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Localism should play to the strengths of the architectural profession.
For decades now, many architects have used community
engagement and collaborative design techniques as a crucial part 
of the design process, essential to producing buildings and spaces
that meet the needs and future potential of the end user.

Far from being an onerous burden, the introduction of measures such 
as the new Duty to Consult provides both new opportunities and 
new responsibilities. There will be a new opportunity for communities 
to shape their built environment whilst at the same time placing a
responsibility on developers to genuinely engage in the process and
therefore make it more difficult for banal, poor quality developments 
to get through the planning process in the future.

The formalisation of processes such as community consultation 
and brief development in statute should also be a signal to architects
that their skills are valuable, that they should look to engage them in 
new ways and look to capitalise more on the services they provide. 
This document intends to outline the role architects can play as enablers
of successful community engagement; by introducing key principles 
and tactics associated with best practice and demonstrating how 
the profession can emerge as an integral leader in this field.

Foreword

‘Architects have a role 
to play as enablers of
successful community
engagement.’

Angela Brady
RIBA President 2011–2013

Jam
es Jordan

Starter for Ten community
engagement tactic, Spa Fields
Photo: Fluid
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Introduction

Localism is the driving principle underpinning the Government’s
changes to the policy framework for planning, housing, regeneration 
and economic growth. The proposals involve a radical devolution of
responsibilities to the local level, giving new powers and opportunities 
to councils and communities to plan and design their places. The aim 
is to drive change at a local level and empower communities with 
new rights to have more say in the development process. 

This new approach to planning – to managing change 
in local communities – has profound implications for the 
working practices of all built environment professionals.
Localism requires a shift to partnership approaches with 
local people, requiring new skills in building effective dialogue
and developing a shared understanding of places, their
challenges and their potential. 

Architects have exceptional opportunities to use their skills within 
this new context. They can emerge as integral design enablers 
and facilitators of localised plan-making, helping communities 
and local authorities to maximise the potential of their places.

Many practitioners are already doing substantial work in this area; 
others are actively seeking to develop new skills and capacities 
in response to the emerging policy proposals. 

The aim of this guide, part two of the RIBA’s Guide to Localism, is 
to consider the role architects can play in community engagement 
by applying their skills creatively. The principles of successful and
meaningful community participation within the design process 
will be introduced and then illustrated through case studies.

Localism needs design professionals to succeed, but the quality 
of the places created by this new process will be dependent on 
their ability to appropriately engage with local people and local issues,
right from the beginning, designing ‘with’ rather than ‘for’ communities. 

The format of this document is intended to guide architects in 
this process. 

‘The time has come to disperse
power more widely in 
Britain today’1

1 The Prime Minister and the Deputy Prime Minister (2010), 
Coalition Agreement. Available at
www.cabinetoffice.gov.uk/news/coalition-documents

http://www.cabinetoffice.gov.uk/news/coalition-documents
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Community engagement skills will be
essential with respect to the emerging
policy context outlined within the
Localism Bill, particularly for projects
that are led by developers and
community groups. These include
housing schemes and developments
that will fall under the forthcoming Duty
to Consult legislation as well as existing
and new community buildings that may
be developed or improved through 
the Community Right to Build and the
Community Right to Buy. 

Duty to Consult

Developers will be required to consult
with local communities prior to
submitting planning applications, so
that local people have a chance to
comment and suggest changes to
developments at an early stage in the
project. Ideally this consultation will take
the form of meaningful community
engagement, so that the needs and
aspirations of local people feed into 
the development from its initiation
onwards. Within their proposal
developers will need to show how 
they have consulted with local people,
what comments they have received,
and how they have taken the
comments into account. It is likely 
that this will be applied to residential
developments of over 200 units, or 
on a site area of four hectares or more,
and to non-residential developments
providing 10,000 square metres of new
floor space or with a site area of two
hectares or more.

Community Right to Build

Local community groups will be
allowed to take forward developments
for the benefit of their community
including housing, local shops and
community facilities. If supported by
the local people, who will vote on
developments through a referendum,
schemes will bypass the usual
requirements of the planning system.
The scheme aims to encourage local
people to determine local solutions to
problems such as a lack of affordable
housing or local amenities through
community-led development. 

Community Right to Buy

Local community groups will have 
the right to bid for (and take over)
valued community assets and facilities
that are threatened with closure, 
for example a shop, a local pub, a
community centre, or a library. A list 
of buildings and land that are valued 
by the local community will be kept 
by local councils and updated by
members of the community. If 
assets on the list come up for sale,
communities will be given extra time 
to prepare a bid to take them over.

Section 1
The role architects play in community
engagement 
page 4

Section 2
The principles of successful community
engagement 
page 6

Section 3
Case studies
page 8

This guide should be read 
in conjunction with Part one 
in this RIBA Guide to Localism:
Neighbourhood planning
which explains the proposed
changes to the planning
system in detail and suggests
some ways in which 
architects can get involved 
in neighbourhood planning.
This guide has been prepared for the RIBA by 
Rowena Hay and edited by James Parkinson 
with input and assistance from many practising
architects and planners who have supplied case
study material and examples from their inspiring
work with communities. Our thanks go to them all.

