
 COMMUNITY HYBRIDITY, MULTICULTURALISM 
& SOCIAL INCLUSIVITY

BEYOND HOUSING:
THE ARCHITECTURE

OF WELLBEING



OUR AGENDA



A thriving community is one that provides all its members—
regardless of age, skills or background—with the relationships 
and tools they need to live happy, healthy and full lives. 
Our cities and urban spaces are awash with these agile and 
adaptable networks of support. Networks that bind us together, 
offer structure and meaning to our lives, and enable us to reach 
our full potential.

At RCKA we are interested in people first and foremost—from 
individual well-being, through community cohesion, to helping 
wider society meet its social, environmental and economic 
objectives. We want to introduce our students to a different way 
of thinking about architecture. One that reconsiders the role of 
the architect not as sculptor of physical form, but as activist, 
enabler and ally of community need and creativity.

When it comes to building successful communities, the long-
term intangible social networks are as important as the physical 
infrastructure. The essence of these networks pre-exist any 
‘project’. An inclusive design process can connect, strengthen 
and galvanise these networks into a system of support—helping 
to build community before anything physical emerges, and last 
long-after any building has been delivered. 

“A building is not something you finish. A building is something 
you start.”
— Stewart Brand, How Buildings Learn:
    What Happens After They’re Built (1994)

“Architecture is never isolated but is by necessity political. What 
counts in a building is not so much the looks but how it comes 
to life for people and forges lasting connections.”
— Anna Klingmann, Brandscapes (2007)

“We are the architects, and I don’t want to escape from that 
responsibility of being or deciding etc., but I do not want to 
decide alone.”
— Lucien Kroll, Animal Town Planning and
    Homeopathic Architecture (2006)

“Too many architects are seriously marginalized, and I would go 
so far as to say, intentionally isolated, from the political process 
that determines the zoning, funding and the complex social 
and legal regulations that control the building of our shared 
environment. This subject needs to be confronted, debated and 
discussed in detail.”
— Richard Swett, Leadership by Design (2005)

NETWORKS OF SUPPORT



01. WHAT?



Our social infrastructure is under increasing pressure 
– public buildings are closing, green space is being built 
over and high streets are losing their libraries, shops and 

pubs. A long-term lack of investment, changes in the retail 
environment and a growing health crisis fueled by the 

pandemic all contribute to the malaise.



Meanwhile, more and more of our urban space is utilised 
for new housing - with both developers and designers, 

operating within an ESG investment environment, claiming 
net benefit to the resilience, prosperity and wellbeing of 

local communities.
As professional practitioners we’re both complicit in this 

model and keen to explore its radical potential.



In our work, we’re frequently asked to consider 
complimentary community uses alongside housing - with 
the residential element providing the financial leverage to 

deliver new social infrastructure.
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Figure A.22: Optimising site capacity using combinations of different types within perimeter 
blocks. Using different combinations of types on the same site can achieve different optimum 
densities and realise different capacities, as appropriate, in relation to the character of the site 
and surrounding area. Where higher optimum densities are desirable, linear blocks can substitute 
terraces within perimeter blocks. Where higher optimum densities can be supported, towers may be 
considered on corners rather than linear blocks.
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A: Residential conversions 
and extensions 

Residential types promoted 
to optimise site capacity of 
smaller, constrained sites 
(Module C).

Clusters could be 
appropriately used to infill 
vacant or underused street-
facing and backland plots, and 
could optimise site capacity 
following demolition and 
residential redevelopment.

B: House

C: Cluster, including 
detached, semi-detached 
or stacked maisonettes 

D: Terrace 

Residential types  
promoted to optimise the 
site capacity of larger sites in 
various combinations. 

E: Linear block 

F: Villa block 

G: Tower 

Figure A.14: Residential types summary..

43OPTIMISING SITE CAPACITY

6.  The list of types will appear in the components palette within SketchUp. 
Each component is named by type and has the number of storeys and 
total GEA of the block indicated.
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The housing brief is often rigorous and more readily 
defined - governed by factors such as client requirements, 
planning policy, design guidance, site capacity, market need 

and financial viability.



