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Introduction

Here are some opening thoughts which I hope will be of use for the initial debate to guide the research project ‘Innovation in Construction, the Design of our Built Environment’ as framed by APDIG and help focus the Steering Group.  I have based my response on the following documents:
· APDIG Parliamentary Inquiry: Innovation in Construction, the Design of our Built Environment (Document 1)

· Summary of the APDIG Innovation in Construction Dinner, 01 March 2010 (Document 2)

…and, on my experience as a sustainable design facilitator, consultant, educator, writer and activist over the last 12 years, with particular reference to the building products, systems and model buildings I have included in the three editions of The Eco-design Handbook (2002, 2005, 2009, Thames & Hudson).

I understand the key question, framed at present by the aforementioned documents, is:

‘How can we embed better and more innovative product design in the construction of our built environment? 

With a sub question:

‘How do we achieve ‘wise standardisation’?’

My initial thoughts
Document 1 above requires that the Steering Group ‘help frame the key areas of research and identify relevant stakeholder groups, witnesses, existing research and/or appropriate case studies’.  The construction industry is a series of inter-related complex cultures with many actors and stakeholders, and it is influenced by government, producers, developers, specifiers, suppliers, consumers and others, so I think that there are additional areas of study that could, or need to, be usefully included.  For example (in no particular order of preference), identify:

· Who are the key actors in the stakeholder groups?
· Where do stakeholder groups sit upstream or downstream of the ‘product/service/Product-Service-System (PSS) and what influence they bring to decision making in the construction industry’?
· What are the key drivers affecting the construction industry from the perspective of the different stakeholder groups? – and an analysis of the differences and synergies.

· What are the key needs of the different stakeholder groups? – and an analysis of the differences and synergies

· What are the key attitudes of the different stakeholder groups? – and an analysis of the differences and synergies.  Attitudes significantly affect motivation and the potential for positive change.
· What is holding back innovation in product/service/PSS design in the construction industry, i.e. what are the barriers to innovation?

· Where is innovation moving ahead rapidly, and why?

· Where are the examples of best practice in the conception, design, production, distribution, installation and operation and end-of-life options for products/services/PSS that deliver high quality, reliability, durability, repairability, improved energy efficiency, value for money, positive social impacts and reduced environmental impacts.
· How do existing contractual systems constrain or reward innovation and better ‘product’ quality?
· What is regarded as best practice in the UK, EU, USA, emerging nations and Rest of the World for products/services/PSS for the low-carbon economy and how is this encouraged by governments, the construction industry and other stakeholders?
· How can different sectors in the construction industry work together (co-conceive, co-create, co-design, co-produce, co-distribute, co-sell, co-service) to exploit existing, new or emerging markets? Are some sectors already doing this?  How is IP being shared and exploited?  [This information might be revealed from the analysis of drivers, needs and attitudes of the stakeholders].

· How do existing low-carbon policies (UK, EU, other) currently encourage/prevent action, generate positive outcomes for some sectors and negative ones for others, or have no effect on the modus operandi of the construction industry.

· Is there a super-driver, such as the low-carbon agenda in the EU, which can provide a stimulus for a real step change in the construction industry?

· How can the construction industry learn from other successful industries about ‘quality product design’ e.g. electronics, cars, furniture?

Reviewing the frame of reference?

In making this list and referring to the opening ‘brief’, the project suddenly seems rather expansive and ambitious.  So I wonder if the original frame of reference needs re-examining – it was based upon the premise that ‘the ‘bits and pieces of construction’ have not kept pace with the wider technological and design developments’.  This doesn’t ring true for certain sectors in the construction industry – for instance, energy efficient appliances/systems, renewable energy systems, and lighting systems are rapidly evolving.  So, might it be better to look at a ‘recalcitrant sector and an innovative sector’, to learn if there are systemic ways of changing behaviour and outputs from the recalcitrant sector? 
The ‘low-carbon agenda’

Might it also prove beneficial if the project is framed with reference to other existing UK (and EU) policies that are already affecting the construction industry e.g. the low-carbon agenda with its emergence of new (sustainable) building codes?  The low-carbon agenda is also about future-proofing the industry, the government and the consumer because it simultaneously improves our energy security and reduces our energy demands.

So the research project could focus on joined-up solutions to reducing the 70% of our carbon footprint that is generated by heating and cooling our homes and could take a two pronged attack – on retrofitting existing homes and on (re)designing new homes.  This would significantly contribute to bringing down the current contribution of the domestic sector in the UK to the carbon footprint for the built environment (currently homes contribute 40% of the UK carbon footprint).

‘Wise standardisation’

On the issue raised around ‘wise standardisation’ this is an interesting phrase indicating the real need to standardise products/fittings for public buildings (such as schools, hospitals), and to meet new standards as represented by the UK Sustainable Code for Homes (and similar standards overseas, such as LEED in the USA – which need to be met by UK manufacturers looking at export markets).  However, in other industry sectors for manufactured goods the trend is away from over standardising products and has moved towards design that enables ‘personalisation’, ‘customisation’ and that is informed by ‘user-driven innovation (UDI).  Clearly the ‘wise’ standards need to address a wide basket of criteria to meet UK government policies on sustainable development and existing construction industry standards for quality and compliance, but they also need to look at design trends in other industry sectors.
There are many existing ‘wise standards’ that set best practice for the environmental performance of products/services/PSS e.g. national and international eco-labels; EU energy label; EU CO2 emissions labelling; FSC/PEFC certification schemes; national and international British Standards (BS), International Standards Organisation (ISO) and many more.  Perhaps the construction industry has a particular need for ‘wise standards’ to fully embrace ‘life-cycle responsibility’ and ‘whole-life-cycles’ to include embodied energy per lifespan year, durability, end-of-life return to manufacturer for recycling/re-use/disposal, ease of maintenance/upgrade, and so on.  We also need ‘wise standards’ to ensure that products/services/PSS are not produced using exploited labour.  ‘Wise standards’ could also embrace ‘fair trading’ and other ideas of found in equitable supply chains.
‘Co-innovation’ or innovating together
A significant trend across the global ‘design-led’ brands is to encourage ‘user-driven innovation’ (UDI), co-creation and co-design to help solve today’s complex business and societal problems.  Customers are no longer seen as recipients of products at the end of a long supply chain, but are seen as participants whose experience is vital to encouraging innovation from concept realisation to prototype testing in order to deliver quality products and experiences.  Perhaps the frame of reference for the research project needs to examine whether the typical everyday design practices in the construction industry are lagging behind those applied to other industrial sectors, and ask, how could this change?  Perhaps the culture of design within the construction industry is significantly different within its various sub-sectors?  Lessons can be learnt form this and knowledge transferred from an innovative sub-sector to a recalcitrant sector.
Exemplars

I see these as being ‘case studies’ that are genuinely innovative, that offer step-changes in the way we design and produce the ‘components’ for the construction industry, and that embed new models of enterprise that deal with the double whammy of ‘financial recession’ and ‘climate change’.  These exemplars have the potential to be ‘agents of creative destruction’ (Schumpter’s famous phrase from the 1930s that indicates that very innovative solutions replace the old solutions completely) that re-constitute a viable and sustainable economy and society.  Finding and communicating these exemplars could be a very important influence on changing policy and behaviour.

-ends-
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