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The current Covid-19 pandemic has underlined the importance of urban public spaces in 
achieving health and social well-being (Dobson, 2021; Poortinga et al., 2021), prompting 
policymakers and urban planners to rethink their approach to the design of these spaces. They 
now propagate adapting urban public spaces more directly to human needs (Suurenbroek et al., 
2019), often at a neighbourhood level, while also embracing a more-than-human perspective that 
includes the well-being of the natural ecosystem at large (Maller, 2020; Houston et al., 2018). 
The latter becomes imperative as other shocks and stressors, such as climate change and 
biodiversity loss, are impending, straining urban spaces and their residents to show resilience in 
times of complex challenges. “Learning from Covid-19”, a need emerged for new design 
approaches for public spaces, contributing both to social and ecological resilience. 
 
This paper presents results from the research project "From Prevention to Resilience". It moves 
beyond merely responding to the pandemic by designing social and physical barriers in public 
space to prevent the virus from spreading. Instead, it seizes the opportunity to explore how an 
integrated design approach to public space could contribute to social and ecological resilience 
(Boon et al., 2021). The project, funded by the Dutch organization for health research and care 
innovation, is a collaboration between the chairs of Spatial Urban Transformation and Civic 
Interaction Design (AUAS) and an international partner consortium.  
 
This paper builds on our compiled database of design strategies addressing the Covid-crisis, 
expert sessions with a Community of Practitioners, and interviews with Dutch spatial design 
firms and municipalities. It first introduces a "Design Framework for Neighbourhood Resilience" 
and its core concepts. Next, it validates this framework through a research-by-design approach. 
Spatial and social design agencies applied the framework in real-life design cases in Amsterdam 
and allowed for its empirical grounding and practice-based development. Ultimately, the paper 
defines a design framework that builds resilience for the well-being of all urban inhabitants and 
initiates a dialogue between disciplines to address resilience integrally when designing public 
spaces and forms of civic engagement. 
 
Keywords: Design Framework, Social Resilience, Ecological Resilience, Other-than-human 
Residents, Well-being, Covid-19 Pandemic 
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From Prevention to Resilience

Source: Graeme MacKay’s Editorial Cartoon Archive Source: evrensel.net, photo by DHA

• Project started in response to the pandemic

• How can we see preventive measures as 
opportunities for building urban resilience?



Source: Graeme MacKay’s Editorial Cartoon Archive

How can urban design 
help in anticipating 
or responding to the 
impacts of such crises? 



Learning from the pandemic

Photos at the courtesy of Ada Kotynska and Lukasz 
Kotynski. Photographer: Adriana Kotynska

Source: Project for Public Spaces

• Resilient responses from local 
networks

• Value of existing local networks 
(Boonstra et al. 2021)

• Escaping isolation

• Moving activities to outdoor areas

LOCAL NETWORKS URBAN GREEN 
SPACES



NEIGHBOURHOOD

as important spatial 
and social unit



(considering lessons learnt from the pandemic and 
anticipating climate change and biodiversity loss) 

How can spatial designers contribute 
to neighbourhood resilience?



Design Framework for 
Neighbourhood resilience

Goal: Outline a program of possibilities for urban designers 
to promote resilience in urban neighbourhoods



Integral 
Solutions

HUMAN 
COMMUNITIES

OTHER-THAN HUMAN 
COMMUNITIES

Design Framework for 
Neighbourhood resilience

Goal: Outline a program of possibilities for urban designers 
to promote resilience in urban neighbourhoods

(i.e. biotic other-than-humans: 
flora and fauna)

(i.e. local residents and 
businesses)



Why consider 
other-than-human communities?

INTERCONNECTED

• Shifting away from a human 
centric perspective (Maller, 2021)

• Cities as ecosystems with 
interdependencies where social 
and ecological are entangled

• Consider other-than-humans 
as worthy of consideration 
and care in their own right

• Humans rely on ecosystem 
services created by other-than-
humans

• Integrally addressing climate 
change and biodiversity loss

PRAGMATICINCLUSIVE

Source: bbc.co.uk Source: cnu.org /SFgateSource: aed-sicad.de



• The Routledge Handbook of Urban Resilience (Burayidi et al. 2019)

• City resilience framework. The Rockefeller Foundation and ARUP

• Sustainability and panarchies (Gunerson et al. 2002)

• Vitaliteit van buurten en maatschappelijke veerkracht. Den Haag: 
Kwaliteitsinstituut Nederlands Gemeenten (Gremmen, 2016) 

• Resilience by design (Lee, 2016)

• Resilience as the ability of a system to cope, adapt or transform in 
the face of shocks and stressors (e.g., Béné et al. 2012)

• Cities being recognized as ecosystems in and of themselves, 
providing habitat to various species (e.g. Reumer 2014; Maller 2021)

• First Guide to Nature Inclusive Design (Stiphout, 2019)

• Making Urban Nature (Vink et al. 2018)

Literature on 
(social, urban, ecological) resilience



Design research

• Social and community resilience

• Ecosystem resilience FRAMEWORK

Boon et al. (2021). Generating and disseminating intermediate-level knowledge 
on multiple levels of abstraction: An exploratory case in media architecture.

creative 
process

3 levels of abstraction
inform practical design strategies

inform qualities

LITERATURE

DESIGN 
EXAMPLES 1.  Aspects of resilience

2.  Design strategies
3.  Design examples



HUMAN 
COMMUNITIES

OTHER-THAN HUMAN 
COMMUNITIES

AGENCY

CONNECTION

DIVERSITY

RHYTHM

ABILITIES

... ...
...



