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Abstract
Design is increasingly entering planning beyond the subfield of urban design. At a larger scale, designers are moving into
the social sciences to apply design skills at intersections with the social sciences. This article offers an overview of research
and practice at the forefront of both interpreting design fields and understanding their growing importance within plan-
ning. This transcends examinations of urban design to incorporate the potential of design more broadly in planning, with
particular emphasis on community development and engagement. The article does this through a case study of an existing
design-based nonprofit (bcWORKSHOP) which leverages techniques across design and planning to generate new forms of
community planning practice in the State of Texas. Ultimately, this case study begins to ask whether planning can fully
address a number of issues (like social/racial justice and climate change) without understanding these issues from both
design and planning perspectives simultaneously. It also emphasizes the importance of training planners to both envision
and build alternate possible worlds, a skillset fundamental to design that could reshape planning education and practice.
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1. Introduction

Queremos ser nosotros los que diseñemos y controle-
mos nuestros proyectos de vida [We, ourselves, want
to be those that design and control our life projects].
(Elicura Chihuailaf, as cited in Escobar, 2017, p. 16)

Design is rapidly transforming, with profound implica-
tions for planning practice and research. Historically por-
trayed as a utopic endeavor (Hall, 2014; Healey, 1997,
pp. 17–19; Marcuse, 2016), design has long been consid-
ered a subject to avoid in planning. However, the most
urgent issues facing planning in the 21st century (like
social/racial justice and climate justice) require a reori-
entation towards the nature of life and space, a rethink-
ing of possible futures: This requires the skills and tech-
niques of design. Designers have been at this point for
years and already contribute significantly to examina-
tions of social/racial justice and climate justice in plan-
ning research. Much of this recent work is driven by

researchers who formerly worked within the humani-
ties in the design professions, chiefly architecture, land-
scape architecture, and urban design. Taken together,
this research represents a major forefront in planning,
one that seeks to broaden the impacts of design on plan-
ning beyond New Urbanism or street designs to funda-
mentally reconceptualize planning research and its influ-
ence on real communities.

To discuss these efforts, I use the following defini-
tions for ‘planning’ and ‘design.’ Following Van Assche,
Beaunen, Duineveld, and De Jong (2012, p. 179), plan-
ning is defined as “the coordination of policy and practice
affecting spatial organization.” Placing academic plan-
ning alongside its peers, most are quick to label planning
a social science in recognition of its historical empha-
sis on policy environments and sociological phenomena
before concerns of space; however, a growing number
of planning scholars, steeped in design fields, are ques-
tioning the premise of this orientation. In contrast, fol-
lowing Escobar (2017, p. 21) design is defined as “an
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ethical praxis of world-making.” This orientation towards
design will be explained inmore detail through the litera-
ture review, but represents the shift in design described
throughout the article. It should be noted that the rela-
tionship between planning and design differs substan-
tially from country to country. Here, I focus extensively
on the U.S. context, where planning and design have
endured a fractured relationship.

From this, the article first offers an overview of what
constitutes design and how new, expansive definitions of
the field are engaging the social sciences. Second, I fol-
low Faste and Faste (2012), who distinguish between
knowledge resulting “from the ‘study of design”’ versus
knowledge created “during the ‘act of design”’ (p. 2).
To do so, I examine the ‘study of design,’ describing the
methods and justice-based orientation of new studies.
Subsequently, I highlight the ‘act of design’ through a
case study of bcWORKSHOP, a Texas-based interdisci-
plinary design nonprofit that has received national atten-
tion for its contributions to housing design and policy.
To conclude, I consider how definitions of design, within
planning research, need to transform to capture the true
breadth and impacts of this work within planning.

2. Methods

To undertake the analyses in subsequent sections, the
research took inspiration from open-ended interviews
with bcWORKSHOP-based designers and/or planners.
In an earlier project on South Texas community orga-
nizing, conducted between 2013 and 2017, a theme
emerged from six interviews and four years of partici-
pant observations of bcWORKSHOP community engage-
ment events: Namely, that a shift in approach to design
was needed to meet the needs of low-income communi-
ties of color. This was followed up with four additional
interviews that asked about bcWORKSHOP’s approaches
to design and planning, as well as clarifying two of
their projects; one which is recounted here, and another
which is recounted elsewhere (Rivera, 2020). Interviews
and observations underwent a two-phase analysis in
Atlas.TI (one in 2017 and one in 2020) that used an ana-
lytic framework derived from a relational power per-
spective emphasizing objectives, obstacles, tactics, atti-
tudes, emotions, and unspoken subtexts surrounding
bcWORKSHOP’s design work. A relational power per-
spective is crucial, as subtexts regarding the designer
as a ‘facilitator’ as opposed to ‘expert’ were consistent
throughout the interviews and observed community-
engaged design events.

