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Introduction
In this booklet, the topic of ‘community well-being’ is introduced. In recent years, interest in
the relationship between design and human well-being has grown. However, emphasis here is
on developing methods to design for individual well-being. As designers, we asked ourselves
whether it would be possible to design for the needs of a community:
“How to design for community well-being?”
Our society is in transition and communities play an increasingly important role. Due to the
economical crisis and new governmental policies, we become more and more dependent
on our direct living environment. Citizens will have to contribute to basic social services for
themselves as well as for those around them. However, it is difficult to look after each other
more in a society that has become rather individualistic: we hardly know our neighbours
nowadays and we have more friends on Facebook than in ‘real life’. Especially in urban areas,
loneliness is rising and communual life is poor. Therefore we wanted to explore ways to create
and support local communities and discover how designers can contribute to this development.
A community could be understood as a collection of individual users, and likewise, community
well-being as the sum of well-being of all individual members. In this project however, we
approached a community as an entity: a network of connected members. This required an
exploration of the phenomenon ‘community’ and corresponding community needs that, when
applied, can become the starting point of a design process.
This booklet introduces our framework of community needs and a definition of ‘community wellbeing’ based on this framework. Next, the framework is exemplified by means of a design case
with the urban community ‘Stadsdorp Nieuwmarkt’.
We welcome designers and other interested people to use our framework and share their
experiences with us. It is our ambition to extend this publication with more design in the future.
Enjoy!
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What is a community?
A community is a group of people with one or more characteristic(s) in common, which can be
a geographically defined, interest-based, or both at the same time. In order to explain how a
community functions a metaphor of the human body is used.
In the human body various organs perform different functions similar to the different members
of a community. In order to function as a whole, the organs need to be connected to one
another by means of nerves and blood vessels. Likewise, a community needs a certain
structure to enable its members to interact with one another. Each separate organ, or member,
could be replaced within this structure, as long as its function is continued. The structure of
a community is often not regular but consists of several subgroups of people who are less or
more related to one another (as showed in the cover image).
Whereas the skin marks the difference between inside and outside the human body, a certain
(physical or symbolical) boundary marks the distinction between the inside and outside of
the community. In addition to this, the human body has a certain ‘consciousness’ that can be
compared with the collective ‘purpose’ of a community. This purpose is often a specific activity
or mission that requires collective action, in other words, a raison d’etre. In most communities
the purpose is created in response to its external environment, the context in which the
community operates.
Based on this comparison, the following definition of ‘community’ has been formulated:
“A community is a group of two or more mutually connected people having a
common characteristic and collective purpose that requires collective action.”
A community has four basic characteristics: members, a mutual structure, a collective purpose,
and a boundary. The presence of these characteristics indicates whether a group of people can
be considered a community. This is what we call the basic needs of a community.

Figure 1. Representation of a community’s members, structure, and boundary.
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What is community well-being?
‘Community needs’ have nothing to do with the individual members’ needs but are about the
needs of a community as a whole. In addition to the four basic community needs, explained in
the previous section, subsequent community needs have been identified: a need for identity,
need for efficacy, need for resilience, and need for continuity. In the text box on the next page,
each community need is explained in more detail.
Community well-being can be understood as a community’s ability to meet and maintain these
needs: developing a communal identity, bringing about efficacy, providing resilience during
periods of change, and ensuring continuity of its existence.
“Community well-being is a community’s ability to meet and maintain its
need for identity, efficacy, resilience, and continuity.”
The figure below shows a hierarchical framework of community needs. The framework is
comparable with Maslow’s hierarchy of human needs. Whereas Maslow’s hierarchy describes
the needs of a healthy person from basic physiological needs towards the need for selfactualization, this framework describes the needs of a healthy community, from existence
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Figure 2. Framework of community needs.
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Community needs

Interpretation of the framework

Need for identity - A community’s
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needs, the framework of community needs

community’s collective vision, customs,

describes different stages a community could
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go through. When the basic community

the achievements and legacy a community

needs are met, the need to develop
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a communal identity comes forward.
Subsequently, the need to bring about

Need for efficacy - If a community is

efficacy emerges, and so on. However, a
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its purpose. Therefore, a community
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requires a certain efficacy in order to

community need.

establish progress. This does not mean
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members that is supported by an
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outer shell of followers who are not so
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connected but ensure a critical mass.

identity again.
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community well-being.
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Figure 3. Community needs are dynamic.
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COMMUNITY WELL-BEING

to respond to new situations, it may cease

Design for community well-being
We now have a definition of ‘community’ and ‘community well-being’. The next question is how
to design for community well-being? This requires a whole different approach then designing for
(groups of) individual users and fulfilling personal needs, like most designers are used to.
Communities can be considered as autonomous entities with dynamic needs. Fulfilling these
needs requires an internal process in which the designer plays a facilitating role. However, the
needs of the individual community members should not be forgotten in the design process
since they play an important role in the development and adoption of the outcome. Therefore,
we would like to propose designing for communities as design with communities.
“Design for community well-being is a bottom-up process that requires close 		
involvement of community members. The designer has a facilitating role so
that the community does not become dependent on the design, or designer.
Besides focussing on the fulfilment of community needs, the designer should
also take individual members’ needs into account.”
Custom solutions - It is important to realize that every community is unique, so designing
for communities asks for tailor-made solutions that are flexible to a community’s dynamics.
The framework of community needs helps to gain insight in the present state of a particular
community, and which needs could be fulfilled with a design intervention to enhance the
community’s well-being. For example, reinforcing a community’s identity; stimulating efficacy;
increasing resilience; and promoting continuity.
Co-creation - Involving community members in the design process has multiple advantages.
First, the process of co-design reinforces mutual connectedness amongst members and
thereby enhances a community’s structure. Second, a solution that emerges from within a
community will fit well with the needs and wishes of its members. And third, the process of
co-creation stimulates a sense of ownership over the outcome, which increases willingness to
accept (and use) the product or service.
Bottom-up - A bottom-up approach enables the creation of tailor-made solutions that come
from within a community. This requires engagement of the designer with the community, and of
the community members in the design process. It is important to take a community’s autonomy
into account since the community should not become dependent on the design, or designer. A
bottom-up approach makes use of the skills and strengths within a community, and gives the
community (members) the possibility to continue the outcome independently.
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Design case 1: Stadsdorp story
The target group of this design case is the urban community ‘Stadsdorp Nieuwmarkt’. Stadsdorp
Nieuwmarkt was founded in December 2012 by residents of the Nieuwmarkt neighbourhood in
Amsterdam with the aim to form a local social safety net together. One year later, when this design
project started, the community counted almost 300 members. Most of the group consits of seniors,
since they seem to have the most time and willingness to invest in a new social network.

