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Introduction

In the context of growing urbanization, cities are the focal points

of social interactions. Embedded in bi-directional feedback loops

with wider regional environments and the global ecosystem, cities

present, simultaneously, ideal reference points and vital arenas

for generating debates about and testing pathways toward

emerging sustainable models of livability and a re-defined

prosperity. The latter no longer limited to mainstream economic

definitions but encompassing a more holistic societal prosperity,

nurtured by shared experiences, enhanced knowledge generation

and exchange, eclectic encounters and ample space for creative

expression. This project aims at conceptualizing the urban transition 

exemplified by the co-creation of a space, showing how a transparent, 

creative and inclusive process can ignite and strengthen a city 

communities sustainability and foster responsible consumption and 

production.
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Methods and approach

Project Location and Existing Space

Graz is the second biggest city in Austria and the capital of the state of 

Styria. It is located in the south east and had a population of 320.587 in 

2016 of which 89,4% had their primary residence there. 5

Circular Economy

In 2015, the material input to satisfy housing needs was 41 billion tons 

accounting for about 20 percent of global greenhouse gas emissions.

In Europe, only 12 percent of construction materials are estimated to 

come from secondary sources. 10

The lot has a total size of 2151m2, with a building density range from 

0,6-1,2 translating into an allowed gross floor space of 2581m2. 

The current structure occupies a built-up area of 860m2
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Three guiding principles

1. Social innovation: Focus “on redistribution of knowledge, discovery, 

and co-creation changes the key assumptions and logics of the 

conventional innovation theory.” 1

2. Architectural innovation: “reconfiguration                                         

of an established system to link                                                  

together existing components                                                           

in a new way.” 2

Discussion

Project contributes to sustainable cities and communities (SDG11) and 

responsible consumption and production (SDG12) by repurposing a 

space based on CE principles for innovative design and construction 

and dedicate the space to foster sustainable practices and promote 

knowledge sharing.

We see it as a pilot and catalyst aiming to achieve wider impact by 

documenting the process and facilitating knowledge transfer (e.g. the 

material bank pilot could be rolled out beyond the project benefitting 

sustainable construction in the region, the token ecosystem could be 

expanded to other sustainable projects). Effectively, we hope our 

project and our learning will be transferable and scalable in other 

contexts in Austria and beyond, contributing for example to national 

and EU level efforts on narrowing the circularity gap in construction.

Austria

Population Growth Forecast between 2016 and 20346

Graz 18%

2nd District – Sankt Leonhard 22%
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The project plot in the Sankt Leonhard district is designated as a 

general residential area with the primary purpose being residential use 

but also allowing for usage in line with the economic, social, religious 

and cultural needs of residents.

Phase 1: Process design 

Aim: Identify key stakeholders and design process for ideation phase  

Methods: 10-15 semi-structured interviews with key informants/ stakeholders 

Potential stakeholders:

▪ Knowledge institutions (e.g. university departments, research centers, think 

thanks)

▪ Public agencies (e.g. planning and climate protection departments of Graz)

▪ Private sector, NGOs, citizen (e.g. social entrepreneurs, incubators, schools)

Core questions:

▪ What are core topics for the project? (e.g. local construction capabilities, local 

service gaps) 

▪ What are feasible participatory co-creation pathways?

▪ What level of participation to envisage for each topics?

▪ What are the best local outreach strategies?

▪ What local resources can be taped?

▪ What lessons can we learn from previous local experiences?

Phase 2: Project ideation 

Aim: Develop purpose and design of construction using co-creation process

Methods:  Iterative process with core principles being community participation, 

stimulating learning across different stakeholder groups, and transparent feedback 

mechanisms. Activities will include physical and virtual fora, surveys, expert-citizen 

workshops, idea contest, etc. 

Invite experts and students to flesh out and discuss feasible ways to implement the 

ideas. 

Potential creation of token ecosystem, to facilitate steering of the process by 

stakeholders. 

Stakeholders: 

▪ Citizen participation with focus on diversity

▪ Relevant other stakeholders including subject matter experts, city administrators

Core questions:

▪ What purposes should the space serve? 

▪ How to design the space?

▪ How can each stakeholder group contribute to the sustainable development?

▪ How to handle the long-term governance?

▪ How to finance and sustain the implementation and maintenance?

Phase 3: Blueprint for implementation

Aim: Summarize process and findings, communicate findings to relevant stakeholders 

and generate agreement on project implementation 

Methods: Documentation of process and outcomes through papers and 

presentations. 

Outputs : 

▪ Documentation of process: e.g. anthropological diary, white papers summarizing 

token economy, alternative voting mechanisms, and construction material bank

▪ Documentation of plans for implementation: e.g. architectural design plan

▪ Documentation of long-term sustainability plan: e.g. lifecycle analysis

3. Urban Living Lab 

philosophy: co-creation, 

and value creation that 

contributes to 

sustainable solutions 

and a bi-directional 

knowledge flow in a 

real-life setting.

Project considers environmental, economic and social sustainability:

▪ Reassessing the definition of prosperity and growth and its link to a 

negative environmental impact

▪ Reevaluating economic hegemony of private good vs. commons 

(neighborhood conditions seem more pertinent than specific 

individual housing characteristics and consumption patterns) 

▪ Countering the city’s fragmentation of social circles and erosion of 

commitment and solidarity

The circular economy (CE) 

philosophy assumes dynamic 

systems, with no specific end-

point, but rather a continuous 

process of transformation. CE 

aims at designing out waste and 

pollution, keeping products and 

materials in use, and 

regenerating natural systems. 8

New design philosophies supporting CE 

Modular design: optimum life-span of different parts which can be 

rapidly and efficiently replaced as ‘modules’

Adaptive design: element with the longest life-span can be amended 

and changed to accommodate multiple functions over its lifetime

Design for deconstruction: possibility of taking elements apart easily 

to reuse them as building elements again

Design for recycling (~ Cradle to Cradle): reuse is possible over long-

term with materials being easy to take apart, no hazardous substances 

and at least same or higher quality (upcycling)

Recycle for design: demolition and recycling companies will align 

processes to the demand of producers who employ circular design 
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