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Put 'design’ into its context: we - that is:
you, me, and everyone else - are always
situated in an environment, always.
Sometimes this environment is natural,
meaning it is the environment that "nature”
provides. Other times this environment is
the environment that ‘'we’ have made
— in this case, the ‘'we’ means that the
environment is a human construction.
As humans, we are always designing
environments---all of us, and all of the
time.

Of course this contextual framework is not
quite as black and white as it appears —
since sometimes the natural environment
is one that ‘'we’ have designed and
constructed, as in the case of many of the
modern urban parks. Nevertheless, by
clarifying these distinctions we can begin
to see how we can approach ‘design’
from a perspective that gives us much
greater leverage as designers.

For example, imagine a "design
project’ . If you are a designer, think
about one that you are currently working
on. If you are not a designer, think about
the room that you are now sitting in. What
were the compelling thoughts that gave
this design its signature? Was it based on
a shape or form that made it memorable?
Was it a bold use of color, or perhaps
an approach to functional efficiency
— like in the design of a ultra-modern
supermarket? Does the design become
memorable because of its sensitivity to
our planetary resources, and the range
of design decisions that follow this line of
thought?

The activity of designing requires making
decisions. The simplest of design projects
is made up of an enormous constellation
of decisions that give shape and character
to the environment. And when we
consider the environment, it is important
to remember that the environment is
so much more than the physical or built
environment. In fact, it is both the physical
and the social environments — together,
as one - that make the places that we
experience our lives in.

Given this framework for understanding
‘design of the environment’ , a

question to consider is — why wouldn” t
all designers have their most compelling
thought be that of wanting to create a
place that supports the highest degrees
of human flourishing — irrespective of
whether the place was for personal living,
work, learning, healthcare, retail, or even
as a landscape or urban design? If we
could design anything, why wouldn’ t
we be designing places that enable
ourselves, our families,our colleagues,
and our extended relations to be living
the best possible lives that they could
possibly imagine?

The simple answer to this question, is:
"because most designers never actually
think about this” .

Dr. Wayne Ruga, a US-based architect
working globally, has been thinking about
this for more than 40 years.Eight years
ago, he developed a research-based
learning process that enables designers
to accomplish this.During this eight-
year period, he has engaged a group
of 14 individuals and their respective
organizations in five countries, to apply
this new learning process to those
environments that they are responsible
for and to measure the results.

Dr.Ruga’ s accountability is determined by two
very different dimensions of outcomes
by these collaborators. First, the
improvements that the collaborators make
must be both systemic and sustainable.
The systemic improvements must be
significant changes to the status quo,
such as a completely new pattern — not
just mere increments of improvement.
The sustainable accountability means
that the actual improvements must
progressively improve over time. This
means that — rather than just making an
improvement — the actual improvement
must improve, and improve, and continue
to improve.

The second dimension of Dr. Ruga” s
accountability is for the collaborators to
learn how to make these improvements
consistently, reliably, and predictably in
their personal lives, organizational and
professional work, and in their community
engagements. The learning process has

22 elements, or ‘themes’ , and these
are learned through actual application
in real-world situations as ‘practice’ .
Learning how to design the environment
— the integrally unified physical and social
environment — in this manner, requires
a completely new mindset to making the
multitude of decisions that such an activity
entails. In fact, this new design activity
is characterized as "actively exercising
health design leadership to cultivate a
more generative space to create a place
to flourish”™ .

This approach puts the emphasis on
creating “a place to flourish” . The activity
to accomplish this is described as “actively
exercising health design leadership” .
Clearly, this activity requires active
leadership by each of its practitioners.
Finally, the goal of the leadership activity is
to ‘cultivate a more generative space’ .
It is precisely the cultivation of this "more
generative space’ that designs a very
new and different kind of environment that
actually becomes ‘a place to flourish™ .
The actual application of this approach,
by Dr. Ruga“ s collaborators, is providing
documented evidence of the many
benefits that this new approach offers.
The following examples are actual projects
that have been designed by several of Dr.
Ruga’“ s collaborators.

This discussion has presented the "what’
and ‘why’ of designing environments
that enable human flourishing.The
actual "how" of accomplishing this is a
discussion that requires more extensive
engagement than such an introductory
article could allow. For additional
information about this new approach
to designing environments, visit www.
thecaritasproject.info/leadingbydesign,
and also visit www.aplacetoflourish.net for
information about an annual design award
program called the "Generative Space
Award " .
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