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Project goal To design a disruptive innovation 
in housing at the scale of a neighbourhood 
that integrates new opportunities for living, 
working and leisure to enable residents to lead 
prosperous, purposeful and fulfilled lives, while 
contributing to the regeneration of the planet.

Higher Goals 
—Life is prosperous, purposeful and fulfilled.
—The climate catastrophe is averted.

Higher goals describe the ultimate purpose 
of the project (when you cannot ask ‘why’ 
anymore to get a higher answer) and are framed 
as the end state we seek. The project cannot 
realise these higher goals on its own, but in its 
theory of change, the project contributes to 
achieving them. 

UN Sustainable Development Goals
The project also contributes to a number of UN 
Sustainable Development Goals:
3. Good Health and Well-being
6. Clean Water and Sanitation
7. Affordable and Clean Energy
8. Decent Work and Economic Growth
9. Industry, Innovation and Infrastructure
10. Reduced Inequality
11. Sustainable Cities and Communities
12. Responsible Consumption and Production
13. Climate Action
15. Life on Land

The idea of habitat goes beyond architecture 
and buildings. It’s a new way of conceptualising 
cities – a living environment, where architecture 
is only a piece of a bigger jigsaw alongside 
nature, city, health, work and people’s lives.

We aim for a different future. Through radical 
innovation rather than incremental evolution, 
we are trying to sketch the habitat of the new 
generation. We will use a combination of facts 
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and projections. We will free our imagination to 
speculate upon the new frontiers of possibility. 

A district with an innovative mix of 
buildings, using the latest technologies both in 
infrastructure and construction techniques.

Design objectives
1. Design proposals that offer disruptive 
innovations at the three scales of low-rise 
(terrace), mid-rise (block) and high-rise (tower)
2. Design spaces that flexibly enable new 
patterns of living and working triggered by the 
pandemic and macro work trends.
3. Design public and shared spaces the 
contribute to the community and opportunities 
for leisure
4. Use modern methods of construction to 
enable delivery at speed and scale
5. Design all elements of the schemes to meet UN 
SDGs to contribute to planet regeneration
6. Design the whole neighbourhood to integrate 
into Hackney

Research strategy
1. Survey existing typologies of low-rise, mid-
rise and high-rise and work environments, and 
homeworking.
2. Gather evidence and predictions for how we 
will work in the future.
3. Identify the types of workers you are 
designing for, interviewing with end-users where 
appropriate.
4. Define the types of spaces that people will 
need to live and work in the future.
5. Speculate on how humanity will/should live in 
the future – what is the good life?
6. Evaluate the most effective modern methods 
of construction to build at scale, at speed, for 
sustainability, and affordably.
7. Research into design strategies to meet UN 
SDGs, RIBA Sustainable Outcomes Guide and 
regenerative architecture.
8. Assess policies around homeworking
9. Examine the opportunities created by new 
planning reforms
10. Map and analyse the neighbourhood in 
Hackney where you are designing 

‘Never let a good crisis go to waste’–Churchill 
‘If not us, who? If not now, when?’–JFK
‘There are no non-radical options left before us’–
Naomi Klein

The way humanity inhabits the planet needs to 
change radically. Habit@ is speculating about 
a new future at the intersection of a number of 
urgent challenges: 

Why
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man and machine to 
optimise efficiency of 
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1. Changes to how we work
2. Housing crisis
3. Environmental crisis
 
1. Changes to how we work
There is a twin crisis facing employment sectors 
globally. First, a rapidly accelerating digitisation 
of jobs has left huge swathes of the workforce 
redundant. 

Among OECD countries, the average 
number of hours worked per year per person has 
steadily declined in the last 50 years, perfectly 
correlating with the exponential explosion of 
computational power in the same time frame 
(Susskind, 2020). 

Globally, 375 million workers may need to 
switch occupational categories due to this 
steady automation of jobs (McKinsey, Jobs lost, 
Jobs gained, 2017).