...

...express a level of agency. 
Residents need to be able to act in line with their shared needs and interests.

...build and maintain relevant connections. 
Residents need to be able to encounter one another to form a community.

...communities in which a diversity of residents can contribute in their particular ways.  Residents 
need to find their niches in which these contributions can be made.

...allows residents to take part in rhythms, which offer continuity in the relations and their shared 
efforts. Residents need to create these rhythms or synchronize with ones already present. 

...relies on the abilities of residents to contribute to their community. Residents can use these 
abilities as resources for anticipating and responding to shocks and stressors.



• Qualities intended as practical 
directions designers can work with

• Qualities bridge human and  
other-than-human perspectives 
and stimulate finding synergies

• Thereby invite professionals from 
diverse fields of expertise

• Not inherently good or bad,   
a matter of degree

• An open thinking model to address 
neighbourhood resilience

HUMAN 
COMMUNITIES

OTHER-THAN HUMAN 
COMMUNITIES

...



Façade gardens (Geveltuinen)

Source: rotterdamsweerwoord.nl Source: grootsneek.nl

• Narrow garden strips directly 
in front of façades

• Municipalities allow them
• Residents organise 

themselves to green up their 
neighbourhood



• Residents are allowed to shape a piece of 
public space in front of their homes

• Creating own façade gardens fosters    
a sense of ownership for the street

• Provide a shared goal and a platform to share 
interests

• Shared experiences build connections    
and create the foundation for local networks

• Form ecological stepping stones or 
neighbourhood level ecological corridors

• Allows encountering other residents they 
depend on,  to migrate, forage, reproduce 

• Planting the right species to contribute 
to biodiverse urban ecosystem  
(species diversity, genetic diversity)

• Response diversity, ecological redundancy

Façade gardens (Geveltuinen)

AGENCY

CONNECTION

DIVERSITY



Design research: evaluating the framework 
through empirical design cases

UNStudio
Founded in 1988 by Ben van Berkel and Caroline Bos, UNStudio is an international 
architectural design network with four full service international offices in Amsterdam, 
Hong Kong, Shanghai, and Frankfurt am Main. We specialize in architecture, interior 
design, product design, sustainability, technology, mobility, climate design, design 
technologies, health design, forecasting, urban development, and infrastructure.

UNSx 
UNSx is UNStudio’s experience design team, creates physical and digital expe-
riences through innovative and interdisciplinary people- and planet-centered 
solutions. Implementing and ex-perimenting with new methodologies, technolo-
gies, processes, and materials into our design process is an intrinsic part of our 
approach. Our multidisciplinary team enables us to design solutions that connect 
people and planet, as well as physical and digital realms. 

Project Contact:
Filippo Lodi

f.lodi@unstudio.com
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Stadhouderskade 113
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PO Box 75381

1070 AJ Amsterdam

The Netherlands

• Design agencies used the 
framework when addressing 
real life design challenges

3 REAL LIFE 
DESIGN CASES

CO-DESIGN 
RESEARCH



Download the Framework
resilientpublicspaces.nl

Reach out with questions or insights!
Contact: Sába Schramkó
s.k.schramko@hva.nl

Preliminary insights
1.   Central qualities resonate with experts from 

diverse professional backgrounds and the 
framework feels complete 

2.  Social issues are seen as too big and are 
prioritized

3.  The framework calls for a new design expertise
4.  Key question:         

What does designing for other-than-humans 
add to the existing urban planning discourse on 
nature-based solutions?





Agency

Neighborhood resilience requires its residents to express a level of agency. 
Residents need to be able to act in line with their shared needs and interests. 

• Appropriate elements of public space

• Feel a sense of ownership

• Have a say in local developments

• Showing leadership

• Able to settle in a neighbourhood

• Perform their particular behaviours

• Receive appropriate forms of care

• Be represented in local developments



Connection

Neighborhood resilience requires residents to build and maintain relevant connections. 
Residents need to be able to encounter one another to form a community. 

• Access to places & activities for 
encounter

• Shared goals and interests

• Sense of belonging

• Basis for collective action

• Able to migrate

• Encounter other residents that they 
depend on 

• Exchange and communicate

• Relevant connections



Diversity

A resilient neighborhood requires communities in which a diversity of residents can contribute 
in their particular ways.  Residents need to find their niches in which these contributions can be made. 

• Open & inclusive mindset

• Feel welcome (age / culture / … )

• Diverse views and contributions

• Varied set of possible responses 
to shocks / stressors

• Forming a biodiverse ecosystem 
(species diversity)

• Forming a genetically diverse 
population

• Response diversity & ecological 
redundancy



Rhythm
A resilient neighborhood allows its residents to take part in rhythms , which offer 

continuity in the relations that they build and in their shared efforts. Residents need to create 
these rhythms or synchronize with those that are already present. 

• Daily, weekly, monthly, yearly

• Strengthening and maintaining  
connections

• Stable basis for collective action

• Long-term efforts

• Able to follow seasonal rhythms

• Acts of foraging, migration,  
reproduction, without rhythms being 
disturbed

• Equipped to deal with urban rhythms



Abilities
A resilient neighborhood relies on the abilities that residents can contribute to 

their community. Residents can use these abilities as important resources for anticipating 
and responding to shocks and stressors that their community is facing.

• Existing skills & knowledge 

• Building new skills & knowledge

• Matching these to relevant 
situations / efforts

• Adapt and thrive in urban setting

• Abilities that serve the community

• Select / attract species according 
to relevant abilities


