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Once upon a time a famous scholar was invited 
to a seminar of a different discipline and started the 
lecture with this story: a young man comes back home 
at night, after an evening of revelry, tipsy, or let me 
say, almost drunk. He lost his keys in front of the door 
and looks for them. But not where he lost them, but 
indeed on the other side of the street, under the street 
lamp. Suddenly the beautiful neighbour next door 
arrives. “What are you doing?”, she asks worried, “I 
lost the keys over there, just in front of my door”, he 
explains. “So why do you look for them in another 
place?”, dubiously. “I can look for them only where the 
light is” he replies.2

We do not know if the man ever got back home, if 
he waited until the dawn or if they find a better solu-
tion for the night, but this research is trying a differ-
ent path: instead of looking for the keys where they 
are not, it chooses to face the dark and tries to find 
the keys of a trans-disciplinary issue on the border 
line between architecture and economy under the dim 
light of a glass moon. 

Of course this approach is risky. As it already hap-
pened with the draft version of this research, a curious 

0.1 Forewords: in a rambling puzzle of 
conscious and unconscious actions.1

1. I owe this definition of 
the built environment that 
surrounds us all to Joseph 
Rykwert’s book The seduction 
of Place. The History ad 
Future of the City, Pantheon, 
NYC, 2000, italian edition La 
seduzione del luogo. Storia 
e futuro della città. Einaudi, 
Torino, 2003 

2. I owe this story to professor 
Gianfranco Guaragna and 
to the always interesting 
conversations with him.
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reader will find it hard to classify the field of research. 
Architecture scholars, architects and student of archi-
tecture will find themselves confronting with examples 
they know, but analysed with tools that they are not 
used to. At the same time economics scholars or stu-
dents will find it strange to confront with the features 
of a discipline that doesn’t like to be analysed with 
the traditional disciplinary tools and will probably will 
not be completely satisfied with the used methods. But 
both of them, as it already happened,  will find inter-
esting insights on both disciplines and a cross border 
fertilization able to produce deep outcomes on our 
understanding of how the built environment around 
us is made and affects our lives. The curious reader 
will hopefully get to the end of it, after understanding 
the presented topics, even more curious than before.

0.2 The city is a collective artwork

According to Joseph Rijkwert3 the city is an inten-
tional artefact, an human construction. To understand 
it and be able to work with it, we must consider it 

3. Joseph Rykwert, The 
seduction of Place. The History 
ad Future of the City, Pantheon, 
NYC, 2000, italian edition La 
seduzione del luogo. Storia 
e futuro della città. Einaudi, 
Torino, 2003 
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as a constellation of artefacts wanted, designed and 
made by men. Artefacts that represent, embody or 
mediate  individual and collective ambitions, feel-
ings and expectations. They convey a metaphoric and 
symbolic desire and, at the same time, are consciously 
manipulated by individuals representing authorities 
or powers (politicians, developers, real estate CEO, 
bankers, citizens’ associations, urban planners, archi-
tects, etc...). Evidence and main token of this process 
is the physical structure of the city: Manhattan’s sky-
line and skyscrapers for instance not only express and 
embody the power and success of their builders, but 
they gather the energy and initiative spirit that fed the 
American dream4.

Each city is a collective production and, at the 
same time, an aggregate of individual, financial, social 
and societal decisions. The city’s appearance and the 
way it works are neither totally imposed by economi-
cal and political directives given from above, nor they 
are completely determined from below or by obscure 
forces impossible to identify and control. Appar-
ently impersonal historical and economical forces 
have always been the organic outcome of individual 
choices. They can be represented as the resulting vec-
tor of the action taken by an undefined number of 
forces moving in different directions: any variation of 

4. Joseph Rykwert, The 
seduction of Place. The History 
ad Future of the City, Pantheon, 
NYC, 2000, italian edition La 
seduzione del luogo. Storia 
e futuro della città. Einaudi, 
Torino, 2003
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Marco Schmid, Loneliness, ink 
on paper, image courtesy of 
Marco Schmid
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their alignment produces a deviation (although as rel-
evant as its force is) in the vector’s trajectory.

Even if no city will ever be exactly how we desire 
it, nevertheless the way it appears , the way it works 
and the way we can or cannot live it are determined 
by people like you and me: no matter how small and 
irrelevant our actions can appear – adding a fence to 
my garden or choosing what to vote on the administra-
tive level – all of them add up to the mosaic of forces 
that compose the physical form of the city. What can 
seem to be  an impersonal force is often a vector like 
those described above, the outcome of all of our deci-
sions: its trajectory and its impact point are inevitably 
modified, even imperceptibly, by our daily activities.

The places of our cities are made of buildings, 
streets and parks, commissioned and chosen by indi-
viduals to whom has been recognized a certain degree 
of authority. Authority can come from the popu-
lar vote, professional prestige, or from the ability to 
buy it. This means, that all these individuals can be 
approached and can be influenced. To shape our cities 
and make them our own expression it’s necessary the 
constant participation to the community and a con-
stant involvement. 

The intentions of whom manipulate the urban tex-
ture – developers, administrators, politicians – even 
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when they look rational and premeditated, they reveal 
themselves often obscure, sometimes even  whimsical: 
a shrewd, equilibrated and rational revenue expecta-
tion can be balanced by the less economically rational 
desires to acquire status and prestige, at the same time 
tempered by social responsibility sense and maybe by a 
genuine and disinterested generosity. At the same time 
it is known that even the more meticulously weighted 
actions can reveal to trigger unexpected outcomes.

Each of us has a certain space of freedom to confront 
our own reasons with the others – and is thus free to act 
in a certain way, but even to act differently. Is because 
of  these reasons that irrationality and judgement errors 
are inevitable factors in the history of urban develop-
ment: financial events, industrial economy transforma-
tions and, in a more explicit way, the stock exchange 
commerce can affect in an unpredictable way out living 
environment. Despite the far-sightedness or the absurd-
ity of the outlook, the consequences of any action can 
correspond or not to the desires and the expectations, 
but can also drive to completely different direction from 
what could have been presumed by anyone.

To understand the physical structure of the city in 
its tri-dimensional dynamism, it is necessary to under-
stand how the human experience transforms the built 
form into images people can identify with.
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The success of a city cannot be measured in terms 
of financial growth only or according of the market 
shares it was able to gain, neither it can be according 
to the role it assumed within the globalization process. 
It depends indeed on the intrinsic force of its urban 
texture and on the power of this texture to let the 
social forces shape the life of their inhabitants. 

A city cannot be completely passive: there is a 
constant interaction between society and urban tex-
ture. We can’t affect on our cities without interven-
ing on the related society and the other way around. 
Every change in the former implies a change in the 
latter. The urban texture and the generated image are 
a desired outcome, although as fitting or unsatisfying 
as they can be. 

The built environment cannot be reduced to a 
simple sum of functional and aesthetic features, but 
has to be considered a representation – and therefore 
even an evaluation – of the values of a society and its 
functioning system. The metaphoric force of the city is 
its social representation.

In spite of aesthetics, and even of design qual-
ity, the metaphor can constitute the argument for a 

0.3 Design and metaphors
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rational discussion. Representation refers to reflec-
tion, to the intention and, in this contest, to a design: 
a project.

The metaphoric faculty is a fundamental feature of 
our way to inhabit the world: if the metaphors works 
so perfectly in the language is exactly because they are 
part of our inborn conceptual heritage. Only the meta-
phor can provide us the keys of our transaction with 
the built environment. 

According to Joseph Rijkwert5 it is architecture’s 
duty, and to a certain extent even of the other arts, 
engaging and involving this faculty. Not all creations 
are able to achieve it with equal mastery, but it’s right 
when the popular interpretation and understanding 
of a building coincide with the metaphorical desire of 
its creator that the architect really achieved it’s goal. 
Neglecting or complicating this form of metaphorical 
interpretation means reducing into the popular imagi-
nation the discredit reserved for developers and pro-
fessional designers.

The main duty of the architect, its true art, con-
sists in “shaping” the way the building and the the city 
work. Often making it work is not that difficult, but 
the secret of the knowledge and ability of the architect 
is to infuse this functioning with a readable shape and 
being able to manipulate and control the metaphorical 

5. Ibidem
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intensity of these shapes, thus to make the spectator 
able to recuperate part of the resource that the artist 
or architect invested in it.
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Architecture has a great impact on our life defin-
ing and affecting the environment around us. The 
design of the office building where we work1, the 
urban layout of the neighbourhood where we come 
back afterwards2, the project of the spaces inside our 
house and the view we have from it, the landscape 
design3 of the park where our kids run on Sundays 
can make us free to act and move or neglect it, inspire 
us4 or oppress us5, influence our mood, stimulate our 
sense of belonging or not. 

On a wider perspective the design of the city, its 
land policies, the definition of the public spaces, infra-
structures and development areas can affect on larger 
scale the way we live. The way our city is planned and 
what these spaces and buildings look like, the way we 
can or cannot move or act inside them, where they are, 
what they inspire or recall to us, are important choices 
that we (our parents or grandparents before us have) 
made in order to change – and hopefully increase - our 
wellness and the quality of our life.6

As a collectivity, as a group or as individuals we 
can - directly or indirectly - chose what surround us: 
the places we live in, where we work, stay, relax. Archi-

1. A literature review can be 
found in Heerwagen, Design, 
Productivity and Wellbeing, The 
American Institute of Architects, 
Cincinnati, Ohio, 1998

2. Ken Worpole (ed.), The 
Value of Architecture. Design, 
Economy and the Architectural 
Imagination, RIBA Future 
Studies, London, 2000

3. Nina Morris, Health, 
Well-Being and Open Space, 
Literature Review, OPENspace: 
the research centre for 
inclusive access to outdoor 
environments, Edinburgh, 2003

4. Jonathan Bowles (ed.), 
Designing New York’s Future, 
Center for an Urban Future, 
New York City, 2012

5. OMA\Rem Koolhaas, 
Content, Tashen, 2001

6. “We know that well-designed 
buildings and places have the 
power to inspire us; to make 
us feel good about who we 
are, what we do and where 
we live, and importantly, 
they motivate us to achieve 
more – for ourselves and for 
our communities.” In Morris 
Hargreaves McIntyre, A 
Literature Review of the Social, 
Economic and Environmental 
Impact of Architecture and 
Design, Scottish Executive Social 
Research, Edinburgh 2006

1.1 The value of architecture
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tecture turns the world of the infinite possibilities into 
a concrete, unique choice. A single choice that will last 
for years, decades and, sometimes, for centuries. The 
cities we all live in are the physical witnesses of the 
layering of these multiple (successful or not) choices. 
Rem Koolhaas would say that  “Where there is noth-
ing, everything is possible. Where there is architecture, 
nothing (else) is possible”7

Imagine spending your time in an oppressive, 
dark space or instead enjoying the amazing light of an 
luxurious open space, what would you do? But every 
choice requires a trade-off. A choice that involves los-
ing one aspect in return for gaining another one. It 
implies a decision to be made with full comprehen-
sion of both the upside and downside of a particular 
choice. Resources have to be invested in one solution 
instead of another. Resources are scarce and therefore 
they require to evaluate priorities and options in order 
to chose the most suitable solution.

Working with architectural projects, it is clear that 
the evaluation of a design solution (both realized or 
proposed)  involves many fields and many people. 
Architecture operates on different fields. It has been 
used as a tool for cultural, economical, political and 
sociological purposes (to mention only a few). It  
involves different stakeholders. Different people that 

7. Rem Koolhaas, SMLXL, , 
Monacelli press, 2001
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strife for different objectives: clients, users, architects, 
experts from different fields, politicians, tourists may 
desire completely different things according to their 
values.

The value attached to an architectural solutions 
changes drastically according to whom is interrogated 
about it, its desires and expectations and when it hap-
pens. Design solution carefully tailored for a specific 
user or time can be perceived  negatively only a dec-
ade later. Take the mega-structures8 so popular in the 
70ies, Forte Quezzi in Genoa, Corviale in Rome, Roz-
zol-Melara in Trieste staying in Italy, or Bijlmermeer 
in Amsterdam, Candilis Josic and Woods projects in 
Paris and so on have turned from vanguard solution 
to the background for riots in the newspapers. On 
the other way around deeply criticized projects, like 
Piano and Rogers Beaubourg, have turned to be the 
most interesting and discussed ones only few years 
later. The buildings have not changed but the societal, 
monetary, environmental, social, artistic values have 
clashed, aligned,  found a balance or, simply, changed.

Different stakeholders give a different weight to 
a design solution according to their ideas and values. 
Each of the stakeholders is affected and at the same 
time contributes to the success of a design solution 
giving attention to it, talking about it, criticizing it, 

8. Rayner Banham, 
Megastructures, Electa, 1978
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persuading people about it, giving feedback.  Each 
of them contributes to the success of a design if it 
responds and relate to his\her values. The correct 
understanding of each of these values, the fine balance 
between them and their specific contribution is crucial 
to understand and evaluate a design solution.

