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Learning From Participatory Design Approach in Architectural Practice:

A Case Study of Participatory Design in Architectural Practice

Abstract

Understanding the needs of users is one of the crucial factors
in the design process. Studies show that in solving architectur-
al problems, participatory design, as a documented method,
facilitates a better understanding of users' spatial needs. This
paper, by reviewing relevant research on user participation in
design, tests this method in three stages: planning, ideation,
and design, through an educational process with 11 Master’s
students from the School of Architecture and Urban Plan-
ning at Shahid Beheshti University. The design issue, before
the start of the academic semester, was determined in terms
of the site’s location, users’ and clients’ needs, and the project’s
subject, similar to professional design processes. Therefore,
the students were asked to carry out the design process for
the Student Center of Shahid Beheshti University based on
maximum user participation and within the framework of
the results and findings extracted from reviewing the litera-
ture. Students responded to the questions on the advantages
and disadvantages of the participatory design process be-
fore they started. In the planning phase, students focused on
deeply understanding the subject, users, and site's effective
physical attributes. Pre-design practices like Hangout design
for Students and exploring them throughout the university
helped students approach the design subject. Gathering case
studies and group discussions on each case prepared them to
step into the participatory design process. Students conduct-
ed interviews with users and clients, classified their needs, and
used this data to inform spatial planning. In the second phase,
during ideation, students were asked to present 3 ideas based
on the data they analyzed. In group correction, one idea was
selected to proceed to the next phase. Students were asked to
communicate with users and get their suggestions for select-
ing their final idea as well. In developing the project, users and
clients were invited to the workshop twice. Students presented
their developed design starting from the data that they gath-
ered and analyzed, ideas they had made, and the design they
developed and got their suggestions. This experience had
several advantages. Students learned that users' needs may
differ from theirs. They found out how to interact with users,
clients, and others related to a design process. They practiced
and learned the ways they could justify their decisions to oth-
ers. They experienced inter-group design, sharing ideas and
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participation in the workshop. The result of this experience
can provide a draft for an educational program based on
participatory design and further research to expand it. It can
also raise awareness among designers and architects about
the necessity of considering users' needs and the importance
of their involvement in the design process. Other benefits of
using this method in design education include enhancing the
level of communication between students, fostering competi-
tion, responsibility, and a sense of belonging to the design is-
sue, and consequently encouraging active participation in the
studio and efforts to find suitable methods for greater interac-
tion with non-architectural users. However, the participatory
process requires more time compared to conventional design
education methods, which should be considered in the class
schedule.
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