From this, larger shifts in the design professions
emerged as amajor subtext within bcWORKSHOP’s work.
The literature review below focuses on recent design
scholarship that emphasizes these ‘ontological’ shifts,
bolstered by informal discussions with several junior
urban design practitioners and faculty who have not
yet published on this topic, but are well-known within
this area.

3. What Is Occurring in the Design Professions? What
Is Their Ontological Shift?

While design and planning have their origins in the
Neolithic times (Van Assche et al., 2012, p. 182), I begin,
here, in the modern industrial era, a time period that
design continues to reckon with. Industrial notions of
design often privilege objects over all else, tradition-
ally favoring technical prowess, abstract discourse, and
problem-solving over social inequities (Cuff, Loukaitou-
Sideris, Presner, Zubiaurre, & Crisman, 2020, p. 9). This
industrial orientation of design has long been criticized;
in particular, Marcuse (2016, p. 121) referred to this
phenomenon as “designer planning” whereby the out-
put (object) becomes more important than the pro-
cess. In numerous frameworks of traditional planning
thought (Hall, 2014; Healey, 1997, pp. 17–19; Marcuse,
2016; Van Assche et al., 2012, p. 184), design is typi-
cally cast as a utopic endeavor, concerned more with
output than with process. The often-used examples of
such a design orientation are utopicmodernist designers,
such as Le Corbusier and Ebenezer Howard. Their form-
based orientation and tabula rasa processes are used to
entrench the view that planning ought to distance itself
from design.

Since the 1960s, architecture, in particular, has faced
such criticisms head-on. Most notably, in a 1968 meet-
ing of the American Institute of Architects, prominent
civil rights leader Whitney Young told the gathering
of architects:

You are not a profession that has distinguished itself
by your social and civic contributions to the cause of
civil rights, and I am sure this does not come to you as
any shock. You are most distinguished by your thun-
derous silence and your complete irrelevance. (AIA
New York, 2018)

These critiques directed towards designer planning or
utopic design are not incorrect; the continuing legacies
of urban renewal (Jacobs, 1961; Von Hoffman, 2008)
and contemporary ties between New Urbanism and pro-
cesses of gentrification (Quastel, 2009, p. 699; Slater,
2009, pp. 305–306) reify these concerns. However, sev-
eral designers have attempted to address these cri-
tiques, even from the onset of modernism (Sitte, 1889).
Most notably, Michael Sorkin (2001, p. 4) boldly stated,
“decades of well-rehearsed critiques of the Master Plan
have resulted in a baby-with-the-bathwaterism, in a
reticence of vision.” As an expression of faith in the
potential for design to remake itself, Sorkin’s work has
inspired and continues to inspire an entire generation of
new designers.

Silence on social and, later, environmental concerns
was addressed in small ways with object-centered design
responses but transformed throughout the 2000s and
2010s. With the Occupy Wall Street movement, and at
a time when design jobs were scarce, young designers
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noted parallels to their professions. A common refrain
was that design only assisted a privileged 10% of the pop-
ulation, avoiding the 90% that could not afford exorbitant
fees (Architecture for Humanity, 2006; Cooper Hewitt,
2007). Early notions of pro bono architecture, humani-
tarian design, and design for the 90% all attempted to
expand the reach of design; however, these attempts
largely failed to reorient the design profession due to
their continued emphasis on objects, through ‘interven-
tions’ and entrepreneurship, rather than on an epistemo-
logical reorientation of the disciplines’ goals. In response,
there has been a call for more reflexive practices of
community-based design (Francis, 2005, p. 18).

This constitutes a profound movement away from
aging industrial notions of design to a re-evaluation of its
connection to life and world (Hou, Francis, & Brightbill,
2005). Arturo Escobar (2017), in studying the shifts
in design through Designs for the Pluriverse: Radical
Independence, Autonomy, and the Making of Worlds,
identifies this new wave of design:

[There is a] significant reorientation of design from
the functionalist, rationalistic, and industrial tradi-
tions from which it emerged, and within which it still
functions with ease, toward a type of rationality and
set of practices attuned to the relational dimensions
of life. (Escobar, 2017, p. X)

However, due to this reorientation, there is a growing
schism in design,with someemphasizing speculative and
capitalistmodes of design, while others emphasize avoid-
ing the “creation through destruction” associated with
capitalist modes (Escobar, 2017, p. 11). Reorientations of
design, then, involve an ontological shift that reconcep-
tualizes design in terms of its connection to real commu-
nities. As Cruz and Forman (2015) note:

The most relevant new urban practices and projects
promoting social and economic inclusion are emerg-
ing not from sites of economic power but from
sites of scarcity and zones of conflict, where citizens
themselves, pressed by socioeconomic injustice, are
pushed to imagine alternative possibilities. It is from
this sense of urgency that a new political agenda is
emerging, one inwhich urban design and architecture
will take a more critical stance against the discrimina-
tory policies and economics that produced inequality
and marginalization. At this moment, it is not build-
ings but the fundamental reorganization of social and
economic relations that is the essential [sic] for the
expansion of democracy and justice in the city. (Cruz
& Forman, 2015, para. 4)

From this, and beyond classifications of disciplines,
design is being newly reimagined as “a culture and a
practice concerning how things ought to be in order to
attain desired functions and meanings” (Manzini, 2015,
p. 53). In examining what ‘ought to be,’ the growing onto-

logical shift in design leverages the skillset of design-
ers to reimagine and institute a more just future, or
“to consider a situation, imagine a better situation, and
act to create that improved situation” (Vial, 2019, p. XI).
As such, design becomes less concerned with industrial-
modernist conceptions of design as objects and more
concerned with design as envisioning alternative worlds
and futures. As Bryan Lee Jr. states:

To design is to have an unyielding faith in the potential
for a just society. It is an act of individual and collective
hope requiring not only an awareness of true inequity,
but a compulsion to speak out against it in its many
forms. Design speaks to the potential for equitable
spaces and attempts to visually and physically repre-
sent our collective aspirations for the future. (Bryan
Lee Jr., as cited in Wilson, 2018, p. 169)

Lee’s notion of ‘collective aspirations’ is key, as new
ontologies of design purposefully de-center the designer
as a solitary genius, instead framing the designer
as a facilitator of discussions about an aspirational
future. This involves pushing past the object-oriented
design ideas of a single future and instead focuses on
“embracing paradox” (Mau, Leonard, & InstituteWithout
Boundaries, 2004, pp. 18–19) and interpolating between
multiple notions of the future (Escobar, 2017, p. 3).

From this perspective, design is not simply about
problem solving, but is instead about collectively envi-
sioning the future. As Escobar describes:

[As this new ontological orientation of design] moves
out of the studio and the classic design profes-
sions…and into all domains of knowledge and applica-
tions, the distinction between expert and user/client
breaks down. Not only does everyone come to be
seen as a designer of sorts, but the argument for
a shift to people-centered (and, to a lesser extent,
earth-centered) design is more readily acknowledged.
Designing people and the environment back into situ-
ations also means displacing the focus from stuff to
humans, their experiences and contexts. [It means
moving] from mindless development to design mind-
fulness, from technological fixes tomore design, from
object-centered design to human-centered design,
and from ‘dumb design’ to ‘just design.’ (Escobar,
2017, p. 34)

Design research and practice in its newer orientations is
concerned with the study of “how the world gets put
back together” (Mattern, 2018, para. 2). Specifically, as
Susmita Rishi (personal communication, 2020) frames it,
we must now “design with, not for.”

4. The ‘Designer-Turned-Planner’ in Research

The ontological shift in design, whether consciously or
not, is impacting research throughout the social sciences
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and humanities as designersmerge training in the nature
of space with critical studies from humanities and the
humanistic social sciences. Specifically, changes in design
perspectives are increasingly influencing planning schol-
arship, and even its practices and orientations towards
the ‘future’ that planning aspires to affect. The usual lim-
itation within planning, however, is that the designers
only use their skills within a particular subset of the field
where design skills are necessary. Mapping, street-level
infrastructure, land use, and more object-oriented sub-
fields of planning are considered the traditional domains
of the ‘designer-turned-planner’; however, designers are
increasingly leveraging shifts in design ontologies to push
the field to more radically reconsider notions of the
future. I review three forms of design-based research
following Faste and Faste (2012, p. 3): 1) empirically
oriented research examining the nature of the world
through direct, qualitative observations; 2) practice ori-
ented research focusing on informed design form, craft,
and prototyping; and 3) speculatively oriented research
posing theoretical and cultural questions.

To examine these forms, I cover two interrelated top-
ics introduced by bcWORKSHOP as critical to the shifts
in design perspective: social justice and uneven envi-
ronmental risks. This emphasizes two key areas where
designers-turned-planners are transforming design:
planning for social and racial justice, and planning for
climate change and climate justice. These foci have been
transformedby the newontological orientation of design
as the notion of designer as a facilitator, rather than an
expert, has profound implications for how we under-
stand the issues that generate social, racial, and/or cli-
mate injustices in the physical space of communities.