The contribution and the co-creation of a debate 
on architecture that lasts and evolves in time is what 
we consider the conversation on architecture. A con-
versation that requires the involvement of the differ-
ent stakeholders and their values in the design solu-
tion. Not only the explicit and measurable targets  but 
also the intangible ones and the hidden agenda.

The conversation on architecture can be imagined 
as an acrobat looking for balance between different 
values. It has to give the right weight to the different 
expectations and it has to be able to keep on walking 
in order to keep it balanced. Understanding the tar-
gets of the various actors, individuals, institutions and 
companies involved in an architectural project, stake-
holders and shareholders, the values attached to the 
different choices, their weight and their contribution 
can help architects, planners, designers and politicians 
create successful projects and can help users make the 
right choice about them.

Le Mirail, Tolouse, France, 
designed by Candilis, Josic, 
Woods
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In order to better understand the value creation 
in architecture the research started focussing on the 
economic features of design, the research started ana-
lysing architecture as an economic asset and how it 
relates with the different stakeholder’s values. 

Architectural assets are economic goods. The 
term “economic good” applies to anything that gen-
erates flows of human well-being, for anyone and for 
whatever reason. Architecture generates flows of well-
being in several fields, from the financial to the social 
to the intellectual. It generates an income as a good 
traded on the real estate market, it can affect the qual-
ity of life with its design and, as a cultural product it 
stimulates the intellectual debate.

In economic terms architecture has been long 
considered a private and a legitimate public good9. 
According to Mason, architecture (private buildings 
included) is both public and private and has both 
monetary and non-monetary purposes. It can be a 
private good, in that it offers a range of goods and ser-
vices consumed by individuals and traded in markets 
(such as real estate).

The ownership of a building reduces the avail-

9. A public good is a good 
that is hypothetically non-rival 
and non-excludable. Non-rival 
means that consumption of 
the good by one individual does 
not reduce its availability for  
others. Non-excludable means 
that no one can be effectively 
excluded from using the good.

Centre Georges Pompidou, 
Beaubourg, Paris, designed by 
Renzo Piano and Richard Rogers

1.2 Architecture is a good. Is it good  for 
everyone?
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ability of it only to the legitimate owner and his/her 
guests and excludes all the others from its use. On 
the other hand, it can  be intrinsically a public good, 
with benefits deriving collectively and provided not by 
markets10. The relation of the building with the urban 
layout, the visual relationship it generates with the 
contexts and its contribution to the context itself, the 
facades it shows are available and not excludable for 
anyone who is interested in them.

10. Randall Mason, Economics 
And Historic Preservation: 
a Guide and Review of the 
Literature, The Brookings 
Institution Metropolitan Policy 
Program, 2005

11. Alessandro Barricco, 
L’anima di Hegel e le mucche 
del Wisconsin, Una riflessione 
su musica colta e modernità  
Feltrinelli, Milano, 1992

1.3 Stakeholders and values

To understand how values work in architecture and 
how they can differ it helps to look at another field. 

Take music. Alessandro Baricco in “L'anima di 
Hegel e le Mucche del Winsconsin” (Hegel's soul and 
Wisconsin's cows)11 explored how the value of the clas-
sical music is perceived and expressed by different 
actors involved in it. 

In Barrico's analysis, symphonic music aims to 
connect with the highest levels of knowledge, the 
“Soul”. Quoting Hegel in fact, classical music elevate 
the soul upon itself or, in other words, it refers to (and 
finds meaning into) “the highest values” and deepest 
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feeling it can triggers in all the human beings. At the 
same time researchers from the University of Wiscon-
sin developed a more prosaic idea of the role of the 
music: they discovered that the milk production in the 
cows listening to symphonic music grows of the 7,5%.

Both educated listeners and people involved in the 
milk production can be considered stakeholders in the 
classical music production. Both of them are inter-
ested and contribute to the conversation on classical 
music according to the way it relates to their values.  
The values of both of them are understandable and, 
with very different tools, comparable within them. But 
they cannot be easily combined in order to give a full 
picture of the overall value of a symphonic play. 

Applying the framework of research developed by 
Theodor W. Adorno in Aesthetic Theory12 to the artis-
tic field, Barricco sees in this contradictory perception 
of value the the dialectic relationship between aes-
thetics and modernity. The expanded critical capacity 
and increased formal autonomy of art from society on 
one side triggers the development of research, on the 
other side it sets the distance that this path towards 
autonomy creates with society and fosters a molecular 
perception. More than a symphony of voices we can 
foreseen a vivid clash of the different voices show-
ing the (possibly) irreconcilable distance between the 

12. Ästhetische Theorie, 
Suhrkamp, Frankfurt am Main 
1970; Italian translation E. de 
Angelis Teoria Estetica, Einaudi, 
Torino 1975
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research of the vanguards and popular culture.
In the music example the dialectic between these 

two points of view shows the tip of an iceberg of a 
much more articulated complexity that can be found 
in Architecture. While music's effects affect some of 
us, architecture generates impacts in different fields. It 
has a wider impact involving an even bigger number of 
stakeholders and shareholders. Architecture, as much 
as any other artistic production involves many actors, 
from the creator\designer to the critics\experts and 
the consumers\users but, due to its functional features 
and social role, and its possibility to modify the spaces 
we live in, the numbers of actors involved by archi-
tecture widens exponentially to include politicians, 
public and private investors, developers, household-
ers, tenants and people living the cities, the suburbs 
and the countryside. All of these actors speak a dif-
ferent language when it comes to define their targets 
and values according to their scale and order of priori-
ties. Each field to be judged and evaluated by differ-
ent stakeholders, defending and promoting different 
values or giving a different weight to a combination of 
more values. A clash of voice that the fragmentation of 
modernity and the current distance between popular 
culture and vanguard architectures depict as not to be 
unifiable. 
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A play that perhaps cannot be harmonized but 
that can find a common ground of interaction under-
standing the targets of different actors involved, their 
values and the way in which different people attach 
different values to what they see and how can these be 
translated within different languages. 

Each of us living in a built environment, it can be 
said that architecture makes all of us stakeholders and 
all of us contributors to the conversation on architec-
ture.

Theodor W. Adorno

1.4 Face the music

Mirroring Alessandro Baricco work on classical 
music and adapting it to the architectural field an 
empirical research identified the dirty raw numbers, 
the basic figures able to show the base monetary and 
accounting value of the investment in architecture 
beyond  the relevance of the intangible and rela-
tional features of architecture. In a parallel with the 
already mentioned example in music the increase of 
the milk production has been translated into the effect 
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that architecture had on the real estate market, while 
Hegel's soul turned into the relational and communi-
cational feature of architecture.

The case study methodology has been used to 
provide the empirical data necessary to measure the 
different aspects of value in architecture.  The urban 
scale and a defined range of time have been used as the 
dimensional framing. Running through a wider selec-
tion of world relevant cities involved in significant 
urban transformations, few case studies were cho-
sen according to the preliminary findings and deeply 
explored.

The following chapter illustrates how on one side 
in Barcelona, during the Olympic season, architec-
ture affected considerably the numbers and figures 
related to the real estate market while at the same time 
the success of the Catalan city appears to be deeply 
related with relational and intangible features and 
on the other side the second case study depicts the 
reconstruction of the city of Berlin under the IBA and 
how the convergence of different elements, both eco-
nomical and historical created such a big-bang that 
it obliterated the accounting features of the post-war 
reconstruction.
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13. Randall Mason, Economics 
And Historic Preservation: 
a Guide and Review of the 
Literature, The Brookings 
Institution Metropolitan Policy 
Program, 2005

The finding emerging from the previous chapter 
required an investigation on the most advanced and 
refined economical, financial and mathematical tools 
able to measure the values of architecture: analytical 
and descriptive models, cost-benefits analysis, impact 
studies, linear regressions, hedonic prices, contingent 
evaluation and case studies. 

At the same time the literature review13 presented 
the limitations of these tools in capturing the relational 
features of architecture and its intangible values. The 
review of the measurement of intangible aspects of 
architecture has been analysed from the examples from 
60ies, starting with the Joint studies of Harvard Uni-
versity and MIT, going thought the Yale Cowles Foun-
dation to the recent studies on the regional scale show-
ing the multi-dimensionality of the concept of value, 
where the individual parameters are not univocal.

The multidimensional methodology, while allow-
ing the inclusion of not univocal features, showed to 
be not able to clarify costs and benefits when referred 
to the cultural and social features translated in mon-
etary terms.

1.5 Value's measurement
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The previous chapter's findings required a new 
framing able to consider the cultural, social, societal 
and personal features in different terms. The cultural 
economic perspective provided the tools able to iden-
tify a strategy in value's measurement.

Under the cultural economic framing14 prefer-
ences involve values, that architecture requires valu-
ation and that values can change in a process of per-
suasion and seduction15, shifting the attention on the 
constraints under which people make their choices. 
Thus the focus shifts away from the moment of choice 
to the evaluation of the values implied in the choice. 
Values that define a common ground of understand-
ing between the different stakeholder and their dif-
ferent ambitions and allows us to function in a com-
munity. The evaluation thus depends on stakeholders 
goals and targets, where both tangible and intangible 
feature are inputs, contributions to the stakeholders 
values.

The design refers to the stakeholders  involved in 
it. It conveys a meaning (is it a critique to the eco-
nomic system, a faithful description of the economic 
relations involved, an internal debate or a snapshot 14. Framing, is intended here 

as a rethoric construction 
of a process of selective 
influence over the perception 
of the meanings in such a 
way as to encourage a certain 
interpretation.

15. Arjo Klamer (ed.), TheValue 
of Culture. On the relationship 
between economics and arts, 
Amsterdam University Press, 
Amsterdam, 1996

Arjo Klamer

1.6 Architecture in (Cultural Economics) 
perspective
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of the current advancement of technology) it commu-
nicates,  incorporates and co-creates values that shift 
the public discourse, that force the changes, being an 
active agent in the change of the cultural perception or 
a tool of the power to shape the world16.

Design can thus be seen as a form of currency that 
we exchange for social acceptance or in other words, 
to create social networks. It is a shared construction of 
identity and consensus, a co-creation of value where 
everyone is involved in its creation, critics and experts 
together with users and everyone who is (even par-
tially) interested in it. “Like any currency, the greater 
the accumulated  capital, the greater the potential for 
exchange. Unlike economic capital though, it does not 
depreciate with use, but rather increases in value”.17

16. Deyan Sudjic, The Edifice 
Complex: How the Rich and 
Powerful Shape the World. 
Published by Penguin, 2006 

17. Arjo Klamer, Art as Economic 
Good, unpublished, 2004

18. Arjo Klamer, Speaking of 
Economics. How to get in the 
conversation, Routledge, NYC, 
2007

1.7 The voluntary prisoners of (the con-
versation on) architecture

The value of architecture gets realized only when 
the different stakeholders values are involved into the 
design. Their involvement contributes to promote the 
design into the architectural debate.

Paraphrasing Arjo Klamer “architecture is a con-
versation”18. “Architecture is a conversation” is a meta-
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phor; it highlights the phenomenon that Architecture 
exists as Architecture and not only as a mere construc-
tion only if takes part in the conversation on architec-
ture, on the contemporary debate, on the architectural 
discourse and its main themes involving stakeholders 
values. As much as people can play music or paint 
whatever they prefer, in order to qualify as artists and 
qualify their works as Art they need to be (somehow) 
within the artistic conversation.

A conversation that is multifaceted and relies on 
different fields. Different conversations convey to the 
creation of the value of architecture, conversation on 
economy, conversation on ethics, conversation on aes-
thetics, and so on. Each conversation relies on its own 
rules, sometimes irreconcilable, but all of them impor-
tant. Architecture gets realized in different conversa-
tions, and gets different qualities according to the per-
spectives under which it becomes part of the debate.

A conversation that requires the involvement of 
the different stakeholder and their values in the design 
solution. A good that becomes a shared good when it 
forces the various actor to take part to the conversa-
tion. Whenever a design solution becomes part of the 
conversation, it  sets up as shared good and moreover 
it increases its value both in intangible and monetary 
terms as it will be shown.
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Design can then become a tool for evaluating 
other design solutions, confronting not only numbers 
and figures but including expectations, ambitions and 
desires that Architecture incorporates. Architecture is 
therefore a tool for evaluation of other present or past 
architectures.

Quoting Ignasi de Solà-Morales the likeness and 
contrast between the actual architectural object and 
the memory that can lie in us of the original prototypes 
-those who have the epistemologic status of natural 
architectural reference- constitute the foundation of the 
aesthetic function, although the architectural language 
is able to attribute this meaning using metalinguistic 
languages, figurative and specifically metaphoric.

A comparison through the analogical tool allows 
to discover new relations, suggests solution and defines 
scenarios and visions. Confronting an intervention with 
passages of known and relevant urban and architec-
tural solutions allows to catch not only the measurable 
features between the considered objects but more and 
more the quality of the space, both the space that could 
be and the expectation that the intervention may rise 
and create successful design solutions.

