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Abstract: C.H. Doevendans, R. Ozaki 2003. User Orientation. USO-Built Report Se-
ries 2:49-54. This chapter discusses the evolution of the user-oriented approaches in 
the design process in the built environment. Along with the 4 research dimensions of 
the research program in the USO-Built Graduate School (functional, intentional, 
structural, and instrumental), the present chapter looks at 3 stages of the user ap-
proaches in the architectural, building and urban disciplines: (1) a standardised or 
functional, approach; (2) a phenomenological, or intentional, approach; and (3) post-
modern, or structural and instrumental, approach. The chapter concludes that the 
active relationship between the 4 dimensions is essential in the research and design 
of the future built environment. What is required now is to consider social practices. 
 
 
Keywords: User-orientation; 4 research dimensions; three stages of user ap-
proaches; user-representation; user participation  
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User-orientation is a focal point for the research program in the USO-Built Joint 
Graduate Research School and the main integrator for the different disciplines in the 
program. Each project proposed in the School is checked for its inclusion of users in 
the methodology before it is approved. 
 
User-orientation is considered essential in all stages of the life cycle of the built envi-
ronment: planning & programming, design, construction, use & exploitation, repro-
gramming, redesign and demolishment. User-orientation is understood as a study of 
the process from the analysis of user needs and capabilities, and the formulation of 
aspirations and ambitions, to full implementation of inhabitable, inspiring and attrac-
tive environments for vital, independent living, full social participation, attractive work 
and relaxing leisure to later life-stages with minimal environmental impacts. User-
orientation deals with the problem of competing and conflicting claims, such as urban 
versus rural spaces, simple versus multiple land-use, and child-friendly versus eld-
erly-friendly. Our developing risk society, or information society, now needs the built 
environment that is totally user-oriented. 
 
From a historical point of view, users in the architectural domain have lived and died, 
and been subsequently revived. This has changed, and will continue to change, the 
relationships between the 4 research dimensions in the research program: functional, 
intentional (including aesthetics), structural, and instrumental, opening up an array of 
research challenges and opportunities (Chapter 5).  
 
This chapter concerns a number of issues (i) Could user-orientation could turn out to 
be too shallow to create a clear profile; the USO-Doctorate proposal for the EC, for 
instance, obtained a high enough % but was not considered for the priority list (C 
classification); (ii) Is user-orientation a useful umbrella-category together with built 
environments, balancing sustainabilities and the knowledge based society?; (iii) 
Propagating USO-Built inside individual universities as an opportunity for research 
funding, student and staff mobility and the strengthening of research in architecture, 
building engineering and urbanism. 
 
 
6.1. A 1st Stage 
For many years the ‘users’ were one of the main figures in the field of architecture 
and urbanism. In the 20th century, functionalism, as the dominating paradigm of ur-
ban planning and design, was grounded on a user-concept in order to realise an op-
timal relationship between people and the built environment. 
 
When we analyse the user approach in the architectural, building and urban disci-
plines, three different stages can be distinguished. At the first stage, the user is seen 
as a ‘standard’ person. His/her behavioural patterns are described, analysed, statisti-
cally reduced to norms, and brought down to 4 functions (dwelling, working, recrea-
tion and transport). Users are observed from the outside and are considered to only 
have standardised or average needs. Architecture and urbanism are responsible for 
these needs to be met. Design and management should be based on scientific re-
search and statistical analysis. Industrial production is considered as the means to 
meet all needs, and production obeys the parole ‘more of the same’. 
 
In the approach of this first stage, the individual user is not recognised. The system 
only sees a set of standard persons. Differentiation is based on age, family circum-
stances (e.g. marital status and the number of children), and socio-economic status. 
At the first stage, users do not have any say in the creation of the built environment. 
They are purely an object, with their life reduced to the regularities of everyday life, 
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and are expressed, in general, societal and functional patterns. This approach 
reached a scientific standard in its translation into mathematical-geographical mod-
els, which have been implemented into Design Decision Support Systems for archi-
tects and urban planners. However, the embedded user-model resulted in a gap with 
practice, limiting the applicability of these models to architectural and urban practice. 
 