4.1. Design in Planning for Social and Racial Justice

We should advocate for an outreaching, inclusive
architecture, that responds forthrightly to the social,
ecological, and cultural issues of this time, and for our
grandchildren’s future. (Bond, 2008)

The most impactful shift in design can be seen through
the movements for social and racial justice. As Bryan
Lee Jr., Architect and Director of Colloqate Design
explains,meaningfulmovement towards racial and social
justice necessitates an orientation away from end results
and an emphasis on a new design process (as cited in
Pedersen, 2020). This reorientation is meant to solidify
relational forms of justice in the design process, repair-
ing inequitable power relationships that disallowed dis-
enfranchised communities from participating in design
processes directly affecting them (Hou, 2018, p. 15; Lee,
2020, paras. 3–4). This involves an act of humility by
understanding one’s role as a designer within a given
context (Moore, 2015). According to Jeff Hou (2018,
pp. 10–11), those engaged in these forms of community
engagement at intersections of design and planning do
not often remain in research, but actively engage in col-

laborationswith communities, generating key insights for
design and planning research in their process.

To illustrate this point, Bryan Lee Jr. explicitly asks
what it means and looks like to design spaces that do
not center whiteness (Pedersen, 2020). Based in New
Orleans, Louisiana, Colloqate Design works with com-
munities to expose and address inequities in the built
environment. Paper Monuments, one of their recent
projects, uses public space as an artist’s canvas to
highlight obscured and forgotten histories underpinning
inequity across historically Black neighborhoods in New
Orleans. They call this form of designing “design jus-
tice” or action to “dismantle the privilege and power
structures that use architecture as a tool of oppression
and [see] it as an opportunity to envision radically just
spaces centered on the liberation of disinherited com-
munities” (Lee, 2020, para. 3). In this manner, striving
for social and racial justice transcends design to critically
include policies and teachings (Pedersen, 2020, para. 15).
As such, design justice is a growing area of research
and practice that emphasizes the need to move beyond
well-intentioned projects to view design as a liberatory
process (Costanza-Chock, 2020, pp. 6–7). The major con-
tribution of design justice is the visioning of a more just
future, one in which design is no longer seen as a prac-
tice of the elite, as Lee states: “We must act swiftly and
sustain our efforts to reconstitute our profession as a co-
conspirator to justice” (Lee, 2020, para. 28).

Design justice is greatly influencing the practices of
community engagement and community development.
Design justice derives extensively from community devel-
opment practices and research, early on adopting ideas
like participatory action research into community design
processes (Hou et al., 2005). However, now it seems that
design justice approaches are reinforming community
development practices, particularly through the addi-
tion of design tools and perspectives. To illustrate, Lee
notes that design justice necessarily involves two prac-
tices (Pedersen, 2020, para. 23). First is ground setting or
defining the conditions within a community and valued
spaces, not from the perspectives of the city, but from
the perspectives of the community. Second is baselin-
ing or assembling the collectivememory or insurgent his-
toriography of the community. Similar approaches are
being undertaken in design research and pedagogy; the
most notable of these is UCLA Urban Humanities, which
merges design, humanities, and urban studies to address
the most pressing issues facing cities (Cuff et al., 2020).
Urban Humanities leverages three core components—
thick mapping, spatial ethnography, and filmic sensing—
to more clearly understand the potential future implica-
tions of interdisciplinary research in urban studies (Cuff
et al., 2020, p. 28)

These practices and research display the commu-
nity and participatory approaches needed to mean-
ingfully work with communities to not just envision
change, but also enact it. A notable example of this is
Leonie Sandercock’s work with First Nations. As a trained
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screenwriter, Sandercock has used film to reconceptual-
ize participation and collaboration in planning practices.
Her films, with Giovanni Attili, include Finding Our Way
(2010) and Where Strangers Become Neighbors (2007).
Sandercock and Attili (2014) highlight how the process of
creating a film can form a novel basis for undertaking par-
ticipatory action research and, even, reaching towards
the decolonization of the planning process. Here, consen-
sus is not the aim; instead, the aim is to create processes
that envision an entirely different set of possible futures
with liberation at their bases. Barbara Wilson Brown
describes similar processes, stating: “Consensus is not
the goal; designing for equitable, systemic change in vul-
nerable communities involves fusing the local knowledge
of residents with the technical knowledge of profession-
als in small, nimble, public projects” (Wilson, 2018, p. 2).

These works are transforming community-led prac-
tices for social and racial justice. They point to goals like
abolition and decolonization, noting that such goals are
unachievable without a radical reconception of the rela-
tionship between policy and design or social scientific
theories and reified space.