The community offer is far less clear - with a common 
lack of understanding around such fundamental questions 
as WHO constitutes the community, WHAT are their needs 

and HOW can we support their longterm wellbeing?



A thriving community is one that provides all its 
members - regardless of age, skills or background - with 

the relationships and tools they need to live happy, healthy 
and full lives. At a time when more and more of our urban 

space is being utilised for new housing we ask...

How do we define community wellbeing?
and

What influence should it have on our approach to housing?

RESEARCH QUESTION



SUB QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER

t tt t

How do we support
and build on existing

communities and services?

What other amenities/uses
are compatible with housing?

t

t

t

t

t

t

How do we identify
community need?

Who is
the wider community?

t

t

t

t

t

t

How can additional
amenities be funded?

What role does
flexibility play in

supporting diversity
and inclusion?

Consider how non-clinical
services can support

local healthcare provision.

What does the architecture of 
wellbeing look like?

How can we educate and
promote sustainability?

What is the appropriate
tenancy model?

How do we manage public
and private thresholds?

What role does landscape
and the public realm play?

How can giving residents/tenants
more power help to
improve wellbeing?

How do we ensure spaces
are well used and cared for?

Consider the potential
for co-living and

intergenerational housing.

What are the implications in
terms of spatial justice

and inclusivity?



02. WHERE?



LOCATION

London Tower Hamlets

15 minute city

We will engage with the site not only as a physical setting but in terms of its social ,environmental, economic
and political context - specifically responding to existing and emerging LB Tower Hamelts Policy.
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Tower Hamlets has the highest target for 
new homes in the London Plan Intent to 
Publish Version 2019. The Tower Hamlets 
Local Plan 2031 sets out how the borough 
will grow and develop in the next 10 years. 
It highlights the importance of developing 
neighbourhoods with high-quality buildings 
and well-designed spaces, whilst ensuring a 
sensitive integration of old and new in order 
to preserve existing character. 

In order to positively manage development 
opportunities and the growth expected 
to occur over the next decade, the Tower 
Hamlets Local Plan 2031 identifies four 
sub-areas within the borough, three of 
which are Opportunity Areas. The Sub-
Area: Central, is the only one that is not an 
Opportunity Area. However, in order to meet 
future needs, the Central Area needs to 
accommodate 7,597 new homes, or 14% of 
the borough’s total, during the plan period. 

The Central Area Good Growth 
Supplementary Planning Document (SPD) 
provides guidance to help the council 
deliver this housing growth, focusing 
specifically on design guidance to ensure 
that new developments respect and 

enhance the well-established character of 
this part of the borough. 

In addition to helping the council deliver its 
vision for the Central Area, the SPD also 
supports Priority 2 of the Mayor’s Strategic 
Plan: 

Priority 2: A borough that our residents are 
proud of and love to live in
• People live in a borough that is clean and 
green
• People live in good quality affordable 
homes and well-designed neighbourhoods
• People feel safer in their neighbourhoods 
and anti-social behaviour is tackled
• People feel they are part of a cohesive 
and vibrant community

1.1 Overview of the document

With a well-established and sensitive 
character, and limited opportunities for 
significant redevelopment, the Central Area 
will go through a gradual intensification, 
mainly through housing developments on 
small sites. These may include roof/rear 
extensions to existing buildings, estate infills 
and new build developments. 

National and regional planning policy and 
guidance have increasingly highlighted 
the importance of unlocking small sites in 
order to meet local and strategic housing 
requirements.  

The National Planning Policy Framework 
(NPPF) 2019 considers that small and 
medium-sized sites can make an important 
contribution to meeting an area’s housing 
needs, particularly as they are often 
built-out relatively quickly. The London 
Plan Intent to Publish Version 2019 
highlights, under Policy H2 - Small Sites, 
that boroughs should pro-actively support 
well-designed new homes on sites below 
0.25 hectares in size in order to diversify 
the sources, locations, types and mix 
of housing supply. It also recommends 
boroughs to prepare housing design codes 
to support housing delivery on small sites. 
This policy is supported by the plan’s 
overarching principle of delivering Good 
Growth, whereby development should take 
a contextual approach in order to sustain 
and strengthen the character of the city’s 
different neighbourhoods and growth should 
be directed towards the places with good 
accessibility to everyday needs, including 
town centres. Another key aspect of Good 
Growth is delivering the homes that London 
needs.