 
6.2. A 2nd Stage 
At a second stage, which started in the 1960s and 1970s, users become emanci-
pated, and user participation in the process of design and creation of the built envi-
ronment becomes a major focus. Design is made more democratic, and this is elabo-
rated in making design processes accessible to ordinary people. Specific design 
methods are established: the methodology of the SAR (Dutch Foundation for Archi-
tectural Research), and the Pattern Language of Alexander28. John Habraken devel-
oped the SAR methodology. He is one of the Founding Fathers of the TU/e Depart-
ment of Architecture, Building and Planning. It is particularly pertinent at this stage 
because of the renewed emphasis on flexibility and interactive decision-making evi-
dent in government and the private industry29. These methods are based on (i) logi-
cal reasoning and evaluation, (ii) the necessity to offer options (variants), (iii) the idea 
that future users can make rational decisions, and (iv) that this process lead to the 
best solutions. Industrial, Flexible and Demountable Building (IFD) 
[http://www.ifd.nl/site/] is an offshoot of this approach. 
 
At this second stage, users gradually lose their standardised behavioural patterns 
and needs, as they infiltrate the design process. The idea of the designer as the all-
knowing specialist fades, and industrial production becomes one of the main 
streams. In other words, the industry can produce the elements from which buildings 
and built environments are composed, and these industrially produced components 
make buildings and the built environment flexible and changeable. Users can change 
the form of their own houses while they are living in them, and adapt them to 
changes in their life circumstances, such as household composition, and lifestyles. 
Industrialised house building (i.e. off-site manufacturing and on-site assembly of 
components, with flexible design), which is practiced in some countries, is a good 
illustration30-31.  
 
At this stage, users’ lifestyles have much significance in design, as they are funda-
mentally linked to the use of domestic space. By understanding users’ cultural and 
psychological needs and exploring their behaviours and activities in their house – i.e. 
user’s phenomenological world, such as how they live (and want to live) and how 
they use the house and its space (and want to use it), planning and structural re-
quirements can be identified, and design solutions and choices can be offered to us-
ers. This approach is different from the one based on users’ standardised behav-
ioural patterns and needs found at the first stage. Furthermore, opportunities to have 

                                                
28 Alexander C, Ishikawa S, Silverstein M, editors.. A Pattern Language: Towns, Buildings and 
Construction. New York: Oxford University Press; 1977. ISBN 0-19-501-919-9 
29 Bosma K, editor. Housing for the Millions, John Habraken and the SAR (1960-2000). Rot-
terdam: NAI-Publishers; 2000. ISBN 9056621785 
30 Barlow J, Ozaki R.  Are You Being Served? Japanese Lessons on Customer-focused Hou-
sebuilding. Report of a Department of Trade and Industry Expert Mission. Brighton: Science 
and Technology Policy Research Unit, University of Sussex; 2001 
31 Barlow J, Childerhouse P, Gann D, Hong-Minh S, Naim M, Ozaki R. Choice and delivery in 
housebuilding: lessons from Japan for UK housebuilders. Building Research and Information 
2003; 31(2):134-145 



USO-Built Report Series 2 (December 2003) 

 52                                                                                                                                

flexible and adaptable design will give users a greater level of satisfaction, as they 
like to have a certain amount of control over the design of their house. 
 
However, at this second stage, user participation is still embedded in the paradig-
matic constraints of the functional period of the first stage. What happens is that, in 
contrast to this purely rational trend of the first stage, a romantic criticism develops. 
The approach of the second stage emphasises the ‘intentional’ dimension of the user 
above his/her functional needs (patterns of use) and structural aspects (societal con-
ditions). The meaning of the aesthetics of the built environment is rediscovered in 
form. Architectural and urban form is seen as the counterpart of function, and the 
idea that ‘form follows function’ (an assumption of the first stage) is rejected. Thus, 
there is a fundamental tension between the user and the architectural object; and to 
a large extent, users are abandoned from the architectural scene. 
 