Second, Covid-19 has rendered typical office 
typologies obsolete and has in turn radically 
shifted the role of the home. Overnight, half the 
UK’s workforce started working partly or wholly 
from home. According to the ONS, over 30% 
of Britons were working exclusively from home 
during July. (July 2020)

This crisis presents opportunities. Companies 
have discovered economic activity can flourish 
across dispersed virtual networks. Almost half of 
the UK’s biggest employers report they have no 
plans to return to the office in the foreseeable 
future, while research suggests that at least 91% 
of the population would like to work from home 
at least part of the time (Teiss, May 2020). 

Workers have discovered benefits to their 
families. Communities across the country can 
be re-localised, bringing improvements to the 
local economy, high streets, and culture, and less 
commuting will lead to lower emissions.

These changes demand revolutionary 
ideas in architectural design that can support 
and assist humanity in this transitory period. 
However, obstacles must be overcome. In 
its modern history, the country has largely 
separated domestic and work functions, with 
homes designed for private life, and offices for 
commercial activity. 

This needs strategic design thinking to 
recalibrate the spaces where we live. As spatial 
agents, you will need to first understand the 
histories and stories that have shaped our 
current ways of working, before we can pave the 
path forward.

2. Housing crisis
Currently, housing supply is significantly behind 
demand. In 2018/19, despite seeing a net increase 
of housing stock by 30%, fell short of the targeted 
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345,000 (House of Commons Briefing Paper 
07671, 9 March 2020). Exacerbating this, the 
Construction Products Association estimates that 
construction output will shrink by 25% in 2020 
owing to COVID-19 (Fieldfisher, 11 June 2020).

The recently announced planning reforms 
will see new housing, shops and offices on 
land designated for growth automatically 
granted planning permission in England. Under 
the new regulations, land will be divided into 
three categories ‘for growth, for renewal or for 
protection’ Planning permission will be granted 
‘automatically’ in growth areas, with ‘permission 
in principle’ given in renewal areas.

These reforms will significantly speed 
up development, but this must not come at 
the expense of quality. They will require new 
housing designs that meets the speed of this 
new system. RIBA have described the proposal 
as ‘shameful’ and said they would do ‘almost 
nothing to guarantee the delivery of affordable, 
well-designed and sustainable homes’. It is up 
to spatial innovators to fill this gap in the market 
with ethical, sustainable, and appropriate 
designs that meet the needs of today.

3. Environmental crisis
The UK government has committed to being ‘zero 
carbon’ by 2050. With 40% of global emissions 
attributable to the construction industry 
(Committee on Climate Change, 2019), there is an 
urgent need in the market for rapid innovation of 
sustainable construction technologies. Not only 
must the 500,000 new homes planned for 2022 
exceed environmental regulation standards, but 
the existing 29 million dwellings in the UK must 
be appropriately retrofitted to reduce carbon 
consumption. (Committee on Climate Change, 
February 2019).

New planning laws will enable faster 
development, but it is imperative that speed is 
not achieved at the expense of quality, social 
progress and sustainability.

The RIBA has published Sustainable 
Outcomes Guide, which state: ‘While there can 
be no sustainable future without stopping – and 
ideally reversing – the build-up of carbon in the 
atmosphere, other environmental, social and 
economic strategies must also be addressed. It 
is no longer enough just to mitigate ill-effects, 
opportunities for restoration and regeneration 
must also be taken forward, and holistically.’

Habit@ will use these guides as a 
foundation and criteria for the project, to ensure 
that designs not only meet, but exceed, UK 
environmental standards, and become actively 
regenerative.
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Habit@ will focus on the urban context of 
Hackney Wick. Your Design Cities project should 
help to identify appropriate sites. This will provide 
the specific context for the project, but you 
should also be considering how much is specific 
to Hackney and how much could be applied 
elsewhere. Ultimately, the aim of Habit@ is to 
generate research and proposition that could 
have national impact. Future projects may look 
at suburban or rural development opportunities.