Small sites may often be challenging to 
develop due to constraints and the fine 
grained nature of surroundings. The Central 

Area Good Growth SPD provides guidance 
as to how these housing developments 
should be delivered in order to ensure that 
they are sympathetic to the surrounding 
context and that growth is achieved in a 
balanced and positive way. 

Based on an updated Character Appraisal, 
the Central Area Good Growth SPD 
presents principles to accommodate 
growth and specific design guidelines for 
different types of small sites with the aim 
of supporting the achievement of Good 
Growth in the Central Area.  

The SPD provides guidance on the 
implementation of the following policies 
from the Tower Hamlets Local Plan 2031:

S.SG1: Areas of growth and opportunity 
within Tower Hamlets
S.SG2: Delivering sustainable growth in 
Tower Hamlets
S.DH1: Delivering high quality design
D.DH2: Attractive streets, spaces and public 
realm
S.DH3: Heritage and the historic 
environment
D.DH8: Amenity
S.H1: Meeting housing needs
D.H3: Housing standards and quality
S.OWS1: Creating a network of open 
spaces
D.OWS3: Open space and green grid 
networks
S.ES1: Protecting and enhancing our  
environment
D.ES2: Air quality
D.ES3: Urban Greening and biodiversity
D.ES5: Sustainable drainage
D.ES6: Sustainable water and wastewater 
management
D.ES7: A zero carbon borough
D.MW3: Waste collection facilities in new  
development

1.2 Policy context

Adopted July 2021, Delivering housing growth on small sites in 
the Central Area (inc. Limehouse)

CENTRAL AREA GOOD GROWTH



TOWER HAMLETS
TOGETHER

Tower Hamlets  
Health and Wellbeing Strategy  

2017-2020

HEALTH & WELLBEING STRATEGY 2017-2025

Currently consulting on Health & Wellbeing Strategy 2021-25

Sets 5x ambitions for the borough which focus on the needs/
wellbeing of every age group.

 

 

Health and Wellbeing Strategy 2021-25  
 
Health and Wellbeing Board 
The Health and Wellbeing Board is a place where politicians, health and social care 
professionals and other leaders across the NHS, the Council and the voluntary sector 
to work together to solve problems and lead change to benefit our residents. 
 
The partnership has developed a joint a draft Health and Wellbeing Strategy (2021-
2025) for Tower Hamlets.  
 
Developing the draft Health and Wellbeing Strategy  
There is a statutory duty on local Health and Wellbeing Boards to produce a strategy 
for the Health and Wellbeing of their populations. The strategy should inform work that 
is done to improve health and wellbeing in local areas.  
 
Tower Hamlets previous strategy (2017-2020) is wide-ranging and provided a 
comprehensive overview of health and wellbeing matters in the borough. In refreshing 
this for 2021-2025, we are focusing on the relationships to other work in the borough, 
and on the areas of work that will have the highest impact in the context of the wider 
system.  
 
We have sought to identify priorities based on the strong evidence we have about the 
dynamics of the borough and the huge range of stakeholder information and feedback 
that members of the Board have access to. We remain committed to the reduction of 
health inequalities, by improving outcomes for those in the worst position fastest. We 
recognise that inequalities can be identified according to where people live, and that 
this is particularly true in some areas where there are high levels of deprivation and 
need; but there are also inequalities between genders, ethnicities, ages and abilities 
that we need to tackle.  
 
In developing the draft, we have taken account of:  
- the most up to date evidence of what is happening around health and wellbeing 
outcomes in Tower Hamlets, as summarised in our Joint Strategic Needs Assessment  
- an assessment of our progress against the previous strategy 
- latest relevant national guidance, strategies and plans  
- local strategies and plans  
- extensive resident engagement and professional workshops to help gather insight of 
peoples lived experiences as well as understanding of what is most important to 
people and the community  
 
The strategy will be a critical piece of documentation for:  
- Underpinning commissioning decisions: setting a framework for commissioning plans 
across the NHS, local authority and other agencies in Tower Hamlets; 
- Influencing decisions: providing a source of evidence and direction for policy and 
decision making in a wide range of areas across Tower Hamlets, such as 
development, community safety and education.  
- Holding leaders of organisations across the borough to account for improving 
outcomes: the strategy will be reviewed each year and provide a basis for 



03. WHO AND WHY?



Draw on our professional network
to create a ‘real world’ team of critical friends

to support student learning and ask challenging questions.

