIU UUPPO6OTE cemu U 1Mo, KAk OHa MOxKerm
PACULUPUND HAUWLY G03MOKHOCHIU COBMECTHO20 OUAti-
Ha u npoexmuposarus. Vlccaedosariue paccmampusaern
UCHIOPUIO APXUMEKMYpPol U AHAAUSUpYem meKyuiue
mendeHuuy UHOYCmpuu, a maxxe npedrazaem pso pe-
weHuil 0As 00Aee IPPeKMUSHOTE Pearu3ayuy npoexmnos
U COBMECHIHO020 CO30aHUS OUSALIHA.

KAtouesvie caosa: apxumexmypHuiil 0usaiii, KOANEK-
mueHvltl QU3atin, YuPposvie MexHoA0ZUlU, Cemb

Introduction

With the advent of the internet, the way we do
things has changed dramatically. The online net-
work allowed us to establish new connections and
provided an extremely efficient communication
channel. The world wide web changed the prac-
tices of many industries at their core, and it did
not exclude architecture and design. Apart from
letting us, architecture professionals, deliver work
more effectively, it allowed us to establish a two-
way communication with the end user.

Prior to the online network, the creation pro-
cess was primarily linear - from the designer to the
end user - and there were not enough tools to ac-
cumulate users’ feedback, conduct deeper research
etc. Currently many firms worldwide leverage the
power of networks to deliver work, but unfortu-
nately do not leverage it enough to create context
sensitive design solutions. Oftentimes, companies
get appointed to design plots of land and end up
producing design solutions that contradict the
context of the city, or, simply put, do not make
sense to the people who live in the neighborhood.

It is possible to argue that such conflicting envi-
ronments are created due to designers not taking the
extra step to familiarise themselves with the context;
failing to incorporate the tools to collect data about
the needs of the particular area and its residents.
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The purpose of this study is to understand how glo-
balization is changing the set up of the architectural
design industry and what strategies and technologies
we, as industry professionals, can incorporate in our
practices to meet the current industry demands. This
paper discusses the power of the network and how it can
positively redefine our approaches and expand our ca-
pabilities in design co-creation. This study looks at the
history of architectural design, and analyzes current
industry trends and demands. It also offers a number
of research-based solutions for more effective project de-
livery and design co-creation.

Keywords: architectural design, co-creation, digital
technology, network

We are living in a day and age when it is easier
than ever to collect data and leverage it in our de-
sign processes. When it comes to smaller scale proj-
ects, simple observations of people’s daily narra-
tives and interviews can suffice. However, when it
comes to large urban developments or public spac-
es, it becomes more challenging to accumulate data
and co-create with the users of a particular space.

In this paper I will look at existing practices,
as well as some of the bright examples of how ar-
chitecture and urban design can be co-created us-
ing the power of the network. I will also look at the
problem at micro and macro scales: firstly starting
from the typical design studio setup (the internal
structure of the design team) and moving to mac-
ro, relating to teams of designers interacting and
receiving feedback from the end-user of the space.

Network specifism

In his essay, “Network Specifism: Beyond
Critical Regionalism”, Carlo Ratti (2013) and his
co-authors say that the internet, geo-location, IP lo-
cations and URLs are everything in the digital age.
According to them, they all affirm “the renewed
centrality of place itself within the boundless gap-
ing geographies of virtual and parallel worlds”.