4.2. Design in Planning for Climate Change and
Climate Justice

Design solutions for sustainability, with an eye towards
addressing the contributions of the building industry to
climate change, have historically focused primarily on
the buildings and landscapes as objects. This focus on
building forms and technologies placed the onus for
change on client-based decisions and consumption pat-
terns. Larger-scale urban design initiatives have been
similarly critiqued for their inability to enact the broader
scales of change needed to truly institute mitigation
and adaptation for all (Anguelovski, Irazábal-Zurita, &
Connolly, 2019; Shi, 2020), as Fry notes:

Gestural egocentric architectural statements andmas-
ter planning fictions measured against the scale of
imperative [climate change and generalized unset-
tlement] are not merely misplaced, they are crimes
against the future. (Fry, 2015, p. 48)

As such, designers are taking the helm in defining new
relationships between underrepresented communities
and climate change. This body of academic and profes-
sional work leverages the insights from design innova-
tions on issues of social and racial justice, extending
discourses on community-based design, to encompass
climate futures. These works contain critiques of envi-
ronmental and land use planning relative to environmen-
tal and climate justice (Steiner, 2014; Steiner, Simmons,
Gallagher, Ranganathan, & Robertson, 2013). Notable
is Sarah Dooling’s concept of ‘ecological gentrification’
or “the implementation of an environmental planning
agenda related to public green spaces that leads to the
displacement or exclusion of the most economically vul-

nerable [referring to the homeless] while espousing an
environmental ethic” (Dooling, 2009, p. 630). Specifically,
Dooling critiques visions for greenspaces which do not
critically examine how these spaces are used. In her
Seattle-based case study examining homelessness, an
uncritical view of greenspace leads to the displacement
of the homeless from public spaces. Her concept of
ecological gentrification has since informed countless
studies and opened a new area of study on gentri-
fication’s intimate relationship with sustainability and
‘greening’ strategies in planning (Alkon & Cadji, 2020;
Anguelovski, Connolly, et al., 2019; Rigolon & Németh,
2019; Sbicca, 2019).

In this way, designers continue to highlight ‘hidden’
infrastructures, taken as givens, which harm the environ-
ment andperpetuate harmful formsof design (Mauet al.,
2004). DesignEarth, a design firm founded by architects
Rania Ghosn and El Hadi Jazairy, explores fictive futures
of post-oil through storytelling and visual representa-
tion (Ghosn & Jazairy, 2020). Their work offers, at once,
research-driven inquiries into physical infrastructures
and visions of a potential sustainable future. Similarly
working in this space, Teddy Cruz and Fonna Forman
examine how the U.S./Mexico border affects the phys-
ical space and infrastructures of the San Diego/Tijuana
region (Cruz, 2007; Cruz & Forman, 2018). Their research
and practice interrogating infrastructural landscapes in
this international region have profound implications for
how transnational environmental systems and policy
are understood.

Most notable in this area, however, are the design-
ers reflecting and building upon not just infrastruc-
ture, but also climate change policies like the Green
New Deal, a series of proposed resolutions to address
climate change in the U.S. (Recognizing the Duty of
the Federal Government to Create a Green New Deal,
2019). While many view the Green New Deal as a
series of proposed policies, a number of designers are
viewing the document as a provocation for design to
rethink its goals and processes, and to push the ideas
within the Green New Deal (Fleming, 2019; Goh, 2020).
Notably, Reinhold Martin has pointed to the uneven
development from the New Deal, calling for a vision
of the Green New Deal that is more overtly equi-
table in its orientations (Martin, 2020). These inquiries
underpinned the Superstudio, a pedagogical collabora-
tion from 2020 to 2021 across design studios nation-
wide to interrogate the potential spatial implications
and lessons from the Green New Deal, sponsored by
the University of Pennsylvania’s McHarg Center and the
Landscape Architecture Foundation. These teaching and
professional opportunities leverage the ontological shifts
in design, not just in the service of social and racial jus-
tice goals, but also for a radical reconceptualization of a
future contending with climate change.

These works exemplify the current ontological shift
in design and its potential implications for environmen-
tal planning. Without fluid and radical visioning for the
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future under climate change, the physical and policy-
based issues we face will not be fully addressed. Design
tools that permit the development and implementation
of alternative futures, with creativity, are sorely needed.

5. The “Designer-Turned-Planner” in Action:
bcWORKSHOP and RAPIDO

To examine the broader implications of the work above,
I present the case of bcWORKSHOP, a design and plan-
ning nonprofit founded by Brent Brown in 2005 in Dallas,
Texas, that eventually expanded to satellite offices in
Houston, Texas; Washington, DC; and Brownsville, Texas.
BcWORKSHOP’s practice, writ-large, merges architec-
ture, landscape architecture, preservation, and planning
in service of low-income communities of color. Their mis-
sion is “to improve the livability and viability of com-
munities through the practice of thoughtful design and
making” (bcWORKSHOP, 2020). To accomplish this, they
follow a collaborative design approach that leverages
community development and engagement techniques
throughout the design process.