The purely rational and purely romantic tendencies are two extremes. In general, at 
this stage, users are treated as an individual (romantic) subject, on the one hand, 
and as part of a more generalised, rational approach, on the other. In phenomenol-
ogical thinking, the meaning of architectural archetypes is emphasised, and the re-
ductionism of everyday life and the built environments to the functionalism, which is 
found at the first stage, is criticised. 
 
 
6.3. A 3rd Stage 
At a third stage of 20th century user-orientation, while the phenomenological ap-
proach lingers on, attention shifts to so-called post-structural, post-modern or post-
post-modern approaches of differentiation. The emancipated users become individu-
alised; they follow standardised needs to a little extent. These users are busy manag-
ing their own lifestyle, being more authentic, and consuming goods to build up their 
own subjectivities. Here, tension between the ‘general objectivity of forms and func-
tions’ and ‘individual subjectivity’ becomes a central issue. Along this movement, de-
sign and design methodology also change. The idea of ‘Universal Design’ develops, 
and so does the necessity of design to meet the requirements and wishes of not only 
standard men based on the average picture of statistics, but also of all types of indi-
viduals.  
 
Universal Design was officially proclaimed by the EU as the method of choice for all 
architectural departments in university32. This design method is important for the dis-
abled and ageing population. However, Universal Design (or Inclusive Design, De-
sign-for-All) could do more and express the ‘Paradigm of the Other’. In literature that 
criticises user-orientation of modernity, ‘man’ is seen as the ‘Other’; this is to empha-
sis a difference between the individual and people, as in Universal Design. Unfortu-
nately, Universal Design is still hampered by the fact that it is a continuation of the 
purely rational way of design, covering only a part of reality. Man is mainly an irra-
tional being. His decisions and choices are made in a multi-actor context. Universal 
Design does not cover these irrational human aspects. 
 
At this third stage of user-orientation and the built environment, users are not just 
part of design methods. They are also designers themselves without having the theo-
retical ballast of a learned rational method (implicit knowledge, see: Chapter 5). 
These users are their own lifestyle-managers and show resistance to the built envi-
                                                
32 Council of Europe. Resolution ResAP(2001)1 on the introduction of the principles of univer-
sal design into the curriculum of all occupations working on the built environment. Adopted by 
the Committee of Ministers on 15 February 2001, at the 745th meeting of the Ministers Depu-
ties 
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ronment that is created by specialists (e.g. architects, urban planners). Nowadays, 
belief and trust in professionals is waning. These professionals include architects and 
urbanists, as well as civil servants, researchers, qualified designers, etc. 
 
Anthony Giddens33 and Pierre Bourdieu34 have both elaborated this new interaction 
of the users and their built environment. The users are seen in terms of social prac-
tices. These social practices are conditioned by structures, such as those present in 
the built environment. But social practices also create the structures (known as the 
duality of structure). Therefore, user-orientation has evolved in the fundamentally in-
teractive process of social practices and structures. User-orientation includes user 
preferences and capabilities, as well as community-based and participatory ap-
proaches. User-orientation has become a rich umbrella category! 
 
The intentional dimension (e.g. ideas, ambitions, aspirations of people, which lead to 
social practices) and the structural dimension (e.g. societal conditions and con-
straints) have changed, too. They have attained equal weight; the one is not dominat-
ing the other, as in the deterministic approach. Within the intentional dimension, aes-
thetic is regarded as an important value35.  David Frisby36 puts emphasis on the 
growing importance of culture: the nature of modernity (the fragmentation and diver-
sity of modern life) makes it practically impossible to identify any coherent way of life.  
 