The project will consider multiple timeframes. 
At the forefront of our thinking is the urgent 
challenge to make the 2020s ‘the decade of 
delivery’. The UN SDGs are goals for change by 
2030 – that is less than 10 years away. As Naomi 
Klein says, ‘there are no non-radical solutions 
left’ – so we have to be thinking of the biggest 
game-changing impact design can make over 
the next decade. 

But we also have to be thinking about 
where we might be in the longer term – who 
(as humanity) do we want to be? Can our 
developments help usher in a new era, or higher 
stage of cultural evolution? Will they be able to 
adapt to predicted changes or unknown shocks? 
 

We target families and individuals, professionals 
and students, public and private workers, society 
in general. There should be a particular focus on 
what will be appropriate for Hackney.
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The future of the past
—An Industrial City, Tony Garnier, 1917 
—The City of Tomorrow, Le Corbusier, 1922
—Vertical City, Hilberseimer, 1924
—Broadacre City, Frank Lloyd Wright, 1932

Books
—Beyond Live/Work, Frances Holliss
—A World Without Work, Daniel Susskind
—Head Hand Heart: The Struggle for Dignity and 
Status in the 21st Century, David Goodhart
—Being Ecological, Tim Morton
—The Craftsman, Richard Sennett
—Changing the Art of Inhabitation, Alison and 
Peter Smithson
—Architecture without Architects, Bernard 
Rudofsky
—Tools of Conviviality, Ivan Illich
—From the House of the Future to a House of 
Today, Alison and Peter Smithson
—Brave New World, Aldous Huxley
—Tower and Office: From Modernist Theory to 
Contemporary Practice, Iñaki Abalos, Juan 
Herreros
—Working From Home: Making the New Normal 
Work for You, Karen Mangia
—Living Complex: From Zombie City to the New 
Communal, Niklas Maak.

Essays and Research Papers
—Dash #15, Work Home City: Living and Working 
in the Urban Block
—We Made That – Live Study Part 1: Research 
and Case Studies & Live Study Part 2: Findings
—The Big Rethink, Peter Buchanen
—Out of the Wreckage, George Monbiot
—This Changes Everything, Naomi Klein
—RIBA Sustainable Outcome Guides, RIBA

Articles
—‘Rethinking skills to tackle to UK’s looming talent 
shortage’ by McKinsey (https://www.mckinsey.
com/featured-insights/future-of-work/the-
future-of-work-rethinking-skills-to-tackle-the-
uks-looming-talent-shortage)
—‘Jobs lost, jobs gained: What the future of work 
will mean for jobs skills and wages’ by McKinsey 
(https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/
future-of-work/jobs-lost-jobs-gained-what-
the-future-of-work-will-mean-for-jobs-skills-
and-wages)
—‘COVID-19 in the United Kingdom: Assessing 
Jobs at Risk and the Impact on People and 
Places’ (https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/
public-and-social-sector/our-insights/covid-
19-in-the-united-kingdom-assessing-jobs-at-
risk-and-the-impact-on-people-and-places)
—‘This is what coronavirus will do to our offices 
and homes’ by BBC (https://www.bbc.co.uk/
news/resources/idt-dc2d6e2d-3ab4-42de-
8d03-bb7eda5fff8e)
—‘Blue Sky Thinking: Is it time to stop work taking 
over our lives?’ by James Suzman, Guardian 
(https://www.theguardian.com/money/2020/
oct/04/blue-sky-thinking-is-it-time-to-stop-
work-taking-over-our-lives)
—Head, Hand, Heart by David Goodhart 
review – let’s think practically (https://www.
theguardian.com/books/2020/sep/14/head-
hand-heart-by-david-goodhart-review-lets-
think-practically)
—Head Hand Heart by David Goodhart review  
does getting a degree matter too much? 
(https://www.theguardian.com/books/2020/
sep/09/head-hand-heart-by-david-goodhart-
review-does-getting-a-degree-matter-too-
much)

Reading


