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Sustainability is a design Sustainability is a design 
problem.problem.
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‘Needs Based Design’ (NBD) is a new 
approach to urban design, based on an 
understanding of fundamental human 
needs and creating spaces that eliminate 
or minimise barriers to people satisfying 
their needs.

MaxMax--NeefNeef -- ““The best development process will be that The best development process will be that 
which allows the greatest improvement in peoplewhich allows the greatest improvement in people’’s s 
quality of lifequality of life””



Needs Based Design plants and nurtures the seed of individual Needs Based Design plants and nurtures the seed of individual 
and community change for the growth of a sustainable societyand community change for the growth of a sustainable society



BackgroundBackground

Sustainability is a function of design and 
how a community responds to that design 
Tools - ‘how’ to design ‘green’
‘Green’ is not sustainable 
Promote a move towards sustainable 
mental models and behaviour that 
promotes this move 



Upstream ConfluencesUpstream Confluences



Research MethodResearch Method

1. Current approach to ‘green’ design and 
planning.

2. Proposed desired approach 
3. The testing of both approaches; and
4. A comparison between the two 

approaches



Green DesignGreen Design

Tools = ‘Less bad’
‘Check-box’ solutions to simple problems 
Three gaps:

1. Weak application of systems thinking
2. Minimal consideration of social fabric, 

cohesion and sustainable behaviour of 
residents; and 

3. Lack of structure for collaborative planning in 
complex systems



Current Reality



Proposed FutureProposed Future

“…“…a strategic process that promotes coa strategic process that promotes co-- 
operation and collaboration by operation and collaboration by recognisingrecognising 
the importance of the understanding of the importance of the understanding of 
basic human needs through meaningful basic human needs through meaningful 
participationparticipation””

Systems thinking
Facilitate complex social issues 
Structured and robust framework



NBD ApproachNBD Approach

Systems thinkingSystems thinking
CoCo--operation / collaborationoperation / collaboration
Common LanguageCommon Language

Shared definition of sustainabilityShared definition of sustainability
Shared understanding of Fundamental Shared understanding of Fundamental 
Human NeedsHuman Needs

Common VisionCommon Vision





Fundamental Human NeedsFundamental Human Needs
Basic needs are never actually Basic needs are never actually ‘‘metmet’’ or or ‘‘satisfiedsatisfied’’
Basic needs are often confused with satisfiers and the Basic needs are often confused with satisfiers and the 
goods that serve to satisfy our needsgoods that serve to satisfy our needs
Barriers inhibit the Barriers inhibit the fulfilmentfulfilment of needsof needs
A deprivation of one or multiple basic A deprivation of one or multiple basic need(sneed(s) implies ) implies 
poverty and opens the door for opportunitypoverty and opens the door for opportunity
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‘Needs Based Design’ (NBD) is a new 
approach to urban design, based on an 
understanding of fundamental human 
needs and creating spaces that eliminate 
or minimise barriers to people satisfying 
their needs.





ConcernsConcerns

Regional contextRegional context
Public ParticipationPublic Participation

Added complexityAdded complexity
Public interest Public interest 

Business caseBusiness case
ComplexityComplexity
FacilitationFacilitation



StrengthsStrengths
“By looking at just the project, and not the large whole, you are 
inherently promoting non-sustainability.” – O’Riordan 2008

“The vision and principles on which the project is based are the 
guiding light, so that everyone is on the same page. They give 
reasons for why the decisions were made. Principles give us a root 
as to why we made this decision.” – Guenther 2008

“It’s a truism that people will support what they help create, and the 
converse is also true. People will often oppose that which is seen to 
be imposed upon them.” – Zimmerman 2008

“Let us [the development community] solve the problem in a creative 
way. We will find ways to be creative.” – Startt 2008



SummarySummary
We are still getting feedback!We are still getting feedback!
Current tools are Current tools are ‘‘greengreen’’
‘‘idealisticidealistic’’ and and ‘‘not far enoughnot far enough’’
Reluctance for participatory processesReluctance for participatory processes
Limited by policyLimited by policy
Regional efforts can make or break the effortRegional efforts can make or break the effort
A common language and structure are helpful in A common language and structure are helpful in 
participatory processesparticipatory processes
Good facilitation is paramountGood facilitation is paramount
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Public ParticipationPublic Participation
There is understandable reluctance towards a process that 

utilises broad public participation and transparency, as 
the current methods for gathering community input and 
feedback for projects inadequate and frustrating. Inviting 
inclusiveness and involvement from project participants 
provides the insights necessary to gain a complete 
understanding of needs and place; involves people in the 
achievement of a shared vision of success; and provides 
a way for people to decide how to shape the structures 
that will help or hinder their ability to meet their own 
needs. The invitation to participate in a project should be 
early, broad, and extended ‘every time’ for each design 
phase.



Gap AnalysisGap Analysis
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