The connective power of networks has the ca-
pability to increase connectivity between different
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people, and therefore provides a connection be-
tween the local and the global. This includes net-
works for building users and citizens, networks
that link traditional disciplines and networks for
design professionals who can work together from
across the globe, using synchronized digital tools.
It seems that in this digital age network spec-
ifism starts to redefine design practices within the
architecture industry; it takes it to a new level by
integrating almost limitless global connection into
architecture and a number of other disciplines, such
as network analytics or theoretical ecology. Now,
architectural production can be based not only on
the site of the building, but also within the net-
worked community of people that contribute to it.
One of the most well known platforms where
such interaction is happening is Kickstarter. Through-
out the global network, ideas and voices resonate
and make different projects feasible. This principle
has another similar platform, Brickstarter, but with
the focus on the local scale: communities, neighbor-
hoods and cities (Carlo Ratti et al., 2013: 22-23).
Recently the anthropologist of technology
Christopher Kelty made a complex scientific anal-
ysis. It showed that networks of human interaction
are locally grounded and he described it as “recur-
sive public” - an open community that is both a gen-
erator of networks and its result (Kelty, C., 2008: 3).
Now is a special moment in time - ideas, proj-
ects and urban fabric of cities can be produced
on collective platforms of dynamic exchange and
co-production. Why? Because unique and intimate
collaborations across ever-present networks add
quality and value to architecture. Now, technolo-
gy and the power of networks can work as a tool
to create “new places of intimacy and exchange -
places without the restrictions of physical space”
(FutureEverything Publications n.d.).

Why co-design is important

Oftentimes, architects and their teams make
multiple site visits, which allow them to under-
stand key components of the area: key functions
and space uses, transport intersections etc. Design
teams might even do their research during differ-
ent times of the day to see how the space operates
under different environmental conditions.

But when it comes to large urban environ-
ments, there is an infinite number of potential
uses, users and particularly narratives that happen
within the space. And the more information archi-
tects and designers can find/accumulate about the
space, the more responsive and contextual their
design solution will be. And that is the key to de-
signing places that people love.

Understanding how people use spaces is
about collecting multiple viewpoints in one big
ecosystem/web and leveraging that in the design

process. It is about gathering collective intelligence
and feeding it back into design.

“Co-design illustrates how architectural intel-
ligence can be exercised in a much broader spatial
field that acknowledges more than just the build-
ing itself but social, global, ecological and virtual
networks, thereby changing how the authors de-
sign, what the authors design and who designs it.”
(Combrinck and Porter, 2021)

Collecting users’ feedback and general infor-
mation about the user experience narratives can
help architects and designers identify existing and
desired programmatic blueprints and design spaces
accordingly. Such data can serve as a framework for
design: by respecting established social narratives
and the end user, an architect can tailor their de-
signs to the programs that already exist and there-
fore increase the overall social capital of the area.

Co-creation strategies

Co-creation is an active and engaged collabora-
tion between users and the experts (between the end
user of the building / space and the experts in the de-
sign field). Co-design by definition is done collectively
with the user in the equation and is deeply rooted in
engagement, understanding, ideation and validation.

To successfully put such practices in place, it
is crucial to first consider both groups (the design
professionals and the end user) separately. While
the end user can only cooperate with the design
team and deliver his/her opinion, the design team
has to work coherently within and have common
values and objectives in place. This is why the first
part of this chapter will focus exclusively on de-
sign team principles, and the second on orchestrat-
ing effective user-designer feedback loops.

Part 1: Design team principles for effective
co-creation

Homogeneous skillset. To be able to effective-
ly communicate with each other, it is important to
speak the same language. When it comes to co-de-
sign, knowing the same software is crucial for es-
tablishing an effective workflow.

Clear definition of the project and clear struc-
ture of deliverables. Having a comprehensive un-
derstanding of the deliverable can help individu-
als to approach work more strategically and plan
time more effectively.

Establishing individual roles and individual
deadlines for specific tasks. Currently, design teams
rarely measure the KPIs of their design team mem-
bers. To ensure that the team is working efficiently, it
is crucial to access the performance of each member.

Each team member should be familiar with
the evaluation criteria and expectations of the
team. Having such practices in place promotes
self-reflection, communication and better perfor-
mance in the workspace.
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Smaller and more diverse design teams make
for better understanding of the urban environment
and the community, as well as making more effec-
tive decisions.

Horizontal structure of the team

Holistic and narrative based design approach.
Program first, design second. Supporting existing
spatial narratives with well-implemented design.

Mutual team values of respect towards the
end user. Seeing/recognising significant value in
the community’s feedback.

Part 2: Orchestrating user-designer feedback
loops: tools and methodologies

Facilitating positive interactions between the
end user and the design expert is key to co-creating
a successful project. Currently there are few archi-
tectural and urban design platforms that support
data collection from the user, but there are sever-
al great methods and examples of user feedback
loops that I will discuss below.