1.8 The measure of the possible





Dimensional 
framing

The urban scale and a defined range of time 
have been used as dimensional framing. 
The city is the physical and conceptual 
space where different actors are part of a 
network of connections and relationships 
that contribute to the value of architecture.
An empirical data-set has been built using 
a case study methodology. The chosen 
framing shows the domain and the effects 
of the different values that come to place 
with architecture and design. The scale of 
which appeared immediately to  involve not 
only the architectural artifact.



architecture
and the cities



Massimo Cacciari proposes the notion of 
conjecture as a modality for the representation of 
the world: “all representations and all dogmas of 
different faiths are conjectures”. Each conjecture 
presents itself not as an unveiling of the ineffable 
but rather as an argument’s force, which through 
the logos asserts, although in negative terms, the 
unattainably of the last cause. This does not mean 
that such conjectures do not aim at the truth, but 
since the ineffable does not have a name, “the 
conjecture” is in itself true, precisely because it 
means that it is ignoring the unattainable”.

Each conjecture is a trace of the unattainable 
that in itself implies the existence of other traces 
that also aim at what is unattainable. This idea of 
conjecture does not in any way imply a relative 
condition of its own. It instead implies its being 
cum (with), “in sympathy, as co-bearers of an 
identical science (to know that every knowledge 
is conjectural). It is exactly in this sense that each 
conjecture must be understood as an absolute 
representation of the distinct that, at the same 
time, cannot exist if not as a part of a whole.

Pier Vittorio Aureli. The Project of Autonomy
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Architecture is as complex, multidimensional 
process. It lives and develops in a social, political, eco-
nomical and technological environment. Within this 
articulated landscape of knowledge architecture oper-
ates on a range  different and sometimes contrasting 
fields where different words, vocabularies and related 
meanings are used. 

The value of architecture is thus a complex, lay-
ered and articulated concept that can be analysed and 
discussed under different disciplinary aspects con-
noted by the coexistence of irreconcilable understand-
ings of its features. Quoting Bernardo Secchi's “the 
fundamental characteristics that distinguishes our era 
from preceding ones is the diffuse nature of knowledge: 
a multiplicity of specialized disciplines, the result of an 
increasingly marked division of labour and a multiplic-
ity of subjects, each endowed with its own experience, 
identity and irreducible autonomy, and very specific 
body of knowledge.”1 The contemporary constella-
tion of different scientific disciplines triggered  the 
specialization of bodies of knowledge and disciplinary 
internal self referentiality. 

This fragmentation of the knowledge and contem-

1. Bernardo Secchi, diario di un 
urbanista, Planum

2.1 Hypothesis and methodology: a 
landscape of knowledge.
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porary disciplinary deepening creates almost irrecon-
cilable fields of research. The various features are so 
deeply investigated and analysed relying on specific 
vocabularies, concepts and literatures to the point of 
requiring an entire body of knowledge in order to be 
understood. In line with Massimo Cacciari you cannot 
understand the relevant aspect of the contemporary 
architecture unless you studied Plato, Plotino, Aristo-
tle, and so on. Moreover at the same time the concept 
is so articulated that not one single expert can claim to 
master the concept of value applied to the built envi-
ronment.

According to the Journal Citation Report of the 
Institute for Scientific Information each year 165.000 
serials are issued by 80.000 publishers, covering 969 
subjects from anthropology to zoology. These num-
bers make it impossible for any Reinassance man to 
fulfil his ambition of keeping up with all disciplines2. 
In other words, using a sport example: Michael Jordan 
cannot leave the NBA and start playing baseball with-
out running into the known problems.

As long as the knowledge itself became more and 
more specialized and divided into scientific fields, the 
concept of value followed the same path to become 
more and more multifaceted and defined within con-
trasting disciplines. The coexistence of such differ-

Micheal Jordan in a baseball 
doghout

2. Arjo Klamer, Speaking of 
Economics. How to get in the 
conversation, Routledge, NYC, 
2007
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ent aspects on the same topic triggers a research that 
incorporates  the balance between the absoluteness 
and the rigour of scientific research and the necessity 
of a distance in order to include the most different 
parameters involved. A survey able to consider,  on 
one side, the clues from each disciplinary field  able 
to give a meaning to this artistic expressions inside the 
contemporary society and, on the other,  the absolute-
ness of the linguistic research and the supermarket of 
the goods consumption. 

The structure of the research is not aiming to 
bridge different bodies of knowledge to a synthetic 
solution\reduction, but,  keeping a critical distance 
and relying on disciplinary experts to provide a more 
precise insight, it aims to define the common objec-
tives and connect the detailed and specific aspect. It 
can be read as a catalogue, a survey that presents the 
main results on each field only, in order not to lose a 
wider view on the different factors of the concept of 
value. Moreover the research adapts its tools of inves-
tigation to the different actors involved ranging from 
the most different of them, from the case studies to the 
literature review, from the data crunching to the philo-
sophic speculation fitting the structure to the content, 
adapting to the different topic presented. Different 
measurements able to catch the impact of the differ-
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ent values, valuing the different objectives implied, 
from the return on investment, the dominating values 
fostered by the power to give a new perspective on 
this topic.

The goal is to identify multiplicity, continuity and 
cracks between the different fields in order to under-
stand the modalities, the results and to explore the 
feedback given to the architectural ontological statute. 
The research focusses on the global appraisal of the 
architectural good, verifying the figures related with 
the different features able to contribute to the value of 
the architecture and capable to substance it by defin-
ing a shared set of conditions. A conversation able to 
consider the contrasting position coming from differ-
ent studies.

2.2 Dimensional framing: the urban scale

The empirical data-set has been built using a case 
study methodology applied to a scale able to show 
the domain and the effects of the different values that 
come to place with architecture and design. The scale 
of which appeared immediately to  involve not only 
the building or the designed spaces but its surround-
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ing on a wider scale influencing the whole city where 
it is designed. The urban scale, not only referred to the 
administrative boundaries but enlarged to the include 
the wider metropolitan area and a defined range of 
time have been used as dimensional framing. It can be 
said that the city is therefore the physical and concep-
tual space where different actors are part of a network 
of connections and relationships that contribute to the 
creation and definition of the value of architecture.

2.3 The city is dead. Long live the city (of 
networks)

The urban spaces, and the relationships they 
incorporate to constitute the city, both as a built body 
and a relational space, have been deeply modified by 
the globalization processes.

According to Roemer van Toorn the city as handed 
down to us in history no longer exists. The medieval 
city consisted of a hierarchy of specific sites, holy and 
profane spaces, protected places and open ones, urban 
and rural conditions, life on heaven, life on earth. The 
modern city too that revolved around work, career 
and family is as good as dead. The present-day city is a 
network of information flows. This undefined metrop-
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olis consists of a diffuse field of events in active flux; 
these may be individual or collective, transnational or 
economic. They may involve service industries or the 
media. At first sight this city seems extremely chaotic, 
because we do not dispose of any concepts for grasp-
ing this highly complex urban order.3

According to Pier Vittorio Aureli4, in 1963, the 
Greek architect and urban planner Costantinos Doxi-
adis and other scholars from different fields (among 
them Marshal McLuhan and Buckminister Fuller) 
gathered in a meeting aboard a small cruise ship that 
travelled for eight days through the Greek archipel-
ago. The meeting was held in order to discuss how 
the phenomenon of networks, meaning the visible 
and invisible nets through which communication and 
movement between different systems of individuals 
and objects, was re-modeling the entire planet into a 
sort of “Global Village”, using the famous definition 
by McLuhan.

Saskia Sassen5 identifies the current phase of the 
world economy for the ascendance of information 
technologies, the associated increase in the mobil-
ity and liquidity of capital and the cross-border eco-
nomic processes/flows of capital, labor, goods, raw 
materials, tourists. Network formations have been 
explored in depth based on indicators such as office 

3. The Risk of Illustration, 
Article by Roemer van Toorn. 
Discussing Competition in 
Thessaloniki.Editor Yorgos 
Simeoforidis

4. Pier Vittorio Aureli, The 
Project of Autonomy, Politcs 
and Architecture within and 
Against Capitalism, Princeton 
Architectural Press, NYC, 2008

5. Sassen Saskia, The global 
city: introducing a concept and 
its history in Rem Koolhaas et 
al., Mutations, Actar, Barcelona, 
2000
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locations of transnational corporations, stock market 
size, communication and transportation connectivity 
and media representation of places. According to Pier 
Luigi Sacco and Giorgio Tavano Blessi6, globaliza-
tion triggered enormous changes on cities worldwide 
in the last few decades. From the beginning of the 
1970s, these areas, characterized by an advanced level 
of socio-economic development, have experienced a 
massive re-shaping of their economic sectors and of 
the entire society. The economy, infrastructures and 
natural areas have undergone a renovation process 
to respond to the new needs arising from the soci-
ety, which has also been subjected to changes itself. 
Works on urban life-cycle models offer a helpful ana-
lytical framework for the elements that are concerned 
with bringing cities from one stage of urbanization to 
another, and thus for urban transformation. Privatiza-
tion, deregulation and the associated strengthening of 
globalization fostered the concentration of infrastruc-
tures and resources on strategic sites able to attract 
human and material capital7. 

Saskia Sassen8’s  thesis of a triad of global cities, 
the presence of large concentrations of producer serv-
ices firms and headquarters of transnational compa-
nies have been used to rank cities on a global scale. 
Surborg9 identifies an economic process that is the 

6. Pier Luigi Sacco, Giorgio 
Tavano Blessi,  Urban 
Regeneration, Culture 
and Happiness. Bridging 
Communities through Cultural 
Policies: A Theoretical 
Framework. Policy for 
Happiness, Siena, June 15 – 16, 
2007

7. Sassen Saskia, The Global 
City:New York, London, Tokyo, 
Princeton University Press, 
Princeton, 2000

8. Sassen, S. (1991) The global 
city: New York, London, Tokyo. 
Princeton: Princeton University 
Press.

9. Björn Surborg, Elvin Wyly, 
Rob VanWynsberghe, Mapping 
the Olympic Growth Machine: 
World-City Networks and 
the Transnational Capitalist 
Class, Vancouver: University 
of British Columbia, Centre for 
Human Settlements, School 
of Community and Regional 
Planning.
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result of the expansion of market economy and a sub-
category of globalization in the emergence of world 
cities. In order to capture the role of urban areas in 
the global economy, certain cities have been defined 
as the organizing nodes through which international 
economic activity operates10 or according to Hill and 
Fujita11 cities are ‘‘embedded in multilevel spatial and 
institutional configurations”. Markets appear to tran-
scend the borders and interests of nation states to the 
point that Castells12 believes that the more national 
states fade in their role, the more cities will emerge as 
a driving force in the making of new society becom-
ing “a community of cities”13 turning the urban spaces 
into a financial key factor. 

10. Friedmann, J., The world 
city hypothesis. Development 
and Change, 1986

11. Hill, R. C., & Fujita, K. The 
nested city: Introduction. Urban 
Studies, 40, 207–217, 2003

12. Castells, M., European 
cities, the informational society, 
and the global economy, 
Journal of Economic and Social 
Geography, 84, 1993

13. Simioforides, Y., The 
Greek city and the new urban 
conditions, in: F. Infussi & Y. 
Simioforides (eds.) Programma 
Heracles: Le Sfide Della Citta 
Greca (Athens, Linora), 1998

14. Michael C. Ewer, Migrants, 
markets and multinationals, 
GeoJournal, 68, 2007

15. Friedmann, J. . The world 
city hypothesis. Development 
and Change, 17, 69–83.

2.4 Cities in competition

According to Michael C. Ewers14  urban areas 
compete with one another for people, goods, capi-
tal, ideas and other inputs of economic activity. Cit-
ies must compete to become world cities and to raise 
their position in the international hierarchy of cities15. 
More recent approaches go beyond a focus on eco-



2. Architecture and the Cities62

nomic processes and include political networks and 
those related to engaging in a global civil society16. 
Increased economic interdependence has set the stage 
for the increased mobility of highly-skilled labor in 
the global economy as an international flow of eco-
nomic activity17. Highly-skilled labor migration is a 
key global-urban process which creates, maintains and 
transforms urban areas and, therefore, provides an 
alternative interpretation of global cities.18 The pres-
ence of skilled human capital fosters innovation and 
generates greater economic activity.  Agglomerations 
of firms take advantage of the face-to-face contact and 
‘buzz’ provided by agglomeration economies in urban 
areas19. Accordingly, just as places compete for other 
economic inputs, places compete to attract and retain 
international human capital as a strategy for economic 
and social development20. Creating a world-class 
knowledge base has become vital for achieving glo-
bal economic success and a comparative advantage to 
other places. Urban competitiveness is a result of both 
asset creation within a city and the connection flows of 
global economic activity21.

