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From expert master planning to “co-designing” strategic visions 

From ‘expert knowledge to ‘local wisdom’ 

Participatory Action Research  
From end users to partners & co-creators 



Participatory Action Research 
Engagement is an iterative process 



Engaging users as partners in the 
design/planning process 

§  Engaging the public requires a purpose  
§  This is dependent on the stage in your process and the ‘research 

question’ you will need to identify 
•  In the analysis stage, as a way to give us an ‘insider’s’ view 

into the identity of a place 
•  In the goals setting stage, as a way to understand/resolve/
find consensus conflicting views 

•  In the design stage, as a way to establish a program for a 
site/sites 

•  In the design development stage, as a way to test ‘options’/
alternatives 

•  Throughout the design process, as a way to tap into local 
knowledge 



Problem: Change is coming to a community that is 
reflected in environmental change 
 
Topic: Place identity. the physical qualities that make a 
place unique 

 
Question: 
Which physical elements and design qualities represent 
the identity of the community and tell a story of 
‘continuity? 
 
Method: walking tours; cognitive mapping; intercept 
interviews; discourse analysis; sacred structure maps 
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Problem: Community faced with contentious decisions 
about their future 
 
Topic: Allowing the community to build a shared goals 
platform 
 
Question: 
What are the shared goals and priorities of community 
members as they face tough decisions? 
 
Method: Nominal Group technique (DelBecq 1971 ), 
SWOT analysis;  
Delbecq, A. L., & Van de Ven, A. H. (1971). A group process model for problem identification and 
program planning. The Journal of Applied Behavioral Science, 7(4), 466-492. 

 



Participation as  
sharing goals and ambitions 

§  Nominal Group technique (Delbeq, Van den Ven, 
Gustafson 1975)  

§  From individual goals and needs toward shared goals 
•  Listening and clarifying one’s position 
•  Developing a list of shared goals  

§  Requires a script laying out all steps  
Ø  1 group leader 
Ø  1 transcriber 
Ø  tables for groups of 4-6 people 
Ø a flip chart 
Ø markers 
Ø  index cards 
Ø colored dots 

 



Step 1: 
Each group member lists their five 
most important goals for the 
community. This is done individually 
on index cards. 



Step 2: 
After all the individual goals are listed, 
the small groups clarifies 
and discusses each goal in a lively yet 
respectful exchange of ideas 



Step 3: 
After listing and discussing all the 
individual goals, each small group 
had to prioritize their goals, voting to 
create a list of only five goals. 



Step 4: 
The goals from each small group are 
presented to the whole group. 
Unclear statements are discussed/
duplicates are removed. 



Step 5: 
Each participant is given 5 colored dots 
and asked to put one or more dots next 
to the goal that he or she identifies as 
most important  
 
Goals are synthesized as the expression 
of a collective vision 





Finding consensus: vote with your 
feet 

§  An alternative to a NGT might be to ask 
people to ‘vote with their feet’ 

§  This may be useful in cases where a ‘yes’ or 
‘no’ answer is needed 

What works well 
It may help to build community or ‘break the ice’ 
What does not work so well 
It may not show nuanced disagreement and does 
not lend itself well to show detail 







Problem: Moving the community forward, envisioning 
new futures 
 
Topic: Eco-literacy and environmental awareness 
 
Question: 
Which landscapes in a community have the most 
potential in moving the community toward better 
futures? 
 
Method: landscape assets mapping 

      SWOT analysis 

 



Landscape assets mapping and 
SWOT analysis 

Case study 3 
 
 
 
Zingonia UniverCity 
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Problem: Understanding a community’s power flows and 
key players/gate-keepers 
 
Topic: Power structures and power flows 
 
Question: 
Which relationships can we insinuate ourselves in? Who 
might be underserved/not listened to? 
 
Method: Interviews/surveys 

       Power maps 

 



Power mapping: mapping flows of 
power and being “tactical” 

§  Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday 
Life. (University of California Press, 2002). 

§  Strategies: decisions necessary to achieved in 
order to reach goals (within established rules) 

§  Tactics: spontaneous decision made within 
established frameworks to overcome power 
structures 
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Problem: Understanding the insiders’ and outsiders’ 
perceptions of a community. Getting it right! 
 
Topic: The unique assets of a particular community in 
terms of identity and feelings 
 
Question: 
What new qualities may be desirable and which might be 
inappropriate? 
 