The case presented here focuses solely on bcWORK-
SHOP’s Brownsville, Texas office. Founded in 2012,
bcWORKSHOP’s Brownsville office was created to estab-
lish their presence in the Río Grande Valley (Valley), one
of the poorest regions in Texas and the U.S. (MacLaggan,
2013). Their main goal for this new office was to work
within the colonias, impoverished communities along
the U.S./Mexico border that lack basic utilities and ade-
quate housing. BcWORKSHOP’s work in the Valley began
with a focus on housing design, which, over time, trans-
formed with the introduction of the Ford Foundation
in 2015 and its creation of a regional network of non-
profits and grassroots organizations. To examine this
transformation, I first introduce and evaluate the history
behind bcWORKSHOP’s Brownsville office and the found-
ing of the sustainABLEhouse initiative. Second, I exam-
ine the transformation of sustainABLEhouse into the
RAPIDO project, which brought national attention to
bcWORKSHOP-Brownsville.

5.1. Establishing the sustainABLEhouse Initiative

Immediately upon opening the Brownsville office in
2012, bcWORKSHOP beganworkingwith the Community
Development Corporation of Brownsville (CDCB),
a major affordable housing provider in the Valley.
BcWORKSHOP’s objective in working with the CDCB was
to re-envision housing designs for the CDCB’s ‘Colonia
Program,’ funded by U.S. Department of Housing and
Urban Development (HUD) HOME funds. The current
program was based upon a self-help model of afford-
able housing delivery, popular across South Texas since
the 1980s (Ward, 1999). Self-help housing, here, refers
to ‘sweat equity’ homes, whereby households actively
participate in the (re)construction of their own homes.
The CDCB sought to address an issue with their self-

help housing designs: namely, that they all relied on
the same design elements and plans. While their stan-
dard, universal design reduced costs, it ultimately led
to ‘cookie-cutter’ neighborhoods, as a bcWORKSHOP
designer recalled:

You’d drive [into the community and] almost a quar-
ter of the houses, out of the 864 houses, it’s the
same house, just a different color. They [CDCB]
said: “You know, we’re getting these families new
homes—durable, efficient homes—but we’re chang-
ing this neighborhood. We’re making it cookie cut-
ter and that’s not what we’re about.” (bcWORKSHOP
Designer 1, interview, 2014)

Furthermore, the CDCB wished to reduce the number
of self-help homes, allowing residents to participate in
the design of their new homes, but not forcing them
to construct them (bcWORKSHOP Designer 3, interview,
2015; CDCB Employee 1, interview, 2014). From this,
the designers and planners at bcWORKSHOP began a
standard humanitarian design process of redesigning the
self-help homes for the CDCB. They began with more
traditional methods of engagement in the redesign pro-
cess to help households envision the redesign of the
homes, such as holding community focus groups, defin-
ing spaces abstractly with colored blocks, and review-
ing photographs.

By 2013, these efforts were adapted into the sus-
tainABLEhouse initiative. SustainABLEhouse uses struc-
tural insulated panels (SIPs) to establish a modular base
for the CDCB’s homes. SIPs are framed wall segments
that are prefabricated and pre-insulated with integrated
utilities. SIPs rely on a system of 4-feet by 8-feet pan-
els (standard dimensions for constructionmaterials) that
not only reduce material costs, but also allow for freer
construction in a 4-feet by 4-feet grid (Figure 1). In the
case at hand, this allowed affordable housing designs to
bemore freely configured tomeet each household’s spe-
cific needs (Figure 1).

Given the immense flexibility provided by SIPs,
bcWORKSHOP needed to develop a new process for
designing these homes. As the former designs were
unable to change beyond color or material finishes, the
CDCB did not have an extensive process for co-designing
homes with households. To address this, bcWORKSHOP
developed la tarea (the homework). La tarea is a bilin-
gual (Spanish and English language) pamphlet contain-
ing a series of questions, prompts, diagrams, and maps
to establish existing issues on lots and each family’s
housing desires. Households could sit with the bcWORK-
SHOP designers and determine the parameters for their
home. Over time, bcWORKSHOP developed over one
hundred distinct house plans from la tarea and the
SIP panel system (bcWORKSHOP Designer 2, interview,
2014). In conceptualizing la tarea, the designers wished
for households to take ownership of the design and
see themselves in the process; however, that required

Urban Planning, 2021, Volume 6, Issue 1, Pages 93–104 98

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


Figure 1. Photograph showing the installation of SIPs in the core of a RAPIDO prototype home. Source: bcWORKSHOP
(2016).

assisting the household in understanding the multitude
of design decisions involved in a design process, as one
bcWORKSHOP designer stated:

When you think about designing a home with some-
body who’s never thought about home design, really,
how do you get people thinking: “I need to make
thoughtful decisions.” It’s what are the simple ques-
tions we can ask somebody that really gets people
thinking about: How do I want the space outside my
house to work? How do I want to walk into my house
and what do I want to see? Or, I walk out of my
house, what do I want to see? Or, when I’m sleeping,
I don’t want this beside my bedroom door. So, peo-
ple started thinking about that so it’s not just: “Hey,
design your own home.” (bcWORKSHOP Designer 2,
interview, 2015)

