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The Adaptable Futures (af) group at Loughborough
University has sought to improve stakeholders’
capacity to deliver adaptable building designs and
the adaptive reuse of our building stock and urban
spaces. The research has provided an expanded

and refined understanding of how to design for and
implement adaptability—a response to what we see
as a lack of shared understanding across stakeholders
and a need to (re)conceptualize buildings in context
and time. Buildings can no longer be conceived as
static and isolated objects, but as unfinished social
products susceptible to change and demanding of
strategies to accommodate the diverse cycles of their
constituting parts and stakeholders.

One of our primary deliverables was a series of
interrelated communication devices to serve as

a foundation for the af toolkit—a set of briefing
instruments, analytical tools and design resources.
The concepts of time and change are at the heart of
each device and provide a finer grain when thinking
about adaptability, clarifying how different types

of change occur over different scales of time and
within different layers of a building. The robust set of
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TOOLKIT MENU

The AF toolkit offers a menu
of devices for thinking
about, designing for and
assessing adaptability (color
coding). The diagrammatic
menu provides a concise
overview and illustrates the
interrelated set of core
concepts (color bars).
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INTERGRATING CONTEXT
The integration of time
forces the recognition of
architecture’s symbiotic
relationship with context.
Context is more than the
physical characteristics of
the building site, taking into
account a range of physical
and social factors that
impinge on the design and
use of our built environment
- shifting influence, role and
scale throughout time.
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DESIGN PERSPECTIVES
10 15 20 25 30 .
One way of looking at
design is to think about the
interplay between function,
space and components
and how they will evolve
over time (independently,
together, sequentially or in
tension). Unraveling change
events (white vertical lines)
enmeshed in the three
interwoven perspectives
suggests a unique ‘code’ for

Function [ Space [l Componentry the life of every building.
TECHNOLOGY SOCIAL POLITICAL ECONOMIC LEGAL ENVIRONMENT
services demographic taxes market policies natural
materials aesthetic laws investment rates regulations human perception
equipment education inflation incentives
lineartime

cyclicaltime
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diagrams is theoretically grounded in the literature
and has evolved through an iterative and reflexive
process of qualitative research methods.

Individually or as a suite they serve to enhance
conversations between stakeholders, not only
regarding adaptability but also the broader

issue of sustainability, helping to ameliorate

the lack of clarity often found in design
briefs—i.e. elucidating needs through improved
communication. They have been used in different
forms to facilitate individual discussions and
larger group workshops as conversational
prompts and interactive exercises that visualize
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operable elements

movable walls

flexible ducts

storage space

interchangeable components
minimize points of contact

architectural and motivational concepts, allowing
stakeholders to focus their mind and produce
sharp responses.

The visual catalogue forms a rhizome of
interconnected concepts allowing multiple and
unique pathways to be forged through the issues
at hand and for stakeholders to appropriate

them for their own end. The set of tools help to
untangle the complex web of dependencies that
induce, hinder and accommodate change and push
stakeholders to think beyond the stereotypes of
what constitutes adaptability and how a building
may accommodate future change.
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varlety of room sizes
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ABLE

FRAMECYCLE
Adaptability is defined and
articulated as a finer grain
af six motivational goals
working clockwise with
respect to their potential
[frequency. Each high-level
strategy (type of change)

is illustrated with a set

af products, systems or
tactics (grey text around
the periphery) and a more
general list of stakeholder
benefits (grey text around

the inner circle).

BUILDING LAYERS
(Adapted from Brand, 1994)
Buildings can be envisioned
as a set of ‘shearing’ layers
that change at different
rates—the more the layers
are connected, the greater
difficulty and cost of
adaptation. In general the
design will be controlled

by the slower changing
components (e.g. structure
restrains skin).
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ADAPTABILITY LINKS

The table links distinct types
of change, building
elements and stakeholder
roles as a platform for
interrogating the why, how
and who of adaptability.
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Adaptability is typically
defined by a limited number
of physical characteristics
(the stereotypes), whilst
many other variables are
left ‘outside’. The ‘black
box’ of adaptability will

be different for everyone—
thus, the growing shades of
gradation suggest a variety
of possible ‘boxes’ (moving
from the more conventional
in the center to the lesser
associated elements on the

periphery).

Design Intelligence
and Culture

Design Process

The sources play-out at
different points in the
design process
(clockwise). The simple
idealized illustration
suggests the sequential
condition between the
seven sources in time.
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Policy and Market

g
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FRAGMENTATION

The fragmented and
disaggregated nature of
stakeholder involvement
over the course of a
building’s life is frequently
at the root of issues that
hinder adaptability. A
partial product of the
usually long time lapse(s)
between conception (desire
for), design (capacity of )}
and implementation of
change (adapted).
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LEVELS OF SPECIFICITY
(right, top) for which

we understand and

design buildings can be
characterized at five levels -
from the most generic (level
01, all buildings) to the most
specific (level 05, tailored
to a specific use, client and
site). The diagram alludes to
the derogatory relationship
between being responsibly
specific and sensibly
indeterministic.
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Levels of Investment

A developer/ owner’s
projected length of
involvement is often the
basis over which they are
willing to plan/ invest for
future change. How much
they invest up front
(critical decision point 01)
and for operational
maintenance (CDP 02) will
help determine the point
in time and their actions
for when the building is no
longer suited for their
needs (CDP 03).

architectural
practice

(ethos, protocols,

CDP 03
How to handle an aged building?

Each option carries & different
financial cost and incomey use gap
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factors Project Pull
Architectural design can
be seen to be ‘pulled’ by
factors which either sit
inside the practice, inside
the specifics of the project,
or outside both
(exogenous factors). The
diagram provides a
theoretical space for a
dialogue around
understanding the social
context in which design
takes place, dimensional-
izing the complexity of the
forces at play.

(society, market,
regulations)

project
specific

(site, client, brief)

eperiences)
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