Method: Pictograms, On site ‘intercept” surveys, Q-
sorting  
 



Participation as  
sharing goals and ambitions 

§  Pictograms: a stack of cards representing abstract 
qualities and feelings that fit/do not fit the identity of 
a particular locale 

§  The stack of pictures should be reminiscent of a 
feeling associated with the community, or feelings 
they would like/not like to see in the future  

§  Favor “abstract” images, to encourage people to go 
beyond needs and wants 

 







Photo Survey
Businesses:



Methodology #6-  Photo Survey
People:



Photo Survey
Houses:



Photo Survey
Activities:



Photo Survey
Activities:



Photo Survey
Yard Art Elements:



Photo Survey Results

NO: Too clean, too modern, too big, no 
room, too high-class of shopping, not the 
style

“NO”



Photo Survey Results

“YES”



Photo Survey
Conclusions for what the area IS:

- Small houses with 
strong personal 
expression

- Community 
businesses

- Diversity of people
- Imperfectness
- Colorful
- Grotesque artwork 
- Creative Recycling



Problem: Testing alternative change/design scenarios 
 
Topic: Sharing possible design alternatives; 
prioritizing interventions 
 
Question: 
How can design be made operational? 
 
Method: design game, the community design project; 
Place-IT process, The Design Buffet  
 
 









Case Study 
 
 
Medford’s Hawthorne Park and the 
Community Design Project 
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Figure # : Community Design Project cover page and table of contents 
for the Hawthorne Park Masterplan project (images by author)

unsure, Medford Parks and Recreation director Brian 
Sjothun, was enthusiastic about this new tool,

“I believe that you (the author) have created an 
excellent way of obtaining comments regarding this 
project. I would encourage you to move forward 
with this idea and would suggest that you add all 
company and City of Medford logo and contact 
information as well.  I am going to share this with 
our Parks & Recreation Commission tonight.” (Brian 
Sjothun, May 15, 2012)

While the tool itself retained its initial url, www.
communitydesignproject.org, it was tailored to the 
Hawthorne Park masterplan. Both Group Mackenzie 
and the Medford Parks and Recreation department’s 
information and logos were included in the tool. 

Integrating multiple entities in the tool shows the 
flexibility and ease of manipulation when trying to suite 
the needs of a specific project. By comparison, public 
forums require boards to be printed and ready for a 
single or short series of presentations with formats set 
prior to the meetings. Community Design Project was 
developed as an open ended, flexible web based tool. 
It took shape during the Hawthorn Park masterplan 
process with the gracious support of Group Mackenzie 
and Medford Parks and Recreation Department.

Conclusions : 
Community Design Project was developed as an entity 
separate from the Hawthorne Masterplan but was 
adapted to the individual participatory needs of the 
design project. Initially this tool appeared foreign to 

the design team and some of those experienced in 
the public masterplan process were skeptical about its 
integration into the design process. A clear explanation 
of its potential benefits along with the Parks and 
Recreation’s enthusiasm helped convince Group 
Mackenzie to include the tool for Hawthorne Park.

The Tools Shape and Structure

The tool was structured and shaped around three 
major components to help replicate the second 

public meeting to the best of its ability. A user was 
initially directed to a home page table of contents 
(see figure #) offering a short synopsis of the tools 
goals and instructions for using them. Three choices 
for exploration into the project were presented with 
each avenue providing unique information gathering 
opportunities. These three options were designated as 
follows.

1. “View and Download Details About the Project.” 
This section was devoted to background information 
on the park. It also included notes and results from the 
first public meeting. Overall goals and intentions for the 
park were outlined and explained in order to educate 
users on the goals and objectives surrounding the park.

2. “Review the Different Proposals for the Park.” 
Provided users with a chance to look over the three 
park proposals designed by Group Mackenzie. They 
were encouraged to study the options, download the 
illustratives, or compare them side by side using the 







CASE STUDY  
 
 
 
The ‘PLACE IT’ participation method 









Case study  
 
 
 
Jeff Hou’s ‘design buffet 
Seattle’s International District’ 















WHICH METHODS 
WOULD YOU CHOOSE TO 
ENGAGE YOUR 
COMMUNIT-Y(IES) IN 
RESOLVING LANDSCAPE 
DEMOCRACY 
CHALLENGES? 