The ontologies underpinning the sustainABLEhouse ini-
tiative display a shift from a modernist-industrial focus
to a justice-oriented perspective that asks: Why can’t
low-income households design their homes without the
burden of constructing it? SIPs introduced an alternative

to traditional stick frame construction that minimizes
material costs and also introduces flexibility into home
design. However, the true ontological shift emerged from
the pairing of structural freedom with design freedom.
La tareawas amethod for quickly establishing the house-
hold’s site and programmatic expertise, while reinforcing
thedesigner’s role as a facilitator in the process.With this
reconceptualization of the design process, the CDCB and
bcWORKSHOP were able to move deftly to design and
build custom houses and diversify the housing across the
Valley’s colonias. The additional benefit of sustainABLE-
house is that these homes adapted more to the regional
culture they inhabited. In this case, the Valley residents
emphasized space for extended families and the need for
outdoor spaces for family gatherings. Unlike many other
affordable housing programs, sustainABLEhouse could
adapt to these local needs.

5.2. The Development of RAPIDO

As bcWORKSHOP’s Brownsville office further established
its presence in the Valley, it began collaborationswith the
Valley’s many colonia-based groups, namely LUPE and
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ARISE, two of the largest grassroots organizations in the
region. In 2015, this partnershipwas bolstered by a three-
year Ford Foundation grant that led to several projects
focused on urban infrastructure (Rivera, 2020). From
this, bcWORKSHOP learned of a persistent issue in the
colonias, which was also evidenced in their tareas: The
Valley’s colonias suffer from inadequate drainage and are
highly susceptible to flooding. This issue became evident
during Hurricane Dolly, whichmade landfall in the region
in 2008.Many colonia-based households reported stand-
ing water in their communities nearly 180 days after the
storm (Proyecto Azteca Employee 1, interview, 2014).
These issues were worsened by poorly executed post-
disaster housing reconstruction; namely, the Federal
Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) failed to suffi-
ciently support reconstruction in the region’s colonias
by denying them reconstruction funds on a massive
scale, leading to a nearly 10-year-long lawsuit lead by
LUPE (Rivera, Jenkins, & Randolph, 2019). Hearing these
concerns from the community, bcWORKSHOP explored
the idea of transforming the sustainABLEhouse initiative,
with its flexible SIP design, to provide rapidly-deployed
post-disaster homes.

The fundamental goal, bcWORKSHOP recognized,
was to reduce the time between disaster and hous-
ing reconstruction. Working with the Texas Housers,
a notable Texas-based housing advocacy organization,
bcWORKSHOP identified incongruities between FEMA
and HUD’s funding for post-disaster housing reconstruc-
tion, which created a slow and confusing recovery
process for low-income households. As the problem
stands, FEMA funds may be used for immediate hous-
ing recovery needs, but cannot be mixed with HUD’s
funding, which focuses on long-term housing recov-
ery. BcWORKSHOP sought to address this shortcoming,
which required not only policy changes, but also changes
to post-disaster housing designs.

From this, the RAPIDO initiative was born. RAPIDO
took the sustainABLEhouse model and recontextual-
ized it as a housing program for on-site, post-disaster
housing. The benefit is rapid deployment and construc-
tion times—much faster than current FEMA trailers
(Henneberger, 2019)—and no owner-occupied displace-
ment, as families reside in improved housing on their lots.
Due to the 4-feet by 8-feet modularity of SIPs, the pan-
els are easily delivered via standard pick-up trucks (never
in short supply in Texas) in one to two trips. The initial
SIPs deployed by RAPIDO include all the core elements
of a functioning home: living space, kitchen, and bath-
room. This immediate relief housingwas called the ‘core.’
The corewas carefully designed tomeet FEMA standards
and to take the place of a FEMA trailer or tent. From
this core, households could expand their homes with
more SIPs or with traditional stick-frame construction as
funds from HUD CDBG-DR grants or elsewhere permit-
ted. The benefit of the SIP core construction is that pan-
els can be easily removed to become doorways or pas-
sages into home additions. Figure 2 shows how RAPIDO
homes can expand over time.

To test the concept, bcWORKSHOP built twenty fully
operational RAPIDO homes in the Brownsville, Texas
area as a pilot project (see Figure 3). The cores of
these prototypes were assembled and deployed to the
site, as expected in a post-disaster situation. Then,
bcWORKSHOP designers workedwith each of the twenty
households to design a unique extension to the core that
served each family’s needs. The RAPIDO program, and its
successful pilot projects, earned bcWORKSHOP a num-
ber of accolades, notably the South by Southwest Eco
Place Design Award in 2015 and a Design Corps Seed
Award in 2016.