Perhaps some of the most popular tools nowa-
days that require individual participation are secu-
rity applications like Citizen and Nextdoor. These
applications allow users to map criminal activity
and provide the community with a comprehen-
sive, time-sensitive canvas of data. Such platforms
are extremely popular as they leverage the power
of the community. They collect crime events in one
ecosystem and create collective awareness.

But how can we effectively crowdsource commu-
nity observations for architectural and urban design?
First of all, it is important to note that in this industry
most volunteer research activities are conducted by
teenagers and elderly people. Due to the age of the
latter group, most of the research is still documented
using pen and paper. But things are changing and
technology is finding a way to integrate hand-written
observations with digital data collection tools.

A great example of such a tool is the appli-
cation LocalData, which allows people to collect
data and integrate it into a time-stamped, visual-
ized and mapped data ecosystem. It allows com-
munities to either use their smartphones or print
and scan their research to integrate it back into the
system. LocalData leverages the power of the com-
munity network and manages to consolidate ur-
ban planning and urban research processes, which
are typically very disintegrated. The application
collects the data, but also maps and structures it,
relieving urban planners who previously had to
manually process and make sense of all individu-
ally-collected data.

With the development of such new tools, it
is becoming easier to crowdsource community
observations and reports that can be leveraged to
make strategic neighborhood decisions and im-
provements, be it security, design or any other
field. Personally, I think the next logical step to-
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wards developing and leveraging such collective
intelligence would be to integrate this technology
into our social networks. Social networks already
provide us with the ability to create feedback
loops in the form of questionnaires, opinion polls,
crowdfunding and tagging our geolocation. The
next step would be about adapting or tailoring the
technology we already have towards the research
in a specific field. Leveraging the power of social
networks can give us access to different demo-
graphic groups, communities and neighborhoods,
and deeply enrich our design practices.

Discussion and conclusions

Digital co-design and co-creation is about
making people’s lives better; it is about facilitating
deeper community involvement and using data
to inform urban design projects and city improve-
ments. It is an approach that can help architecture
industry professionals produce more responsive
designs and more effective design solutions. User
feedback is often highly valued in business - or-
ganizations ask their customers what can be done
from their side to provide a better service. The
same logic can be, and should be, implemented in
design as well.

Urban design is about people and for people.
Involving people in the co-design process is about
leveraging community observations and using pro-
grammatic narratives as a foundation for effective ur-
ban planning and design. It is important to not only
make environments aesthetically pleasing, but also
make them usable and that is where we, as creatives,
need users’ feedback. Implementing feedback loops
from our users (a Community, when it comes to ur-
ban design) can improve our work as designers and
help us deliver projects that people love.

In her workshop “Co Design”, Liz Sanders
discusses an interesting timeline: she believes that
in the past it was just design (where experts design
for people) but now we are in the time of co-de-
signing, where many companies and professionals
design together with people. She predicts the next
stage will be “Collective Dreaming”, where people
will leverage the power of collective networks to
produce design together.

Collective Dreaming is a time where spaces
will be designed by people and I believe it is the
responsibility of designers to provide people with
the right type of tools to make design a collective
activity. Tools that will allow people to deeply en-
gage with spaces, understand them, ideate, visu-
alize and validate future scenarios as a collective.

The future of design lies in its democratiza-
tion, where people can collectively explore and
imagine what their environments can look like.
Giving design power to people is about giving
communities tools to shape their future.
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I think we are now entering a new era that
is powered by technology and by people. An era
that will redefine roles and will enable collective
creativity, which will be a huge benefit for society
as a whole. Design that is informed by people can
improve the social capital of places, communities’
wellbeing and the overall livelihood and joy of
people who live or use those spaces.

Luckily technology is becoming more ad-
vanced and is enabling us to do things in ways that
were not previously possible. For example, virtu-
al immersive environments enable us to co-create
while being in different locations. And I believe
this is what the future holds: humanity will see in-
creasing value in collective creativity and will keep
developing new tools to enable us to advance and
develop our collective intelligence.
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