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Background: the New 

Urbanisms, New Citizens 

research project  

During 2009‐13 researchers from the 

Universities of Warwick, Leicester and 

Northampton completed a major research 

project investigating the experiences, issues 
and needs of young people (aged 9‐16) 

living in new and rapidly‐expanding 

communities in the ‘Milton Keynes / South 

Midlands’ (MKSM) Growth Area. The project 

was funded by the Economic and Social 

Research Council (ESRC). 

  

The project team conducted in-depth 

ethnographic research with 175 young 

people living in four case study communities. 

These communities were chosen to represent 

different models of ‘sustainable’ urban 

development, including: 

  

• a large-scale extension (4500 dwellings) to 

an existing town;  

• a new stand-alone residential village 

development (800 dwellings); 

• a smaller infill development on a 

brownfield site (150 dwellings); 

• an exemplar development showcasing 

sustainable construction, planning and 

design innovations (e.g. photo-voltaic 

panels, wind turbines, sustainable urban 

drainage, exemplar eco-housing) (2000 

dwellings). 

  

This briefing paper summarises our key 

findings and evidence-based 

recommendations relating to the planning, 

design, construction and development of 

eco-friendly design and architecture.  

  

 
(http://newcitizens.wordpress.com/ 

Sustainable design has positive outcomes 
 

Eco-friendly design and architectural features are 

an important source of curiosity, pride and local 

identity for young people living in new communities. 

Prominent eco-friendly design also facilitated young 

people’s learning about environmental issues and 

their wider understanding of sustainability. 

Most young people are eco-friendly… but 

would not like to live in an eco-house 

 

Most young people are very positive about being 

‘eco-friendly’, but some are actually rather 

negative about eco-friendly design and 

architectural features. Many young people would 

not like to live in an exemplar eco-house in the 

future, or even in a property with PV panelling or 

similar technological features. 

 Some young people’s negative feelings about eco-

friendly design and architecture are based upon 

misconceptions and urban myths. For example, 

some young people believe that solar panels 

enable rainwater, burglars or insects to enter houses. 

 Young people’s resistance to eco-friendly design 

reflected strong norms about ‘normal’ lifestyles, and 

how houses and streetscapes ‘should’ look. A 

typical comment was that ‘people would think you 

were weird’ if you lived in a house with eco-friendly 

features. 



 

(http://newcitizens.wordpress.com/ 

Young people are disillusioned by practical 

problems with sustainable design 

 

Delays and malfunctions with sustainable design 

and eco-friendly features can lead to considerable 

wider disillusionment among young people and 

their families. For example, in one community, 

planning and funding issues meant that there were 

delays in the operationalization of a community 

wind turbine. This led some young people to 

become disappointed with the concept of 

sustainable power generation. 

A major issue (highlighted by young people and 

their families) was the recurrence of problems with 

eco-friendly technologies within residents’ homes.  

For example, widespread faults with energy efficient 

boilers prompt considerable dismay, anxiety and 

dissatisfaction with eco-friendly design and 

architectural features. 

 Young people and families identify missed 

opportunities in terms of designing homes to 

facilitate more eco-friendly practices (for example, 

recycling systems built into homes, and the need for 

boiler cupboards/controls to be more user-friendly 

and interactive). 

Young people want to be more 

involved in sustainable planning and 

design 

 

Many young people and families feel that 

they have been provided with little or no 

information on how to use their home, or 

eco-friendly design and architecture 

features in their community. For example, 

some families are aware that they use 

considerably more energy in their ‘energy-

efficient’ homes than in their previous 

property. However, they feel that they lack 

information and resources to address this 

issue. Young people call for more 

information about the sustainable design, 

architecture and technologies in their 

communities.  

 Young people in new communities have a 

wealth of knowledge and ideas about 

which elements of eco-friendly design and 

architecture are (not) working, and how 

these features could be enhanced. 

However, they have typically never had 

opportunity to share this knowledge with 

adult planners, designers, policy-makers, 

Local Authorities or other agencies working 

in their local community.  



General recommendations 

http://newcitizens.wordpress.com/ 

Planners, developers, policy-makers and stakeholders could do more to capitalise on the interest, 

curiosity and ‘buzz’ surrounding eco-friendly forms of design and architecture in new communities. Eco-

friendly features could be the focus for the development of: 

  

 learning resources (e.g. through school visits and lesson plans, or interpretative leaflets and boards); 

 public engagement activities (e.g. through visits to community centres, youth groups, residents’ 

associations); 

 community building projects (e.g. via community environmental or arts projects) that engage 

multigenerational groups in collaborative activities. 

  

Collaborations between planners/developers and local voluntary organisations or education providers 

could facilitate excellent practice along the above lines.  There should be greater capacity for public 

engagement relating to eco-friendly design and architecture. Planners, developers, policy-makers and 

agencies should implement a communication and engagement strategy. This strategy should 

encompass provision of: accessible updates about ongoing issues; information countering common 

misconceptions and urban myths; procedures to attend to residents’ complaints and concerns about 

new technology; feedback about outcomes of engagement activities. 

  

There should be greater capacity for children and young people’s participation in planning, monitoring 

and maintenance of eco-friendly design and architecture features. Children and young people can 

provide important insights about the success, management and maintenance of design, technological 

and architectural features in new communities. There exist examples of consultation with young people 

in this regard: for instance, the New Urbanisms, New Citizens project team supported North 

Northamptonshire’s Joint Planning Unit to consult with primary school pupils to inform the review of a 

major new regional Joint Core Strategy for North Northamptonshire.  

  

  

  If you have queries or comments, you are 

welcome to contact the project’s 

Principal Investigator:  

 

Professor Pia Christensen, School of 

Education,  University of Leeds,  Leeds, LS2 
9JT, United Kingdom. 

Email: P.Christensen@leeds.ac.uk   
Tel: +44 (0)113 3430250 

Images in this document may not be used without the written permission 
of the Principal Investigator. 

You may also be interested in other project briefing papers on: 

large-scale urban extensions, new village developments, smaller 

infill developments, and shared surface road/pavement layouts.  

These can be downloaded from the project website. 

  

Please do get in touch. We would be happy to provide further 

details and data to planners, policy-makers and other stakeholders 

involved in community development.  

  

 