In September 2016, the City of Brownsville became
the first local government to accept RAPIDO as a post-
disaster housing reconstruction model. This has set into

Figure 2. Rendering of the deployment phases of a RAPIDO home. Source: bcWORKSHOP (2016).
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Figure 3. Nearly completed RAPIDO prototype home, designed using a sustainABLEhouse model, under construction in a
colonia north of Weslaco, Texas. Source: Author (2015).

motion the adoption of RAPIDO as not just a design pro-
posal, but, as a bcWORKSHOP designer states, disaster
preparedness:

This is not only a disaster response model, but it’s
a disaster preparedness model, because what we
did with these twenty houses is show that this isn’t
hard. The same process that we use for designing
a custom-built house, you can do with this program
and it didn’t take that much time. It had to be done.
(bcWORKSHOP Designer 2, interview, 2015)

True to the statement above, bcWORKSHOP did not
end with the proof of concept, but worked with the
Texas Housers to transform post-disaster housing poli-
cies in Texas. In 2019, after six years of concerted effort,
RAPIDO was passed in the Texas legislature and signed
by Governor Greg Abbott (Henneberger, 2019). The pro-
gram and its technical plans (CDCB & bcWORKSHOP,
2015) are now available to Texan coastal communities as
a disaster preparedness and recovery model. Currently,
Texas Housers and bcWORKSHOP hope to expand the
adoption of RAPIDO to the federal level to resolve the
conflicts between FEMA and HUD post-disaster fund-

ing more broadly. In the meantime, bcWORKSHOP has
begun constructing RAPIDOhomes across Houston in the
wake of Hurricane Harvey in 2017 to encourage the pro-
gram’s adoption in the city.

RAPIDO highlights the need to integrate planning
and design, in this case to envision more equitable
post-disaster housing reconstruction policy and design.
To transform the recovery experience for low-income
households, changes were needed to both the physical
design and planning process for post-disaster housing,
and these changes needed to occur in tandem. At once
conducting policy analyses pointing out the shortcom-
ings of reconstruction funding and designing context-
relevant housing, bcWORKSHOPwas able to envision and
enact a new future for post-disaster housing. The power
of the ontological shift is that this is not a utopic vision or
object-oriented design, but insteadmerges justice-based
world-making with key planning and policy frameworks.

6. Conclusions

Design is an inherently spatial way of thinking about the
world, and about themultiplicity of potential worlds that
could exist (Escobar, 2017, pp. 15–16). As such, space
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becomes the means and methods through which design-
ers think and act, a fundamentally different approach
to the world than seen in other disciplines. In the
social sciences, despite the “spatial turn” in the early
21st century (Withers, 2009), space remains secondar-
ily or even tertiarily important and is more often consid-
ered metaphorically within a larger policy or sociological
context. However, design conceptions of space extend
beyond geographic information systems and nonrepre-
sentational metaphors to encompass envisioning a mul-
tiplicity of worlds. While design, and its predilection for
working in reified space, once remained in a distant cor-
ner of academia, new pathways for designers to fuse
their practices and perspectives with social sciences and
humanities are emerging.

This is having profound implications for planning
research, particularly in its relationship to environmental
concerns and in its ability to achievemore just impacts in
low-income communities of color. Designers enter plan-
ning, increasingly, not just to improve geographic infor-
mation systems-based research or improve street-level
infrastructure, but to engage in planning because there is
a need to address serious concerns, like social and racial
justice and climate change, with reconceptualizations
of what is possible for communities from simultaneous
views ofworld-making and governance. These issues can-
not be substantively addressed through policy or design
alone, but require both to truly be successful. However,
planning research has not yet fully recognized the trans-
formations and ontological shift occurring in design.
The assumption that design remains inherently object-
oriented is, increasingly, incorrect. A major, untapped
area of planning research, reflecting trends in design-
oriented research in geography and anthropology, is to
re-engage with designers-turned-planners to transform
what is possible in planning research and practice.

The case of bcWORKSHOP’s RAPIDO and sustain-
ABLEhouse programs illustrates the importance of engag-
ing new conceptions of design as part of a planning
strategy. Without an understanding of the design con-
straints posed by existing housing designs, the collabo-
rative nature of the design process and the two-phase
construction of these homes would not have been possi-
ble. It was this reconceptualization of housing design and
its implications for post-disaster housing reconstruction
policies that made RAPIDO so impactful.

Ultimately, the simultaneous viewing of problems
from design, humanities, and social science perspectives
is what is needed to envision multiple and different
worlds: past, future, and current. Existing spatial pat-
terns and policy frameworks cannot fully and satisfacto-
rily address issues like climate change and anti-Blackness.
Instead, frameworks like abolition, decolonization, miti-
gation, and adaptation all require newpolicy approaches,
but also new modes of understanding and transform-
ing real, reified space. This is the true wheelhouse of
the designer.
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