Crivello22 underlines how the concept of com-
petitiveness can be ambiguous if applied to a territory. 
Critics on this use have been raised by Krugman23 that 
argued that states and cities can not completely assimi-

16. Taylor, P., The New 
Geography of Global Civil 
Society, 2004 and Taylor, P., 
Leading World Cities: Empirical 
Evaluations of Urban Nodes 
in Multiple Networks, Urban 
Studies, 42, 2005

17. Cheng, L. C., & Yang, P. 
Q., Global interaction, global 
inequality and migration of the 
highly trained to the United 
States. International Migration 
Review, 32, 1998

18. Michael C. Ewer, Migrants, 
markets and multinationals 
GeoJournal, 68, 2007

19. Bathelt, H., Malmberg, A., 
& Maskell, P., Clusters and 
knowledge: Local buzz, global 
pipelines and the process of 
knowledge creation. Progress in 
Human Geography,28, 2004

20. Richard Florida, The rise of 
the creative class. New York: 
Basic Books, 2002 and Richard 
Florida, The flight of the creative 
class. New York: Harper Collins, 
2005

21. Kresl, P. K., The determinants 
of urban competitiveness: a 
survey. in Kresl, Beaverstock, 
Doel, Hubbard, attending to the 
world: competition, cooperation 
and connectivity in the World 
City network. Global Networks, 
2, 2002

22. Crivello, S., La città 
competitiva e sostenibile: alcune 
riflessioni sul rapporto fra i due 
discorsi, Atti della Conferenza 
Annuale dell’Associazione 
Italiana di Sociologia, 2010
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late all the economic behaviour of the enterprises. Still 
competitiveness rhetoric can be used as a “framing” 
that precede the construction of strategic choices, or 
related to the capability to attract investments24. 

Boyle and Rogerson25 argue, the task of urban 
governance has increasingly become the creation of 
urban conditions sufficiently attractive to lure pro-
spective firms. Planning has to face the challenge 
given by the time necessary to realize long term trans-
formation with the  growing volatility of capital and 
the flexibility of demands26. Harvey27 goes as far as to 
argue that in the post-modern condition, there is no 
‘planning’, only ‘designing’. To play right with volatil-
ity of capital by means of design Harvey suggests that 
there are two options: either being highly adaptable to 
the market shifts; or masterminding them. Jane Jacobs 
brings in the concepts of location, community, human 
scale and the need to feel at home, shifting the per-
spective toward values and common goods as it will 
be presented in the following chapter.

23. Krugman P. R., 
Competitiveness: a dangerous 
obsession, Foreign Affairs, 
74, 1994

24. Kresl P. K. e Singh B., 
Competitiveness and the urban 
economy: twenty-four large 
US metropolitan areas, Urban 
Studies, 36,1999

25. Boyle, M. & Rogerson, R. 
J. Power, discourses and city 
trajectories, in R. Paddison (ed.) 
Handbook of Urban Studies, 
London, Sage, 2001

26. Ibidem

27. Harvey, D., The Postmodern 
Condition, Oxford, Blackwell, 
1989
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Running through a wider selection of world rel-
evant cities involved in significant urban transforma-
tions, few case studies were chosen according to the 
preliminary findings and deeply explored in order to 
identify the different values, from the financial ones to 
the relational ones. 

Massimo Cacciari proposes the notion of con-
jecture as a modality for the representation of the 
world: “all representations and all dogmas of different 
faiths are conjectures”. Each conjecture presents itself 
not as an unveiling of the ineffable but rather as an 
argument’s force, which through the logos asserts, 
although in negative terms, the unattainably of the 
last cause. This does not mean that such conjectures 
do not aim at the truth, but since the ineffable does 
not have a name, “the conjecture” is in itself true, 
precisely because it means that it is ignoring the unat-
tainable. Each conjecture is a trace of the unattainable 
that in itself implies the existence of other traces that 
also aim at what is unattainable. This idea of conjec-
ture does not in any way imply a relative condition of 
its own. It instead implies its being cum (with), in sym-
pathy, as co-bearers of an identical science (to know 

Aerial view of the urban texture 
of the cities of Barcelona and 
Berlin

2.5 Case studies and conjectures
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that every knowledge is conjectural). It is exactly in 
this sense that each conjecture must be understood as 
an absolute representation of the distinct that, at the 
same time, cannot exist if not as a part of a whole.28

The first approach has been to explore a conjec-
ture able to develop a further horizon of meaning 
to the practice of architecture: beyond the linguistic 
research for the possibility of an absolute architecture, 
beyond the desire of superfluous and of artistic nour-
ishment, beyond the superstructures, architecture is, 
by itself, a tool of value creation able to foster growth 
and development.

Looking at the measurable data of architecture to 
understand if architecture, deprived of its kunstwollen 
and communication scope, can still works as a brilliant 
devices of seduction or, in the worse case scenario, 
consumer good. If seen as a mere but brilliant device 
of perceptive seduction, architecture works as  a trig-
ger of economic benefits and a necessary need, able 
to give a better quality of living both in tangible and 
intangible aspects.

The following chapters present the quantitative 
and qualitative analysis of the urban transformations: 
on one side in Barcelona, during the Olympic season, 
and how architecture affected the numbers and fig-
ures related to the real estate market and on the other 

28. Pier Vittorio Aureli, The 
Project of Autonomy, Politcs 
and Architecture within and 
Against Capitalism, Princeton 
Architectural Press, NYC, 2008
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side the second case study depicts the reconstruction 
of the city of Berlin under the IBA and how the con-
vergence of different elements, both economical and 
historical created such a big-bang that it obliterated 
the accounting features of the post-war reconstruc-
tion.



barcelona
the deep roots

of urban 
transformation

Case study #1 : 
Barcelona

The first case study illustrates how in 
Barcelona, during the Olympic season, 
architecture affected considerably the 
numbers and figures related to the real 
estate market, while at the same time 
the success of the Catalan city appears 
to be deeply related with relational and 
intangible features.
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This chapter analyses the metropolitan area of 
Barcelona from the late 19th century to the present 
day, focusing on the major changes from the first half 
of the 1990s together with the Olympic games.

1. Cobi, Barcelona: Urban 
Transformation and 92’ Olympic 
Games, 1992, COOB’92, 
Barcelona, 2006

2. Jorge Luis Marzo, Barcelona 
and the Paradox of Baroque, 
2000

3.1 The deep roots of urban transforma-
tion of the Barcelona metropolitan 
area

According to Cobi, the expansion, transformation 
and international promotion of the city of Barcelona is 
tied to its ensanche (widening) and can be traced back 
to the driving forces of the Universal Expositions of 
1888 and 19291.

Barcelona enters into the 19th century with the 
same dimensions that it had in the 14th. The disap-
pearance of the walls – which had turned against the 
city ever since the Castillan military occupation of 
1714 – became a pressing priority for an impatient 
and internationalist bourgeoisie hoping to develop 
the enormous financial capital it had created2. The 
policy focuses on the idea of building an ideal city 
with ordered neighborhoods and great monuments. 
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In 1903 Barcelona Town Council organizes an urban 
design competition for a great “Plan de Enlaces” (Plan 
of Connections) and the French Architect Leon Jaus-
sely wins approval to create the blueprint for the Bar-
celona Urban Policy. In Jaussely’s plan, the aim is to 
introduce the “zoning” concept in order to establish 
a clear functional structure in the urban area. Moreo-
ver, the plan emphasizes urban forms and architec-
ture, which also reflects the “Beautiful City” project 
in Europe at the time. Besides Jaussely’s plan, there 
are other suggestions providing important guidelines 
for city improvements that happens later: the restora-
tion of the historical center and several urban projects 
which reflect the specific intention of monumentality 
in various urban spaces3.

The marketing of the city towards international 
tourists starts in 1908. Along with several other Euro-
pean cities, the “Society for the attraction of foreigners” 
is created in Barcelona, and it shows a new image of 
“Cosmopolitan Barcelona” in order to lure tourists into 

3. Francisco Javier Monclus, 
Barcelona’s planning Strategies: 
from “Paris of the South” 
to the “Capital of west 
Mediterranean.” GeoJournal 
51:57-63 (2000)
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Panoramic view of the 1929 
Barcelona Exposition

the city. Some projects are undertaken at this period: 
the modern monuments such as the Sagrada Familia 
Church designed by Antonio Gaudì; the representa-
tive city center Plaza de Cataluna and Paseo de Gracia 
and the modern high rise buildings in the Gothic quar-
ter. According to Espuche and Navas the historical 
buildings and modern monuments are well-blended 
and showed the appreciation of Barcelona’s glory in 
the past, as well as a modern image of the city4. 

A new physical landmark sets the representation 
of a city that wants to internationalize itself and con-
figures a new axis with the industrialized neighbor-
hood of Sants and the outlet to the south. If the Expo-
sition of 1888 had eradicated the old army Citadel and 
had returned control of urban symbols to the people 
of Barcelona, the newly configured mountain erases 
the presence of the military caste from the urban 
imaginary and legitimates the effort of the city’s rising 
classes in maintaining the political push of the affair. 
The urbanization of the Montjuic Mountain gives the 
highest profile to the western face of the mountain, 
emphasizing the character of the only facade opened 
to the city and is completed with the opening of Uni-
versal Exposition 1929 in Barcelona5 presenting to the 
world  the masterpiece of modern architecture, the 

4. A. Espuche A., T. Navas, 
“Retrat de Barcelona (catalogo 
de exposocion)”, in Francisco 
Javier Monclus, Barcelona’s 
planning Strategies: from “Paris 
of the South” to the “Capital 
of west Mediterranean.” 
GeoJournal 51:57-63 (2000)

5. Francisco Javier Monclus, 
Barcelona’s planning Strategies: 
from “Paris of the South” 
to the “Capital of west 
Mediterranean.” GeoJournal 
51:57-63 (2000)
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pavilion designed by Mies van der Rohe. 
In 1959 a new stage of economic growth and 

urban growth begins. The Spanish political transi-
tion to democracy initiated in 1975 coincides with 
the general economic crisis. Barcelona enters a stage 
of difficulties, aggravated by the transfer of industry 
outside of the city, the stagnation of the population, 
and decreased political activity6.The city’s traditional 
economic base, engineering and other forms of manu-
facturing are seriously damaged during the 1970s and 
early 1980s by periods of world economic recession, 
restructuring and the effects of global competition. 

In 1979, following 40 years of dictatorship, the 
first municipal elections provides the city with a dem-
ocratically-elected Council showing a clear change in 
direction both in politics and urban planning. Accord-
ing to Infusino7 new attention arises toward the cen-
tral areas neglected by the economic downturn and 
the dynamics of peripheral expansion of the urban 
areas of Franco’s period. 

The General Metropolitan Plan (PGM) is the 
starting point and becomes Barcelona’s urban plan-
ning framework since 1976. One of the main objec-
tives of the PGM is to reduce existing excessive pop-
ulation densities and to prevent the creation of new 

6. Ferran Brunet,  Economy 
of the 1992 Barcelona 
Olympic Games, Lausanne, 
1993,  International Olympic 
Commitee.

7. Infusino, obiettivi sociali vs 
gentrification: trent’anni di 
progettazione urbanistica a 
barcellona, 2005.

German Pavillion at the 
Barcelona 1929 Expo designed 
by Mies van der Rohe
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ones. Further, it proposes a significant amount of land 
has to be reserved for green areas, therefore reducing 
the amount of land available for the housing market. 
In this framework the Ajuntament led by Oriol Bohi-
gas fosters urban punctual transformations (mainly 
of small scale operating on compounds) orchestrated 
with a specific urbanism’s tool, the Plan Especial de 
Reforma Interior (PERI). The aim of these plans is to 
better define on the urban scale the generic directions 
given in the Plan General Metropolità (PGM)8. 

In 1986 Spain enters in the EEU and Barcelona 
wins the bid for the Olympic Games. The Barcelona 
Games of 1992 is probably the best example of the 
use of Olympic games as a tool to foster urban change 
and renewal. The “acupuncture” of the PERI can be 
now integrated with bigger interventions under a glo-
bal idea of development for the city.  Plans were made 
according to territorial criteria, with an urban plan-
ning strategy based on two key factors: the recovery of 
the sea front9 and a metropolitan vision (Barcelona’s 
Metropolitan Corporation)10. The city council of Bar-
celona claims that Olympic Games played a huge role 
in setting off some regeneration plans. The change of 
scale in the interventions means a change in the actors 
of the transformation of the city, reaching new (pri-

8. Ajuntament de Barcelona, 
Urbanisme a Barcelona. Plans 
cap al 92, Ajuntament de 
Barcelona, 1987,  Barcellona, 
J. Esteban, Els 20 anys del 
Pla General Metropolità: les 
distintes escales i formes 
de desplegament del Pla, in 
Institut d’Estudis Metropolitans 
de Barcelona, Els 20 anys 
del Pla General Metropolità 
de Barcelona, Institut 
d’Estudis Metropolitans de 
Barcelona, 1997,  Barcellona, 
and J. Esteban, El proyecto 
urbanístico. Valorar la periferia 
y recuperar el centro, Fundació 
Bosch i Gimpera / Universitat 
de Barcelona, 1999, Barcellona.