© Royal Institute of British Architects
November 2011

ContentsKey policy proposals



4Guide to Localism: Getting community engagement right

Section 1
The role architects play 
in community engagement

‘If people are to feel a sense of
belonging to the world in which
they live, an involvement in the
spaces they inhabit is a good
starting point’2 

Many of the changes proposed as 
part of the Localism Bill are about
getting people involved in the design
decisions that shape the look and 
feel of their neighbourhoods, parks,
community buildings and homes. The
direct involvement of building users in
the design process is not new, and
since the 1970s architects have been 
at the forefront of new approaches 
to community engagement. Early
collaborations between communities
and architects formed in reaction to 
the failures of some modernist planning
and architecture, which imposed
universal design solutions on
communities who had no say, or
ownership, over the outcomes. Many
architects sought new collaborative
ways of working that involved users 
in the design process through
workshops, consultation exercises, 
and even self-build construction
methods. In the 1970s UK participatory
design practice was pioneered by
projects like Ralph Erskine’s Byker Wall
in Newcastle, a social housing project
that gave local people a say in the
design of their new estate,3 and Walter
Segal’s self-build housing in Lewisham,
which involved residents in the design
and construction of their own homes.4

This philosophy of participatory design
practice, particularly with less affluent
members of the community who
would not usually be able to afford
design services, continued with the
establishment of a network of
Community Technical Aid Centres in
the late 1970s.5 These include Assist 
in Glasgow6, who provided design and
technical advice for the improvements
to tenement housing;7 and a decade
later Matrix, a design and research
practice that created participatory
design methods to develop projects
that aimed to respond to the needs 
of women.8

In the last decade there has been 
a renewed interest in participatory
design. The large-scale school
rebuilding programme initiated by the
last Government has produced many
great examples of the successful and
productive engagement of students,
parents and the wider community in
the design process9 [Kingsdale School
page 12]. Many architects have worked
directly with community clients 
to improve community facilities
[Castleford Bridge page 8] and have
engaged the most excluded groups 
in projects to improve the public realm
[Spa Fields page 10 and Broadway
Community Garden page 9]. Housing
associations and developers have
come to recognise the value of
involving current and future residents 
in the development of housing designs
and have employed architects to
facilitate this involvement [Graylingwell
Park page 9]. There has also been a
move within architectural education 
to increasingly consider community
participation as a key part of design
studio projects.10

Evidence and experience
drawn from participatory
design practice points to the
fact that a collaborative design
process done well not only
engages local people in the
design of the built environment
that they experience everyday,
but can also lead to better and
more sustainable projects, and
to a more collaborative and
positive process of change. 
Photo left: Segal Close
Architectural Press Archive/RIBA Library
Photographs Collection

Photo right: Byker Wall
RIBA Library Photographs Collection

2 Blundell Jones, P, Petrescu, D, and Till, J (2005), Architecture 
and Participation, Abingdon: Spon Press.
3 http://www.futurecommunities.net/case-studies/byker-estate-
newcastle-1967-present
4 http://www.segalselfbuild.co.uk/about.html 
5 http://www.spatialagency.net/database/
community.technical.aid.centres
6 Established in 1972, Assist is one of the few remaining Community
Technical Aid Centres in the country. The practice has, from its early
days, worked on participatory design projects with community-led
clients, housing associations and cooperatives. Assist work on the
basis that architects should be listeners and primarily guide the design
process, which they achieve by working in close consultation with
stakeholders in the preparation of design briefs, the development of
design options and during construction. Through open days, design
workshops and planning weekends, Assist work to achieve a point 
of consensus where all members of a community embrace a shared
vision for the design of a new building or plan.
7 Forsyth, L, Pereira, M, Townsend, L, and Edge, M (2009), ‘Case
studies of organisations with community based practices’ in Jenkins, 
P and Forsyth, L Architecture, Participation and Society, London:
Routledge.
8 http://www.spatialagency.net/database/
matrix.feminist.design.co-operative
9 CABE (2004), Being involved in school design. Available at
http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20110118095356/http:/www.
cabe.org.uk/publications/being-involved-in-school-design
10 Rural Studio, a design-build enterprise operating from the
architecture department at Auburn University in Alabama, USA, aims
to teach students about social responsibility in architecture by working
with poor communities to build real projects.
http://apps.cadc.auburn.edu/rural-studio/Default.aspx 
The University of Sheffield School of Architecture in the UK has also
pioneered a similar ‘Live Project’ element to diploma education
http://www.ssoa.group.shef.ac.uk/#panel-1

http://www.futurecommunities.net/case-studies/byker-estate-newcastle-1967-present
http://www.segalselfbuild.co.uk/about.html
http://www.spatialagency.net/database/community.technical.aid.centres
http://www.spatialagency.net/database/matrix.feminist.design.co-operative
http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20110118095356/http:/www.cabe.org.uk/publications/being-involved-in-school-design
http://apps.cadc.auburn.edu/rural-studio/Default.aspx
http://www.ssoa.group.shef.ac.uk/#panel-1



