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By Don Alexander RPP, MCIP 

n December 3rd, 2020, Stanley 
King, an extraordinary architect, 
passed away at the age of 93 . 
While many architects are 

content to design buildings that look good 
on magazine covers or that bring prestige 
to their owners, Stanley was different. He 
tried his hand at designing bank towers 
and malls, but it wasn't satisfying. For his 
corporate clients a project seemed to be 
about making an investment and walking 
away. Meanwhile, thousands of people 
would have to function in those spaces for 
better or worse for years to come. 

Increasingly, Stanley began work
ing with people to co-design the built 
environment which became his lifelong 
passion. It began with his own children 
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losing much-beloved play spaces; he then 
wondered how ordinary citizens could be 
enrolled in planning buildings and the 
spaces between them. This evolved into the 
participatory philosophy of co-design. 

The animating idea behind co-design is 
that actual (or future) residents, to quote 
King, "are the experts in how they choose 
to live." Stanley's approach differs from 
environmental psychologists' work on 
participatory evaluation, where citizens are 
shown different building types and asked 
which ones they like best. In co-design the 
question is less what one would like to see 
there as what one would like to do there. It 
shifts the focus from assessment to creation. 
Many planners are used to encountering 
members of the public in a reactive mode, 

as in the NIMBY syndrome. This is when 
people are asked to comment on a pro
posal that is already fully developed and is 
perceived as a largely done deal. Stanley's 
approach invited people in at the front end 
of a project to use their creative powers. 

In co-design, design professionals work 
with members of the public to imagine 
and sketch future spaces and how they will 
function. The process has a few simple 
rules: speak only for yourself; avoid criticiz
ing; and leave solutions until later in order 
to not foreclose on any possibilities. The 
role of architects in this process is to serve 
as vehicles for the expression of partici
pants' ideas, who are working in smaller 
groups to consider specific sites or time 
slots in the daily life cycle. 

Once a small group has agreed upon 
and signed their names to a drawing, 
the larger group evaluates all drawings 
according to three rankings: 1) we love 
it!; 2) okay idea, but needs more thought; 
and 3) belongs elsewhere. Participants are 
briefed at the outset that the final design 
would also have to take into account other 
considerations, such as financial feasibility. 
Yet often enough the designs are adopted, 
and become a great source of pride as par
ticipants can point to something and say, "I 
helped design that." 

The first application of co-design ideas 
was in Port Hawkesbury, Nova Scotia, 
where Stanley worked with students to 
design a community school. For a time, 
Stanley taught at the Southern Alberta 
Institute ofTechnology (SAIT). Using the 
co-design approach, he and some of his 
students formed a non-profit consulting 
firm that focused on small town, neigh
bourhood, and urban revitalization projects 
primarily in Alberta. This experience led 
to the publication of a book, Co-Design: 
A Process of Design Participation (Van 
Nostrand Reinhold, 1989). Stanley contin
ued to apply the principles in a number of 
settings - in Vancouver for Robson Square, 
False Creek South, the Woodward's site 
in the Downtown East Side, as well a site 
near Tofino where he worked with local 
First Nations to create a new interpreta
tive centre. 

His team's work in with Robson Square 
was chronicled in the National Film 
Board documentary, "Chairs for Lovers."1 



It showcased Stanley with architects and 
artists from a fine arts faculty working 
with elementary and high school stu-
dents to come up with designs for the 
future office complex and public plaza 
that that exists there today. The project 
grew out of a citizens group's opposition 
to a proposed SO-storey tower originally 
planned for the site. It was the teens who 
suggested having an ice rink/dance space, 
and outdoor restaurant - all of which were 
adopted by architect Arthur Erickson in his 
final design. 

Stanley's work on False Creek South 
had a major influence on this location's 
ultimate shape. While Christopher 
Alexander's 'pattern language'2 is often 
credited, Stanley and eight undergraduate 
students worked over a 3-4 month period 
to engage the public to discuss how the 
future neighbourhood should look and, 
more importantly, how it should function. 
At the time the site was, to quote a future 
resident, "just a wasteland of mud and 
abandoned cars." As Daphne Bramham 
noted, "[a]rchitect Stanley King was among 
the first to ... imagine a residential commu
nity with a public market as its centrepiece 
built along the creek's shore on derelict 
industrial land."3 To facilitate the public 
exercise, Stanley executed 94 colour draw
ings of different possibilities, which he and 
his students set up at different locations 
around the city and at a temporary park 
at the future Granville Island to collect 
people's feedback. 

What people wanted surprised the 
team. They chose informal sports and gath
ering places not tennis courts. They opted 
for cycling paths and spaces for festivals, 
music and picnics. And they wished for a 
public market, not a mall. Children were 
also given opportunities to help design 
the future playground near the soon-to
be-built False Creek school. Overall, the 
children's ideas were implemented. An 
'adventure playground,' a popular initiative 
in the 1970s, existed for a while. Here chil
dren were allowed to play with real tools 
and scraps of lumber under adult supervi
sion - a kind of 'maker space' for kids. 

In the 1990s, the City of Vancouver 
inaugurated an innovative neighbourhood 
planning exercise called CityPlan. In 1992, 
Stanley partnered with rwo colleagues 

to conduct 240 co-design workshops as 
part of the process, involving both youth 
and adults in different neighbourhoods 
throughout the city. One of the artists 
he hired as part of the team was Susan 
Chung, a biology teacher. Their collabo
ration turned into an ongoing educational 
project called the "The Social Art of 
Architecture".4 One of its by-products was 
a "Youth Manual for Sustainability," which 
won an award from the BC chapter of the 
Royal Architectural Institute of Canada. 

Stanley remained convinced that 
'non-designers,' whether adults or children, 
have much to contribute, not only to the 
evaluation of buildings and spaces, but in 
terms of design innovations that make pro
jects better than they would be otherwise. 
Furthermore, he remained involved until 
shortly before his death, having conducted 
co-design workshops for the Jericho Lands 
with the Musqueam, Squamish, and Tsleil
Waututh First Nations. ■ 

Concerned 

Don Alexander is a professor in the Master 
of Community Planning program at 
Vancouver Island University. He had the 
good fortune to talk to Stanley extensively 
last fall and has been given assistance 
by his widow, Margaret, since then . 
This article is dedicated to her. 

1 "Chairs for Lovers, " directed by Barrie Howells, 
National Film Board, 1973. https://www.nfb.ca/ 
film/chairs_for_lovers 

21n brief, Alexander's idea is that there are 
253 timeless 'patterns' of building, stretching 
from the microscopic, as with window-seats 
in houses, all the way up to how regions are 
configured . See Alexander, C., S. lshakawa, and 
M . Silverstein. 1977. A Pattern Language: Towns, 
Building, Construction. Oxford, UK: Oxford 
University Press. 

' Bramham, D. " False Creek South: It's near 
perfect and it's mine." Vancouver Sun, 17 
September, 2011. 
4see http://youthmanual.blogspot.com 

about not getting 
enough survey 
responses? 
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