9. known as Sea Front Directive 
Plan

10. COHRE, Barcelona 1992: 
international events and 
housing rights: a focus on the 
Olympic games, International 
Academic Network (GIAN), 
Geneva, 2007
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vate) operators interested in the operation and able to 
fulfill the scale and time requirements of the process. 
Major urban improvement programs are undertaken 
in order to underline the city’s claim for a place on the 
‘global cities’ network’11.

The city goes through a transformation and even-
tually changes its image from a typical industrial city 
to a flexible city. As the capital of Catalonia, Barcelona 
is keen to promote Catalan identity and to assert its 
importance relative to Madrid, the Spanish national 
capital.

11. J.E. Sanchez, Societal 
responses to changes in the 
production system: the case 
of Barcelona Metropolitan 
Region, 1992, Urban Studies (6), 
949–64.

3.2 Quantitative aspects of the RMB 
transformation

This paragraph focuses on the period between 
1986 and 1992, from the bid assignment to the closing 
of the Olympic event in Barcelona.

This time lapse is used in the majority of the ex-
ante and ex-post studies and in the official documents 
produced by the Olympic committee. The original 
studies ex-ante and ex-post on the Olympic economic 
effects are done using pesetas and later converted to 
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Euro, while all the studies coming from the United 
States are done in US dollars. A specific monetary unit 
has been chosen in order to compare the different 
studies coming from different countries of the world 
that the literature on this topic offers. The chosen 
unit is the US dollar/$ at the year 2000 rate. The cho-
sen rate is given by the exchange rate at 1:1 between 
US Dollar and Euro that happened at the beginning 
of year 2000. The conversion rates and inflation are 
assumed using the World Bank data. 

Between 1986 and 1992 the total allocated 
resources are $9.064 million USD (at the rate of 
year 2000 – from now on indicated with mUS$2000). 
According with Brunet12 “there was considerable sen-
sitivity to questions of “cost”, the necessary resources, 
and the “financing” of a social event of the importance 
of the Olympic Games. Thus a distinction was made 
between organizational expenditures (those for aspects 
not usable after the event) and project expenditures 
(those usable after the event).

The expenditures in projects were made up of direct 
investments (or those necessary for the development 
of the event), indirect investments, and investments 
induced by the event. The organizational expenditures 
were the true “cost”, the net cost, of which nothing 

12. Ferran Brunet, An economic 
analysis of the Barcelona ‘92 
Olympic Games: resources, 
financing and impact” in 
Miguel de Moragas & Miguel 
Botella, The key to success: 
the social, sporting, economic 
and communications impact of 
Barcelona ‘92. Barcelona, Servei 
de Publicacions de la UAB.

Map of the areas involved in the 
Olympic trasformation (in grey). 
Aerial view of Poblenou (below).
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would remain afterward. For this reason effort was 
made to minimize them. On the other hand, the invest-
ment expenditures are the legacy, what remains. For 
this reason the effort was made to maximize them.”13

The first distinction made is between organiza-
tional cost, the “true” costs of the event, and the cost 
for building and infrastructures that creates, accord-
ing to the term used in the literature, the “heritage” 
of the event. The total resources allocated in organi-
zational costs is 1.393 mUS$2000 (14.5% of the total 
resources), while the investment in infrastructures and 
buildings system is 8.211 mUS$2000 (the 85.5% of the 
total resources). In Olympic games history Barcelona 
is still considered by the critics the best example of 
optimization of the expenses on “heritage”. 

The following subdivision underlines the impor-
tant role of the telecommunication structure. In fact 
a less visible, but although very significant effect of 
the Games is the upgrading of the urban technology 
and telecommunications systems necessary to host the 
world’s media. These improvements will have major 
implications for the further development of the city 
as an administrative center14. The telecommunication 
structures were improved not only in the Barcelona 
metropolitan area but all over the region updating 13. Ferran Brunet, The 

economic impact of the 
Barcelona Olympic Games, 
1986-2004: Barcelona: the 
legacy of the Olympic Games, 
1992-2002. Barcelona: Centre 
d’Estudis Olímpics UAB, 2002

14.  J.E. Sanchez, Societal 
responses to changes in the 
production system: the case 
of Barcelona Metropolitan 
Region, 1992, Urban Studies (6), 
949–64.
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the system of a region to the latest technologies of the 
time. The role of this part of the investment is funda-
mental from economic point of view. The investment 
in the field of telecommunication is 1.642 mUS$2000 

(20.0% of the total resources), while the investment 
on concrete buildings and infrastructures is 6.569 
mUS$2000 (72.5% of the total resources).

An interesting aspect is the geography of the 
investments. According with Brunet “the Barcelona 
Games are characterized by geographical decentraliza-
tion into a number of towns that were Olympic sub-
sites in the regions of Catalonia, Valencia and Aragon. 
Only 38.5% of the Olympic investments are made in 
Barcelona. 61.5% of the Olympic projects were carried 
out in the metropolitan area (29%), the rest of Catalo-
nia (16%)”15. The investments done outside the Bar-
celona Metropolitan Area are divided from the ones 
done inside the area of study. The delimitation of the 
area follows the physical and urban transformation of 
the larger Barcelona instead of being constrained into 
administrative boundaries.

The investment outside Barcelona is 3.161mUS$2000 
(34.8% of the total resources), while the investment 
in the Barcelona Metropolitan Area (RMB) is 5.050 
mUS$2000 (34.8% of the total resources. 

15. Ferran Brunet, The 
economic impact of the 
Barcelona Olympic Games, 
1986-2004: Barcelona: the 
legacy of the Olympic Games, 
1992-2002. Barcelona: Centre 
d’Estudis Olímpics UAB, 2002
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The figure that arises, the net investment in con-
crete and visible buildings and infrastructures in 
the metropolitan area of Barcelona, equals to 5.050 
mUS$2000 of the total investment (34.8% of the total 
allocated resources). The investment in infrastructure 
and building has been further subdivided into differ-
ent areas of investments. Of the total amount of  5.050 
mUS$2000  the main part is used to build roads and 
infrastructures. 1.813 mUS$2000  (35,9% of the invest-
ment on infrastructures and building) are spent in to 
build the new connection system of the “rondas”. 

As the top priority of the city upgrading plan, the 
construction of the ring roads of Barcelona, rondes, 
aims to improve its existing road system so to facili-
tate the increase traffic flow during the Games and the 
key roads to move around the circumference of Bar-
celona16. According with Brunet, an aspect where the 
extraordinarily synthetic mode of Barcelona’s urban 
transformation is reflected, as generated by “Olym-
pic” investments is the circulation of motor vehicles. 
The change in the urban model can be seen immedi-
ately by comparing the density of traffic in 1990 before 
the ring roads are built, with the density of 1993, after 
the opening of the Dalt and Litoral ring roads. The 
changes in traffic due to the effect of these roads is one 

16. Ferran Brunet, An economic 
analysis of the Barcelona ‘92 
Olympic Games: resources, 
financing and impact” in 
Miguel de Moragas & Miguel 
Botella, The key to success: 
the social, sporting, economic 
and communications impact of 
Barcelona ‘92. Barcelona, Servei 
de Publicacions de la UAB.
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17. Ferran Brunet, The 
economic impact of the 
Barcelona Olympic Games, 
1986-2004: Barcelona: the 
legacy of the Olympic Games, 
1992-2002. Barcelona: Centre 
d’Estudis Olímpics UAB, 2002

of the most synthetic expressions of the impact of the 
Olympic Games on the city17. 

78 new kilometers of roads are built to to move 
around the circumference of Barcelona, with new sew-
age system and illumination with an increase of 15% 
over those existing in 1986. The infrastructural art-
works includes several new ring roads, the main one 
Ronda Litoral and Nus Trinitat (including land, serv-
ices and facilities) and Ronda de Dalt and Nus Llobre-
gat (including land, services and facilities) accounted 
respectively for the 8.1% and  7.2% of the investment. 
Furthermore comparably smaller intervention are also 
done on the first ring road  called Ronda del Mig and 
other projects of internal connections in Barcelona. 
Metropolitan connections constitute the 9.3% of the 
investment, while parking (outside the Olympic areas) 
and computerized traffic control system constitute a 
little more than 1%. Other investments are done in 
order to improve the airports and the connections to 
them through regional connections: the figures are 
5.4% for the Girona airport and 2.9% for the Barce-
lona airport.

The projects in the Olympic sub-sites constitute 
7.3% while other sports infrastructure projects like 
the COOB’92 infrastructures the minor sports centers 

Diagram of the infrastructural 
interventions.
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in Barcelona and the other minor sports infrastruc-
tures add up to 3.1%. The remaining figure consti-
tutes the direct investment on the Olympians’ accom-
modations, cultural, new residential and hotels. It has 
been subdivided in order to explicit the geography 
and the hierarchy of the allocated resources in the 
Barcelona Metropolitan Area.

The main area is Poble Nou, also known as Villa 
Olìmpica, housing the Olympic Village for athletes and 
the Parc de Mar. The investment in this area is 1.121 
mUS$2000  (22,2% of the investment in infrastructures 
and buildings). The other Olympic areas like Montjuic 
(where the Stadium, the Swimming pool, and the Tel-
ecomunication tower are set), the Diagonal and Vall 
d’Ebron (the Media Village) add up to 621 mUS$2000  
(12,3% of the investment in infrastructures and build-
ings). The other metropolitan projects, including the 
metropolitan squares and punctual interventions con-
stitute the remaining 965 mUS$2000  (19,1% of the 
investment in infrastructures and buildings).

Of the total resources allocated for the Olympic 
games of 9.604 mUS$2000  the quota used for architec-
ture and urban planning is 2.707 mUS$2000  (18.8% of 
the total investment).

 These figures allow us to some preliminary con-



3. Barcelona 91

sideration of the communication role of architecture. 
Although the amount invested on architecture is com-
parable to the one on infrastructures, the marketing 
and communication role of the first is enormous com-
pared to the latter. From the images of the stadium 
to the telecommunication tower the promotion of the 
city of Barcelona has been completely focused on the 
architectural artworks completely ignoring the infra-
structural works.

The City of Barcelona has always been proud of its 
heritage and tends to emphasize this feature as part of 
the promotion plan. For the new Olympic structures it 
is decided to concentrate the facilities within the city’s 
Olympic areas. Areas close to the main intersections, 
which are well serviced by public transport, are cho-
sen.

The area of Montjuïc already includes public 
sports facilities, mostly from Barcelona’s previous can-
didatures for the Olympic Games. The new key piece 
in this area is the “Olympic Ring” which includes the 
renovation of the Stadium, rebuilt acclimatisation 
garden (which was used for the Universal Exposition 
1929),  the renovation and extension of the Picornell 
swimming pools and facade built in 1969 to meet 
modern guidelines, the construction of brand-new 
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buildings, the Sant Jordi Sports Hall by Arata Isozaki, 
and the National Institute of Physical Education of 
Catalonia18.

The area of Diagonal already had a large number 
of sports facilities, mostly private, which are sup-
plemented by the building of the Municipal Sports 
Centre in l’Hospitalet, Pubilla Casas. This area also 
includes one of the hotels proposed for the lodging of 
the IOC members. 

The area of Vall d’Hebron already has a velo-
drome, built in 1984. El Parque de la Valle, a project 
financed by the Council, completes the sports facilities 
in this area adding a Sports Centre and two playing 
fields. The International Youth Camp is located in this 
area, as well as residences for the referees, judges and 
media. 

The main feature of the area of Parc de Mar is the 
Olympic Village, housing most of the athletes and a 
large number of training facilities at the disposal of the 
“new” neighborhood after the Olympic Games. The 
development of facilities in the areas of Vall d’Hebron 
and Parc de Mar shows how the sports facilities adapt 
to the urban framework, fostering development and 
urban renovation.

Map of the Olympic areas (in 
black).

Housing in Poblenou, designed 
by Carlos Ferrater (below).

18. Barcelona City Council, 
2005
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The following part analyzes the investment and 
projects of every built work in detail in the area. 

Perspective drawing of the 
Olympic masterplan, designed 
by Martorell-Bohigas-Mackay 
(MBM)

3.3 The Olympic Village in Poblenou 
(Villa Olímpica)

The development of this site requires the construc-
tion of 1,841 houses through agreements between the 
City Council and VOSA (Vila Olympic, SA), NISA 
(Nova Icària, SA), OMSA (Olympic Moll, SA), Euroc-
ity, SA, MAPFRE, Generalitat de Catalunya- Institut 
Català de la Salut, and the Archidiócesis de Barcelona. 