Although the functional dimension is still of great importance, nonetheless, this di-
mension does not cover all ontological domains of reality. It is just one of the layers 
of which reality is built up. The active relationship between the intentional and struc-
tural dimensions is essential in order to understand the future built environment, and 
makes it clear that planning and design of the built environment (the places where 
social practices occur) cannot be just the result of the strategies of specialists and 
policy makers. Individual users manifest themselves in their tactics of everyday life, 
opposing and provoking in these tactics the strategies (aiming at the better society) 
of the planners and designers. At this third stage, a culture of resistance is born; and 
this is the environs of the program ‘User-oriented built environments’. 
 
Furthermore, technological development brings a new dimension to the third stage: 
the instrumental dimension. This dimension does not deal with industrial production 
and design methods developed by specialists, but have to do with Information and 
Communication Technologies (ICT). These technologies have a significant effect on 
society (structural dimension), as we speak of knowledge based on information soci-
ety. ICT is changing the built environment. People live in their real place, and at the 
same time, participate in virtual networks. Real and virtual space may become inte-
grated, but so far are considered a hybrid space. This process has not yet become to 
an end. 
 
It is important to link the instrumental dimension to the intentional dimension. In the 
old approaches (1st and 2nd stage of user-orientation), technology is seen as applied 
science, a neutral instrument to create better environments. Of course, this is still the 
case: modern technologies create even more possibilities to improve living and work-

                                                
33 Giddens A. The Constitution of Society, Outline of the Theory of Structuration. Berkeley: 
University of California Press; 1986. ISBN 0520057287 
34 Bourdieu P (English translation of  R. Nice of the original French edition of 1972). Outline of 
a Theory of Practice. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press; 1977. ISBN 052129164X 
35 Besteliu I, Doevendans K. Planning, design and the post-modernity of cities. Design Stud-
ies 2002;23(3):233–244 
36 Frisby D. Cityscapes of Modernity: Critical Explorations. Cambridge: Polity Press; 2002. 
ISBN 0745626254 
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ing environments (e.g. ICT, embedded systems, gerontechnology, etc.). Nonethe-
less, ICT is more an active instrument. In the hands of individual users, they act in 
social practices in the framework of the knowledge-based society. All kinds of infor-
mation are accessible to the users. This is one of the reasons why the individual us-
ers may effectively act and influence the interaction of social practices (intentional) 
and environments (structural). The users can put their ‘intelligence’ into the environ-
ment.  
 
In this context, two different approaches arise. Firstly, offices evolve into Smart Build-
ings; and secondly, dwellings are addressed by Domotics. In both cases, there is 
ambient intelligence that takes into account: (i) improvement of environments, and (ii) 
adding the intelligence of active and participants (users) to these environments, ex-
pressing their ambitions and aspirations, making use of ICT-applications, design 
methods, and living/working in an aesthetic and consumer culture, as well as in a cul-
ture of resistance37. Such application domains include Health & Self-esteem, Housing 
& Daily Living, Mobility and Transport, Communication & Governance, and Work & 
Leisure, on the condition that they are related to the built environment 38. 
 
 
6.4. Implementation of User-orientation in the USO-Built Graduate 
School 
An essential aspect of user-orientation in all projects of the USO-Built Graduate 
School is a direct relationship with the user of the built environment in research and 
design. The user refers to any end-user roles: visitors, commuters, inhabitants, citi-
zen, workers, tourists, etc., as well as to their representatives such as policy makers 
and NGO’s. User-orientation is quantified to the degree to which users are repre-
sented in the research plan of each project and are figured as co-designers or touch-
stones in the design process and evaluation. 
 
User-orientation appears to be a rich concept suitable to foster research and design 
and may be helpful to reach a balanced sustainability of societal development. This 
concept deserves to be diffused to all European institutions of higher learning in ar-
chitecture, building (services) engineering and urbanism. 
 

                                                
37 Marzano S, Aarts E, editors. The New Everyday; Views on Ambient Intelligence. Rotterdam: 
010 Publishers; 2003. ISBN 90-6450-502-0 
38 Bronswijk JEMH van, Bouma H, Fozard JL. Technology for quality of life: an enriched tax-
onomy. Gerontechnology 2002; 2(2):169-172 