Step 1: Getting to know the community
The first step in the design process was to get to know the community and its members, the
so-called ‘Stadsdorpers’. This was done by interviewing different members about Stadsdorp
Nieuwmarkt, the Nieuwmarkt neighbourhood, and possible other communities or groups they are
involved in. Additionally, collective ‘Stadsdorp gatherings’ were visited and communication tools
were closely examined, such as the community’s website and activity-exchange board. This all
helped to form an understanding of how the community is organised, and wants to organise itself.
An interesting insight was that Stadsdorpers mentioned that they do not want to focus on ‘care’
directly. They rather wanted to undertake fun things together so that taking care of each other
comes as a natural effect by the time it is needed.

Figure 4. Joining a collective Stadsdorp Nieuwmarkt gathering, Februari 2014.

Step 2: Evaluating the community
The next step was evaluating the community by means of the framework of community needs:
To what extend is Stadsdorp Nieuwmarkt a ‘true’ community, and what needs have to be fulfilled
to increase its well-being? This step was done in close collaboration with the community
members since they know the community best.
Together we agreed that there was a lack of solidarity in the community: being one together and
having the feeling that you belong to one another. Solidarity was put forward as a requisite for
creating a social safety net together. The question was however, how to create more solidarity?
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This question was discussed collectively and answered
as follows: “In order to create solidarity, you have to
(get to) know each other, and in order to get to know
each other you have to recognize each other.” The
community’s vision, ‘everyone has something to give’,
was considered an important condition for recognising
a Stadsdorper as it marks the (symbolical) boundary of
Stadsdorp Nieuwmarkt. So, the next step in the design
process was to find ways to emphasize this willingness
to give/contribute.

Step 3: Co-designing concept(s)
The third step was a series of collaborative design
sessions in which we developed and discussed ideas
to make Stadsdorp Nieuwmarkt ‘membership’ more
tangible and recognizable. Developing concepts that
could enhance the well-being of Stadsdorp Nieuwmarkt
from the inside out is quite an abstract task, and
therefore the designer’s role was facilitating the

Figure 5. Co-design session, March 2014.

community members to go through this step by step.
Eventually, we designed ‘Stadsdorp story’ together:
a product-service-system that supports and stimulates
social interaction within the Stadsdorp Nieuwmarkt
community by means of sharing stories. Stadsdorpers
can hang a ‘Stadsdorp label’ on an object or place
around their homes, for example a place with strong
memories attached or a self-made artwork behind the

PERSONAL LABEL
THAT CAN BE
ATTACHED TO AN
OBJECT OR PLACE

window. Each label has a unique number that can be
used to share the corresponding story on an interactive
map on the website of Stadsdorp Nieuwmarkt.
Stadsdorp story becomes a lively portrait of Stadsdorp
Nieuwmarkt that every member can contribute to. The
labels create unity, while at the same time there is room
for individual diversity. Stadsdorpers are encouraged
to share something of their personality, and at the
same time they can get to know each other through the
contributions of others. This way, the concept triggers

WEBSITE WITH AN INTERACTIVE MAP
OF THE NEIGHBOURHOOD
THAT CONTAINS ALL STORIES
Figure 6. The concept of ‘Stadsdorp story’.

communal activity in a bottom-up manner.
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Step 4: Implementing the concept
The final, and perhaps most important step was the implementation of the
co-developed concept. This was preceded by iterations of prototyping
and detailing the design of the ‘Stadsdorp labels’. Also the website was
designed and programmed to make sure it was ready for usage. In several
iterations, feedback moments with Stadsdorpers were organized.
The concept was implemented in two steps. First, participants of
the co-design sessions received a label so they could put it into use
and this way inspire others. Two weeks later, the labels were made
available for the rest of the community.

What was learned?

Figure 7. Design of the

From the project with Stadsdorp Nieuwmarkt we learned that close

‘Stadsdorp label’.

collaboration with the community is extremely important. The designer
should get involved and listen to the wide variety of community members. Next, it is important
to create an open and ‘free’ atmosphere during the sessions to make sure that members feel
comfortable to contribute. This way, the co-design sessions proved to be a valuable means
of community enhancement in itself: during the session a powerful connectedness among the
session participants arose.
The concept of Stadsdorp story triggers communal activity in a bottom-up way, by encouraging
individual actions that contribute to the community as a whole. None of us could have imagined
this concept at the start of the project, or could have developed it on its own. This shows that
it is important to have be persistent and keep faith in the outcome of the collaborative design
sessions, no matter how much iteration it may take.

Figure 8. Pre-launch of Stadsdorp story, May 2014.
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Figure 9. Impression of the ‘Stadsdorp story’ online platform (in Dutch).
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