Design Lead

RCKa/LSA Students

Design Team

Sustainability - Max Fordham
Structures - Conisbee

Landscape - Studio ONB
Cost - Stockdale

Business Case - Fourth Street

Client - Tower Hamlets

Self-Build and Co-Housing - Marian Schiller
Design Officer - Tamara Kahn

Experts

Health & Engagement - Leah Holmes
London CLT - Rupesh Varsani

Community

Shadwell Responds

THE TEAM



HEALTH

SUSTAINABILITY

COMMUNITY

COMMUNITY

HOME

PLAY

Critical friends who can help us
build a diverse understanding of wellbeing.



04. HOW?



We’ve broken the project down into 2x parts.

Part 1 we call ‘Propositional Research’ - it gets students thinking about our 
themes and topics, while providing the raw ingredients

for the main design proposal in Part 2.

HOW WE TEACH



Design Cities module to produce a 
map of existing ‘community assets’ 

from green parks and open spaces, to 
community centre, clubs and pubs, as 
well as healthcare and council services 

etc. Mapping to include non-physical and 
digital assets including social networks, 

support groups etc.

PART 1
Weeks 1-4 (Nov/Dec)

HOUSING TODAY
Where do we live?

DEFINING WELLBEING
Who are we? And what do we need?

SUPPORTING WELLBEING
Beyond Housing

Group Design Project

What does our existing 
housing stock do to 

promote wellbeing? Not 
just for residents but the 
wider community too?

We’ll kick-off Part 1 with 
a guided tour of Tower 
Hamlets Central Area, 
visiting examples of 

housing both good and 
bad from Limehouse 
Basin to Victoria Park.

What constitutes 
individual wellbeing,

and what are the 
networks required to 

support it?

Produce a ‘day in the 
life’ illustration that 

captures what wellbeing 
means to each of the 
user groups. Students 

will be encouraged to be 
aspirational and visionary 

in their approach.

Where do we go in the 
city to seek wellbeing, 

whether alone or 
together?

Each student to take 
a careful photograph 

and produce a detailed 
observational drawing 
- capturing a ‘place’ of 
wellbeing grounded in 

the local context.

How can we create 
spaces to support 

wellbeing across groups/
generations?

A quick design exercise. 
Students to develop a 
space in 3D or through 

physical modelling. 
Activity culminates in 

the production of a final 
image which captures 

the qualities/atmosphere 
of the space.

Using the ingredients developed in Part 1
- the places, networks and spaces of wellbeing -

we will assign the students a site, where we will develop 
proposals for a housing project which responds to wider 
community need through the integration of key wellbeing 

infrastructure.

We’ll kick-off Part 2 with a 1-day housing design workshop 
at RCKa’s offices. Together we will test typologies and 
massing, and develop a strategic site response. Having 

established the principles of a viable housing development, 
students will weave in their spaces of wellbeing, taking the 

project beyond housing.

Tower Hamlet’s Health & Wellbeing Strategy identifies 3x user groups:
1. Children and families

2. Young adults
3. Middle-aged and older people

Are these groups an accurate reflection of the community in Tower Hamlets Central Area? 
Who are we missing?

During the Design Cities module we will expect students to have identified community 
groups, facilities and spaces where these user groups come together. In conversation with 

these user groups, we will ask the students to undertake 3x quick exercises
which help to capture community need and aspirations.

‘Networks’ of Wellbeing‘Places’ of Wellbeing ‘Spaces’ of Wellbeing

PART 2
Weeks 5-14 (Jan/Feb/Mar)

TIMELINE



Weeks 1-4 (Nov/Dec)

HOUSING TODAY
Where do we live?

DEFINING WELLBEING
Who are we? And what do we need?

‘SPACES’ of Wellbeing‘NETWORKS’ of Wellbeing‘PLACES’ of Wellbeing