VOSA is a state owned company controlled by 
HOLSA (Barcelona Olympic Holding SA). HOLSA 
was created, in 1989, with the participation of the 
State (51% of the shares) and the City Council (49% 
of the shares). VOSA, Societad Privada Municipal Vila 
Olìmpica is a publicly owned company, controlled by 
the City Council (100% of the shares), born on the 
June 1986, before the Olympic bid (assigned on Octo-
ber of the same year). It is intended as a specific organ 
able to manage the potentials of Plan Especial with the 
flexibility of a private company, to fully exploit and 
concretely realize all the urban proposals intended in 
the master-plan. At the end of the same year it con-
verted to an autonomous company with the mission to 
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manage to the reconstruction of the new compound 
on the sea-side. VOSA is also a shareholder in NISA 
(40%) and OMSA (51%), controlling the majority of 
the companies, but leaving part of the shares to pri-
vate investors.

The area of more than 130.000 square meter is 
already partially public (the City Council has already 
acquired 75.000 square meters) and the remaining is 
taken with forced evictions in 1987. It is proposed 
to place the main Olympic Village, with an area of 
43 hectares, in the zone of Poble Nou, between the 
Parque de la Ciudadela and the cemetery. After the 
Olympic Games, it becomes in a new high quality resi-
dential neighborhood. 

In the candidature, this neighborhood is described 
as an old city district that took part in the first wave 
of Catalan industrialization in the nineteenth century, 
and that requires a residential renovation. Before the 
games, the land is occupied as industrial land and 
declining industries. Poble Nou’s garlic sausage fac-
tories are demolished in 1987 as the first step in the 
Olympic clearance program. The two chorizo busi-
nesses, according to Andy Robinson19  epitomize the 
state of urban degradation into which the city’s oldest 
industrial district had sunk. The area was filled with 

Map and aerial view of the 
Poblenou area.

19. Andy Robinson, Olympic 
Village with its Face to the Sea, 
Olympic Review 271/272, 1993
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clothing factories, small workshop emptied by the 
economic crisis and the city morgue.  It is separated 
from the rest of the city and from the coast by two 
railway lines connecting the site to the city primary for 
shipping use20.

The Olympics provide an opportunity to re-
develop the area which involves reconstructing the 
railway network, building a costal ring road, develop-
ing the Olympic village, a new marina called Olympic 
Harbour,  reconstructing the sewage system and the 
regeneration of the coastline.21

The district is opened up to Barcelona inhabitants 
with an easy access to its 5.2 km coastline. Here the 
new beaches and waterfront facilities transformed the 
landscape and will potentially alter shape of the city’s  
future growth. The whole series of regenerating the 
coastline in the early 90’s not only sufficiently provided 
the necessary infrastructures for the Olympic Games, 
but also created a continuing force to redefine the city 
in a larger content22. The Plan Especial de Ordena-
cion Urbana de la Fechada de Mar de Barcelona (Plan 
of Urban Arrangement of the Sea Front) in the area of 
the Paseo de Carlos I and Avenida Icaria includes the 
transformation of the neighborhood, designed by a 
team of architects, MBM (Martorell, Bohigas, Mackay 

20. “A maze of abandoned 
streets, only partially 
incorporated into Barcelona’s 
street grid plan, the Plan Cerdá, 
invariably led to a dead end. Or, 
if not, to the morgue” in Andy 
Robinson, Olympic Village with 
its Face to the Sea, Olympic 
Review 271/272, 1993

21. COOB, Official Report of the 
Games of the XXV Olympiad, 
Four volumes, 1992, COOB’92, 
Barcelona.

22. Ferran Brunet, An economic 
analysis of the Barcelona ‘92 
Olympic Games: resources, 
financing and impact” in 
Miguel de Moragas & Miguel 
Botella, The key to success: 
the social, sporting, economic 
and communications impact of 
Barcelona ‘92. Barcelona, Servei 
de Publicacions de la UAB.
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y Puigdomènech). 
The infrastructural implications in the transfor-

mation are very complicated. The railway has to be 
rerouted and the entire drainage system in the district 
overhauled. Spanish coastal legislation is reduced 
from five to one in order to accommodate hotel’s 
requirements. To overcome all of this situation the 
City Council applies an urban strategy of ‘punctual 
intervention’, according to the administration, by buy-
ing up land and providing infrastructure, provides a 
stimulus to the private sector.

Nova Icaria (the name is chosen for the new dis-
trict as a tribute to the French Utopian Etienne Cabet’s 
experimental libertarian communities in the nascent 
United States, which attracted considerable support 
in 19th century Poble Nou) overall scheme is designed 
by Oriol Bohigas. It accommodates flats, two skyscrap-
ers, one a hotel, the other an office block, positioned 
opposite each other on the sea front, the Olympic 
yacht harbor with an island in the middle, housing a 
conference center, a section of the new ring road, tun-
nel where it traverses the Olympic Village, and several 
parks.  A striking difference between the orientation 
of the new urbanization and the old arises: a barrier 
of factories and railway lines denied Poble Nou any 
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intimacy with a Mediterranean sea that defined its 
southern limit. When the factories fell and the Costa 
Brava railway is removed, the beach suddenly became 
accessible, fulfilling the dream expressed in the “leit-
motif” of the new Barcelona “Tornem la cara al mar” 
(Turn our face to the sea).

The entrance to the Olympic Village is flanked 
by two towers standing at a height of 138 metres. 
One is Hotel Arts, which opened temporarily dur-
ing the Games to provide accommodation for part 
of the Olympic family before building work was offi-
cially completed. Now it is one of the city’s leading 
luxury hotels, managed by the Ritz-Carlton chain, 
and enjoys extremely high occupation rates for its 500 
plus rooms. Adjoining the hotel’s ground floor are a 
range of restaurants and shops. The second tower is 
the Mapfre Tower, owned by the Mapfre insurance 
company. The ground floor of this building housed 
the reception, accreditation and other services for the 
main Olympic village entrance. The tower’s 80,000 
m² surface area now houses 92 companies, and a total 
of 3,000 employees. Of the six office buildings in 
the largely residential area, one immediately became 
a technical base for Telefónica, another has become 
the corporate headquarters of Mútua Intercomarcal, a 
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third is the Property Registry and the remainder have 
been bought by mainly insurance sector bodies, which 
rent office spaces to other companies. These build-
ings, along with the ground floors of the residential 
buildings, house 214 shopping and service facilities.23 
The residential part of the Olympic Village consists 
predominately of six-storey blocks containing two- 
and three-bedroom flats. At ground floor level, 28.000 
square meters of floor space are dedicated to offices 
and another 28.000 below them will provide under-
ground parking. In the so-called ‘general block’ are 
collected a range of services, including ceremonial 
organization, information, transport and security. The 
projects are designed by recent prize-winners in com-
petitions staged by Spain’s Architecture and Design 
Foundation (FAD).  Unlike residents of the old 
‘Ensanche’, where the external facade hides corridor-
like interiors with cell-like rooms, the new housing ful-
fills contemporary requirements of fresh air and light 
with ‘super-manzanas’,  200 meters long blocks which 
adhere to the urban norms of the Plan Cerdá, hiding 
modern living behind their facades: modern homes, 
from terraced and detached houses to low-rise com-
plexes, contained within the ‘manzana’ giving the new 
district the urban form of the 19th century and the 

23. Carbonell, The Olympic 
Village, ten years on Barcelona: 
the legacy of the Games 1992-
2002, in Miquel de Moragas i 
Miquel Botella (eds.), Barcelona: 
l’herència dels Jocs. 1992-2002. 
Barcelona: Centre d’Estudis 
Olímpics UAB, Planeta, 
Ajuntament de Barcelona, 2002.

Nova Icaria masterplan
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comfort and light of the 20th. 
Private sector involvement in the development 

of Nova lcaria is crucial. The authorities allow the 
market to randomly shape the new district avoiding  
property speculation. Norms for building height and 
public space  are applied. With these controls the new 
Olympic Village combines formal unity with archi-
tectural diversity. During the Olympic Games the 
athletes resides here. This site has a maximum capac-
ity of 14.000 residents and the maximum number of 
residents received at any one time is 13.994 but dur-
ing the games 14.406 people in total are housed in the 
village. According to COHRE, the houses were pro-
moted through a public-private partnership for sale 
to middle/upper class families free market price, with 
prices ranging between 200.000 and 300.000 pesetas 
per square meter24. According to Carbonell the fig-
ures are slightly different: 2,048 apartments built to 
accommodate the athletes are constructed by the two 
development companies: Nova Icària, S.A. built 1,834 
apartments and Olimpic Moll, S.A. Built 214.)25. The 
apartments are placed on the market at an average 
price of 1,444 €/m², ranging from a minimum of 1,157 
€/m² to a maximum of 1,852 €/m², depending on loca-
tion. These prices changes very little between 1990 

24. COHRE, Barcelona 1992: 
international events and 
housing rights: a focus on the 
Olympic games, International 
Academic Network (GIAN), 
Geneva, 2007

25. Carbonell, The Olympic 
Village, ten years on Barcelona: 
the legacy of the Games 1992-
2002, in Miquel de Moragas i 
Miquel Botella (eds.), Barcelona: 
l’herència dels Jocs. 1992-2002. 
Barcelona: Centre d’Estudis 
Olímpics UAB, Planeta, 
Ajuntament de Barcelona, 2002.
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and 1996. In 1993, the average price of a house in Bar-
celona is 1,409 €/m² and the average in the Sant Martí 
district is 1,177 €/m². Average prices throughout the 
city range from 2,150 €/m² in Sarrià-Sant Gervasi to 
a minimum of 1,075 in Ciutat Vella and Sant Andreu. 
The Olympic Village apartments are offered for sale at 
a price which is slightly higher than the city average, 
clearly higher than average prices in the immediately 
surrounding area (Sant Martí) and in certain locations 
(the seafront) at a price which is comparable with Bar-
celona’s most expensive districts.

Ten years later, the average price of a flat in the 
Olympic Village has multiplied by 2.5 or 3. The apart-
ments on the seafront are now selling at five times the 
original price. High prices are directly related to the 
architectural quality of the buildings, the urban layout 
and setting, and proximity to the sea.

In the Olympic Village in Poblenou (Parc de Mar) 
205 houses are built through an agreement between 
the Council and Mediterrània de Promocions, SA for  
judges and referees to reside during the Games. The 
maximum capacity of the village is 1.600 residents, 
with 1.425 housed at any time but 1.518 in total during 
the Olympics. An urban agreement is signed accord-
ing to which two-thirds of the houses are directly com-
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mercialized by the private promoter sale at free mar-
ket prices, while the remaining one-third is managed 
by the Patronat Municipal de l’Habitatge (housing 
department of the City Council), which diversifies the 
houses as follows: one part is managed directly by the 
Patronat Municipal de l’Habitatge for sale at a moder-
ate price to low income families on the basis of a draw 
(called the llars system), another part is agreed with 
the Generalidad to be used for the promotion of social 
renting and another part is made available to hous-
ing co-operatives in order to enable them to award the 
houses to their co-operative members at cost price26. 

Sale prices for apartments in Barcelona city (1993-2001)

US$
2000

/m²
1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001

Sarrià-St Gervasi 2,150 2,220 2,236 2,243 2,374 2,378 2,590 2,957 3,200

Sant Martí 1,177 1,203 1,245 1,296 1,287 1,360 1,729 1,845 2,184

Olympic Village 1,444 1,319 1,214 1,387 1,512 1,806 2,349 2,581 3,375

Barcelona 1,409 1,430 1,477 1,436 1,461 1,572 1,918 2,170 2,367

Source: Nova Icària, S.A., Anuari estadístic de la ciutat de Barcelona, Barcelona City Hall, Municipal Tax Institute,  

and Carbonell.

26. Xavier Valls, Quan 
l’habitatge fa ciutat (Barcelona: 
Aula Barcelona, Fundació 
Bosch I Gimpera, Universitat de 
Barcelona, 2001), p. 31.
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3.4 Montjuic Olympic Ring (Anella 
Olímpica)

The area of Montjuïc already included public 
sports facilities, mostly from Barcelona’s previous can-
didatures for the Olympic Games.

The Olympic Ring is the area where the main 
sport events of the 1992 Olympic Games are held. The 
key elements in the compelx are the Olympic Stadium 
and the Sport Palace. The Olympic Swimming Pool, 
the Physical Education Center, the Pau Negre Hockey 
field and the indoor Hockey Pavilion constitute the 
reminder of the area facilities. According with Cor-
rea, the master-plan is intended to gather the historical 
threads of other projects for the Montjuic and in par-
ticular the one from Puig I Cadafalch. The size of the 
ring is given by the traffic. Avinguida Montjuic on the 
north and the new road on the south (the service road 
during the Games) define the area. Inside the Ring, 
the Olympic Esplanade slopes down with three main 
levels that allow access to the Ring’s structures. 

The Esplanades is dominated by the Olympic Sta-
dium. The original facades are kept as trace of Barce-
lona history while the interior is totally rebuilt to meet 
the modern need and seating capacity. The lower step 
gives entrance to the swimming pool while the third 
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constitute the main pedestrian access from the main 
entrance in the Placa d’Espanya. From this square a 
monumental archway lead to the Physical Education 
Institute while a curved staircase leads down along the 
perimeter of the Pau Negre Hockey Stadium to the 
adjacent Indoor Hockey Pavilion. 

The project creates a big built-up platform, fol-
lowing the same guideline as in the project of Puig i 
Cadafalch from 1917, having the four big sports build-
ings. The platform pivots above the stadium which is 
placed in the main axis of Plaça d’Espanya, and there-
fore colonizes a great part of the mountain. This main 
axis is provided with escalators that make the access 
very easy from Plaça Espanya station, and it has stops 
at the middle at the Magical Fountain and the Catalo-
nian Art Museum. 

This connection between the new interventions 
and the classical structure of 1929, improved with 
the fountain and garden restoration, is promoted by 
the restoration of the Mies van der Rohe masterpiece 
pavilion, with the restoration of La Fira and the Plaça 
de l’Univers and, lately, with the opening of the Caix-
afòrum at the factory Casarramona by Puig i Cada-
falch. 

Map and aerial view of the 
Montjuic area.



Poble Nou Area 1.121 mUS$2000 

Olympic village private development 535 mUS$2000 

Olympic area public development 394 mUS$2000 

Other projects 192 mUS$2000 

Housing

Apartments 2048

Average price 1450mUS$2000 /m2

Income 243 mUS$2000 

Vall d'Ebron 162 mUS$2000 

Housing

Apartments 150+338 = 488

Average price 900/1050 mUS$2000/m2

Income 40 mUS$2000 

Montigalà Area - mUS$2000 

Housing

Apartments 842+900 = 1742

Average price 677 mUS$2000/m2

Income 97 mUS$2000 

Vila de Cerdanyola Area - mUS$2000 

Housing

Apartments 600 = 1742

Average price 1100 mUS$2000/m2

Income 54 mUS$2000 
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3.5 Vall d’Hebron

Map of the Vall d’Ebron area.

In this area 488 houses are built through the agree-
ment between the Council and UTE Coisa-Conycon. 
During the Olympic Games the area houses the 
media’s members. The site has a maximum capacity 
of 2,200 residents and 1.750 people live here after 
Games.

The management system consists of an exchange 
of municipal land in return for houses built by pri-
vate promoters. 150 houses are commercialized by 
the Municipal de Sòl for sale at moderate prices (less 
than 150,000 pesetas per m2) for families with limited 
resources and houses are commercialized by the build-
ing company, UTE Coisa-Coycon sale at free market 
price (between 145,000-200,000 pesetas per m2). The 
quality level in this area is slightly higher than in the 
Olympic Village (for example AC system are included 
in this area) but are sold at lower price because of the 
positional value of the area and the initial goal to be 
directly sold on the market.
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3.6 Montigalà

842 multi-family houses and 56 single-family 
houses are built in the town of Badalona (RMB) 
through agreements between the Council and Monti-
galà, SA and Levitt Bosch-Aymerich, SA for the mem-
bers of the media here. This village has a maximum 
capacity of 5,366 residents.

The village residences are part of the first phase of 
construction of houses in the area of Montigalà-Batl-
lòria, and are promoted through public-private agree-
ments with private promoters that commercializes the 
houses sale at moderate prices (between 100,000 and 
125,000 pesetas per m2). 

The Council of Badalona subsequently carries out 
a second phase of construction, building 900 houses in 
the same area, through agreements with, respectively, 
union co-operatives CCOO (200 houses) and the 
Unió General de Treballadors (UGT) (206 houses), 
the public company REGESA (150 houses) and the 
IMPSOL (50 houses), with 100 houses being retained 
by the Council for direct public sale.
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3.7 Vila de Cerdanyola

600 apartments are built in the town of Cerdan-
yola del Vallès for promotion directly through the City 
Council’s Housing department (Patronat Municipal 
de l’Habitatge). Members of the police are housed 
here during the Olympic Games. The apartments 
are subsequently handed over to the Universidad 
Autónoma de Barcelona (UAB) and currently house 
university students at a moderate rent.

3.8 Punctual interventions

The creation or rehabilitation of public spaces is 
the base used to re-balance and strengthen the various 
parts of the city, the urban role of which is highly het-
erogeneous. The goal is to foster the social and physi-
cal identity of each neighborhood and reintegrate the 
fragmented parts of the city. The  public space acts as a 
condenser of social life and a re-generator of the over-
all urban context. Thus the reconstruction of the city 
is conceived piece after piece within the framework 
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of the general plan, taking into account the variety of 
the urban fabric of each fragment, its proper activi-
ties and social atmosphere. The broad range of open 
space typologies is used to responds to the local and 
social needs.

In the traditional neighborhoods around the 
urban center of the 19th Century, such as Gracia, 
Sarria, Sant Andreu, several existing small squares 
are rebuilt. According with Sokoloff, small squares 
are created in the dense old fabric of some neigh-
borhoods. Plaga de las Navas, substitutes to an old 
intersection of little streets formerly used as parking 
lot with a system on three levels, including a prom-
enade, a triangular esplanade and a sunken space for 
children’s play. Plaga de la Merci is created on the site 
of an old block, torn down to make room for a square 
facing the facade of the church. Plaga de la Sedeta is 
created in the semi-open interior of a block, the corner 
of which has been refurbished while the school build-
ing becomes and urban center for the neighborhood. 

In the recently built peripheries, larger squares 
“dignifying” and giving a new sense of urbanity to 
modern compounds. Plaga de la Palmera, divided 
by a wall-sculpture by Serra, creates various types 
of spaces for relax, contemplation and active games. 

Map of the punctual 
interventions and images of 
Placa del Catalans
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Plaga Soller combines a “place-salon”, an elevated 
promenade defined with threes and a garden includ-
ing alleys a water basin and modem sculptures. The 
design of the square creates its own unity and formal 
coherence, that offers to the users diversified open 
space. On a larger urban scale Placa de los Paysos Cat-
alans use high modern metallic structures to “sculpt” 
a self-sustaining space to turn a cul-de-sac, bordered 
by traffic roads and very disparate buildings to what 
is largely recognized as one of the strongest and most 
innovative proposals carried out in Barcelona.

3.9 The real estate market outside the 
Olympic framework

This part aims to better understand the effects to 
the real estate market of the Metropolitan Area of Bar-
celona produced by the project of transformation of 
the city, developed for the Olympic Games.

The literature deeply studied the effects of the 
injections of investments in the city in the fields of 
retail, tourism and architectural and infrastructural 
heritage of the big event. It is thus interesting to verify 
what happened to the quantitative aspects of the pri-
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vate entrepreneurship involved in the transformation 
of the city and understand the effects of the Olympic 
investment on the housing condition.

The fragmentation and the peculiar conditions of 
each project developed outside the Olympic frame-
work, determined by specific different reasons vary-
ing in each case and sometimes coincidences between 
the economic and political momentum and desires, 
investments and need of the various clients, shifted the 
attention from the case-to-case analysis to a quantita-
tive approach. 

The data panel that has been used is taken from 
the Spanish National Statistic Institute. The data, 
from 1990 to nowadays draw a precise picture of the 
real estate in the metropolitan area of Barcelona and 
allows some preliminary considerations. According 
with INE (population and houses censuses – definitive 
results 2001) the market of the new constructions in 
Barcelona in the defined time lapse is constantly grow-
ing all over the considered period, although with dif-
ferent rhythms and different numbers. The real estate 
market is mainly defined by the construction of new 
dwellings, so that the housing constitute almost the 
90% of the total new constructions in the area.  This 
leads to focus on housing market as a correct indicator 
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Year of construction 1 % 2 % 3 % 4 % 5 to 9 % 10 to 19 % 20 to 39 % 40 or more %

1991 7.360 73,0% 774 7,7% 261 2,6% 255 2,5% 787 7,8% 508 5,0% 123 1,2% 19 0,2%

1992 7.528 73,6% 841 8,2% 220 2,2% 231 2,3% 760 7,4% 512 5,0% 117 1,1% 17 0,2%

1993 5.832 71,2% 656 8,0% 244 3,0% 201 2,5% 676 8,3% 465 5,7% 100 1,2% 19 0,2%

1994 5.971 71,0% 696 8,3% 237 2,8% 196 2,3% 695 8,3% 473 5,6% 121 1,4% 19 0,2%

1995 4.989 82,3% 323 5,3% 82 1,4% 87 1,4% 306 5,0% 205 3,4% 57 0,9% 13 0,2%

1996 6.673 72,6% 662 7,2% 239 2,6% 201 2,2% 758 8,2% 516 5,6% 137 1,5% 7 0,1%

1997 6.420 72,7% 615 7,0% 218 2,5% 195 2,2% 700 7,9% 505 5,7% 152 1,7% 26 0,3%

1998 7.464 73,1% 732 7,2% 244 2,4% 279 2,7% 815 8,0% 538 5,3% 118 1,2% 23 0,2%

1999 7.266 72,2% 676 6,7% 269 2,7% 250 2,5% 906 9,0% 554 5,5% 129 1,3% 17 0,2%

2000 7.020 70,9% 719 7,3% 279 2,8% 257 2,6% 871 8,8% 588 5,9% 149 1,5% 17 0,2%

2001 6.806 67,7% 734 7,3% 288 2,9% 282 2,8% 999 9,9% 724 7,2% 203 2,0% 18 0,2%

TOTAL 402.624 67,4% 50.075 8,4% 18.770 3,1% 14.142 2,4% 44.028 7,4% 42.073 7,0% 21.377 3,6% 3.892 0,7%

Nº of dwellings per bldg
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Annual variation Total variation % Annual variation % Total variation
Year of construction 1 % 2 % 3 % 4 % 5 to 9 % 10 to 19 % 20 to 39 % 40 or more %

1991 10.087 10.087 100,00 +100 7.360 73,0% 774 7,7% 261 2,6% 255 2,5% 787 7,8% 508 5,0% 123 1,2% 19 0,2%

1992 10.226 20.313 +50,34 +150 7.528 73,6% 841 8,2% 220 2,2% 231 2,3% 760 7,4% 512 5,0% 117 1,1% 17 0,2%

1993 8.193 28.506 +28,74 +179 5.832 71,2% 656 8,0% 244 3,0% 201 2,5% 676 8,3% 465 5,7% 100 1,2% 19 0,2%

1994 8.408 36.914 +22,78 +202 5.971 71,0% 696 8,3% 237 2,8% 196 2,3% 695 8,3% 473 5,6% 121 1,4% 19 0,2%

1995 6.062 42.976 +14,11 +216 4.989 82,3% 323 5,3% 82 1,4% 87 1,4% 306 5,0% 205 3,4% 57 0,9% 13 0,2%

1996 9.193 52.169 +17,62 +234 6.673 72,6% 662 7,2% 239 2,6% 201 2,2% 758 8,2% 516 5,6% 137 1,5% 7 0,1%

1997 8.831 61.000 +14,48 +248 6.420 72,7% 615 7,0% 218 2,5% 195 2,2% 700 7,9% 505 5,7% 152 1,7% 26 0,3%

1998 10.213 71.213 +14,34 +262 7.464 73,1% 732 7,2% 244 2,4% 279 2,7% 815 8,0% 538 5,3% 118 1,2% 23 0,2%

1999 10.067 81.280 +12,39 +275 7.266 72,2% 676 6,7% 269 2,7% 250 2,5% 906 9,0% 554 5,5% 129 1,3% 17 0,2%

2000 9.900 91.180 +10,86 +286 7.020 70,9% 719 7,3% 279 2,8% 257 2,6% 871 8,8% 588 5,9% 149 1,5% 17 0,2%

2001 10.054 101.234 +9,93 +296 6.806 67,7% 734 7,3% 288 2,9% 282 2,8% 999 9,9% 724 7,2% 203 2,0% 18 0,2%

TOTAL 596.981 402.624 67,4% 50.075 8,4% 18.770 3,1% 14.142 2,4% 44.028 7,4% 42.073 7,0% 21.377 3,6% 3.892 0,7%

Nº of dwellings per bldg
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of the market trends. The housing market is mainly 
defined by single family houses on the peripheral areas 
of the city with figures ranging from the 67% to 82% 
of the new constructions. The data from the beginning 
of the last century to the 90’s are less defined, but still 
draw a growth process in the city. The interpolation of 
the numbers allowed is used to compare the different 
detail of the figures.

These numbers can suggest the known and stud-
ied phenomenon of the urban sprawl that constituted 
the main feature of growth of the 90’s. It’s noticeable 
how, in a market that was slowing its growth after the 
big numbers of the Olympic period, the numbers of 
the sprawl become higher. 

It interesting, in order to better understand the 
dynamics of the transformation of the city, to identify 
the features of the process of growth in term of densifi-
cation, re-qualification, sprawl and big projects. While 
the Olympic projects develop building with a higher 
density in the central areas of the city the private mar-
ket pushes for lower density with a higher consump-
tion of ground on the outskirts and the peripheral 
areas. A geographic description of this phenomenon 
enables a more precise and immediate understanding 
of this process.
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From the analysis the quantitative aspects it’s clear 
how in the considered period the number of new 
apartment and houses is of 55.905 units, more than 
the 10,8% of the total built apartments in the Barce-
lona metropolitan area.

The apartments built in the framework of the 
Olympic intervention reaches a number of 4.878 units. 
It constitutes the 0.95% of the total apartments stock 
and the 8.73% of the new apartments built in the con-
sidered period. With the average apartment size of 82 
square meter it creates a total built surface of roughly 
400.00 square meters. Considering the average price 
per square meter of 890 €/square meter (given by the 
average price pondered on the features of the differ-
ent projects)  it’s possible to identify the bigness of the 
total income of 434 mUS$2000 for the new projects 
related with the Olympic transformation of the city. 
Subtracting these numbers from the to total figure 
the apartments and houses built outside the Olympic 
framework reaches the 51.027 units. With the same 
average apartment dimensions (given by INE stud-
ies) the total built surface is roughly of 4 millions of 
square meters (4.184.200 square meters). Considering 
the average market price per square meter it’s possible 
to obtain the total income of the private sector that 
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adds up to almost 6.000  mUS$2000 (5.857.899.600), 
the 93% of the total income (6.292 mUS$2000) of the 
new built apartments.

Looking back at the growth trends in the real 
estate it’ s possible to quantify the added value pro-
duced by the  transformation of the city. The metro-
politan area of Barcelona has been growing, from the 
late 70’s and 80’s with almost 8.800 new apartments 
per year. From ‘86 to ‘92 this figure rises of to 4,7% 
reaching the 9.300 units. Subtracting the Olympic res-
idential intervention, the growth of private real estate 
market is roughly of 4.500 extra units compared to the 
(growth) trends of the previous period.

In a time frame where the growth trend in popu-
lation is basically constant as the market and  public 
institution are building a considerable amount of new 
dwellings the private sector shows a growth of 50 
mUS$2000.

These figures are only related to the new build-
ings and to not shows the picture that involves also 
the refurbishment and the new functions installed in 
the city center. The literature on this topic shows how 
during the growth processes there is shift towards 
function with an higher added value (for instance 
from agricultural to industrial, from industrial to resi-



Barcelona 1952

Barcelona ‘52/’72

Non-Olympic apartments

51.027 

Average apartment size

82 mq

Total built surface ‘86-’92

51.027 x 82 mq = 4.184.214 mq

Average price per square meter in ‘92

1.400 E/mq

Total income

5.858 mUS$* (5.857.899.600 euro)

Apartments in the Olympic areas

4.878

Average apartment size

82 mq

Total built surface ‘86-’92

4.878 x 82 mq = 400.000 mq

Average price per square meter in ‘92

890 E/mq

Total income

434 mUS$* (434.504.308 euro)



Barcelona 1972

Barcelona ‘72/’92

Barcelona 1992
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dential, from residential to retail, from retail to direc-
tional and touristic) following the rise of the price 
per square meter related with the different programs. 
Another feature not shown by these number is added 
value of the urban heritage given by the transforma-
tion and re-qualification of the areas in terms of new 
functions, better and more updated living standard 
and quality of life, that the literature on econometric 
shows to increase  the monetary value of the surround-
ing areas.

Some preliminary conclusions con be developed 
looking at the presented figures. The interventions on 
the city has combined a strategy of monumental and 
symbolic projects (also called flagship buildings) able 
to redefine specific areas and to foster the transforma-
tion of the surrounding with a new massive interven-
tion on the housing stock, that has not been, left to 
the private market but has been controlled, in term 
of quality (architecturally and construction-wise) by 
the public administration. This mix worked as a lever 
to foster private investment both on the main projects 
and on the private market, producing beyond the 
known and studied effects in terms of city marketing, 
a densification of the urban areas and a growth in the 
real estate market together with a higher quality of the 
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living standards and the architectural quality. Looking 
closer at the type of new built houses it is interesting 
to notice how the growth trend shown a shift from 
the single house (ground consuming) intervention to 
more sustainable approach fostering density.

3.10 The choice of the architects

The architects role in the transformation of the 
city has to cope of course with aesthetics in a wider 
sense but also with the reality check of politics, eco-
nomics, marketing and society stakeholders. Thus the 
dynamics of the choice of the architects involved in 
the projects are able to tell us a subtext that can give a 
wider perspective on the city. 

The different models of choice can also give us 
a deeper view into the idea of the city that leads the 
transformation and possible models of city that are 
pursued. The possible techniques used for a design 
assignment give us some key elements of knowledge: 
1) the design is assigned to the technical offices of 
city/region administration. It reduces the monetary 
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costs and the time needed for approval and gives a 
direct translation of the political/economical desires. 
The involvement of the world of research is reduced 
on the other side to to consultive role; 2) The design 
is appointed directly. It requires higher costs both in 
terms of time and money, but it leaves no parameter 
to better understand the reasons of choice that can 
range from the personal relationship to the brand of 
the star-architect; 3) The design is chosen by compe-
tition. The competitions can open/anonymous, with 
technical parameters, on invitation. The different 
types of competition tell us a lot about the organizing 
committee and the competitor. A competition on invi-
tation refers directly to a direct assignment but allows 
the organizing committee to wider the choices and, 
at the same time, to explicitly define the direction of 
the projects thought the definition of the jury panel. 
The choice base on technical parameters identifies a 
world of big engineering and architectural firm of rel-
evant dimensions, able to comply with the requested 
economical premises, thus excluding all the small and 
young offices or those more committed with research 
than with construction. The open competition   shows 
a lower degree of attachment to a precise model of 
development of the city that can be further defined 

Oriol Bohigas
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with the choice of the jury members.
The Barcelona model is significant and really 

peculiar in this sense. Due to the unique socio-eco-
nomic and political condition of the city during the 
Olympic bid all of the previous techniques have been 
mixed together under a unifying political-economical-
aesthetic approach.

There different hint of choice can be divided 
(even geographically) into three main areas: the Olym-
pic venues, the housing and the park competitions. 
The Olympic venues and master-plan for the Anella 
Olimpica comes from one restricted competition 
held in 1983 for the design of the master-plan for the 
Olympic Ring only. The invited firms are: Correa-
Mila-Margarit-Buxadé (Spain); Coderch (Spain); 
Sainz de Oiza-Moneo (Spain), Bofill (Spain); Stirling 
(England); Isozaki (Japan); Gregotti (Italy); Weidel 
(Germany). The competition is organized by the del-
egate for urban affairs Oriol Bohigas, former dean of 
the school of architecture and the Urban Design Team 
that he personally created in Municipality with 13 of 
his post-graduated students.

In January 1884 the competition judges chose 
Correa-Mila-Margarit-Buxadé for the Master-plan of 
the area and decide to entrust the principal buildings 
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to the most of the other architects as follows: Isosaki 
for the Sport Palace, Bofill for the Physical Education 
Institute, Gallego for the Picornell swimming pool 
and Gregotti (in Co-operation with Correa) for the 
Olympic Stadium.

The unusual link between the school of archi-
tecture and public and private practice in Barce-
lona traces back to the period of “opposition to the 
regime” that gathered and unified intellectuals and 
politics from different fields creating an extremely 
fertile and pragmatic academic activity, turning away 
from considering the city as an accumulation of sepa-
rate functions to the city as a whole and recovering its 
formal identities27

In Barcelona the mayor Narcis Serra calls in the 
director of the school of architecture Oriol Bohigas 
as delegate for urban affairs. Bohigas immediately set 
up an urban design team in 1980 (fruit of the links 
between civic and academic life) with J. A. Acebillo 
and 13 post-graduated students. This Urban Design 
team incorporates other relevant departments: plan-
ning (Albert Puigdomènech), licenses (Carme Vallvé) 
and the property and heritage dept28.  The architect, 
Oriol Bohigas, leaves the city administration and 
returns to private practice but is immediately asked 

27. David Mackay, Modern 
Architecture in Barcelona (1854 
- 1939), The Anglo-Catalan 
Society, University of Sheffield, 
Sheffield, 1999

28. David Mackay, The 
recovery of the urban 
seafront, Barcelona, Model 
Barcelona, Quaderns de gestió 
Management Booklets, 1999
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by the Mayor in March 1984 to lead a team of profes-
sionals to undertake design the Olympic Plan. Albert 
Puigdoménech is asked to join Josep Martorell, Oriol 
Bohigas and David Mackay (MBM) to deal with the 
planning. He is part-author of the idea to use the 
Olympic Village as a motor to recover the sea front 
for the city.

For the choice for the architects for the housing 
avoids the competitions for lack of time. The proposal 
approved by the Mayor is to invite all the architects 
awarded the annual prize for the best building built 
every year since 1959 by the local independent Arts 
and Crafts Society “Foment de les Arts Decoratives” 
– FAD. The architectural price of the FAD is created 
by Oriol Bohigas after joining the Society Counsel 
in 1958. Architects with more than one award can 
only have one commission bringing the number to 
30 firms with proved and consolidated experience in 
construction. This choice collects architects from vari-
ous generations (from under 30 to over 70), assuring 
the request variety but also a certain unity certified by 
FAD.

The architects of the various buildings formed 4 
super urban blocks:

“Clos del Mig” (super-unit 5) with 8 project units:  



3. Barcelona 131

Manuel Ribas Piera and Francesc Mitjans; Josep Urg-
ell, Sergi Godia and Pilar de la Villa; Lluis Cantallops; 
Pere Mora; Jaume Sanmartì; Guillermo Giràldez, 
Pedro Lopez Inigo and Xavier Subias; Ricardo Bofill; 
Antoni Bonet.

“Xemeneia de Can Folch” (superunit 6) with 1 
project unit: Josep Martorell, Oriol Bohigas, David 
Mackay with Albert Puigdoménech.

“Voltes d’en Rogent” (superunit 7) with 6 project 
units: Xavier Ruiz Valles and Pere Llimina; Federico 
Correa and Alfonso Milà; Josep M. Puig Torner; Lluis 
Clotet and Ignacio Paricio; Josep Benedito, Ramon 
Valls and Aguste Mateos; Oscar Tusquets, Carles Diaz 
and Associates.

“Drecera del Bogatell” (superunit 8) with 5 project 
units: - Esteve Bonell, Francesc Rius and Josep Maria 
Gil; Helio Pinon and Albert Viaplana; Jordi Bosch, 
Joan Tarres and Santiago Vives; Pep Alemany and 
Enric Poblet; José Antonio Martinez Lapena and Ellas 
Torres.

Exceptions in this scheme are the parks, defined 
by competitions and the twin towers in the Vila 
Olimpica. The areas are acquired from the city by 
to private companies. The Spanish insurance com-
pany Mapfre build here their headquarters designed 
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by direct commission by the Madrid architects Inigo 
Ortiz and Enrique Leon. The Travelstead Group 
build a mixed use building with apartments, a five star 
hotel and retail called Hotel de les Arts and designed 
by direct commission by one of the biggest engineer-
ing in the world, SOM (Skidmore, Owings and Mer-
rill) and Frank O. Gehry.

According with Infusino the higher level in inde-
terminacy in the private projects makes it hardly sus-
tainable for barely flexible times and resource turning 
them to bigger developers. This kind of developers 
more frequently then the other case refer to the world 
of the so called archi-star to guarantee a higher level of 
consensus in the local citizenship and a lower degree 
of opposition to the project29  shifting the discussion 
on an international level30.

29. Infusino, obiettivi sociali 
vs gentrification: trent’anni di 
progettazione urbanistica a 
barcellona, 2005.

30. Oriol Bohigas, Contra 
la incontinència urbana. 
Reconsideració moral de 
l’arquitectura i la ciutat, 
Diputació de Barcelona, 2004 
Barcelona.





Case study #2 : 
Berlin

The second case study depicts the 
reconstruction of the city of Berlin under 
the IBA and how the convergence of 
different elements, both economical and 
historical created such a big-bang that it 
obliterated the accounting features of the 
post-war reconstruction.



berlin
the IBA 

experimentation
and the post-war 
reconstruction



“… the greatest creations of architecture are not 
so much the product of individual labour, rather 
the product of social endeavour, they are things 
simply cobbled together by working people, rather 
than inspired inventions of the creative genius, they 
are the traces a nation leaves behind, the strata 
deposited by the centuries, the lees of successive 
evaporations of human society, in short they are a 
kind of geological formation”. 

Victor Hugo
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This chapter considers the quantitative and quali-
tative aspects of the urban transformations of the city 
of Berlin from the late 19th century to the present day, 
focusing on the major changes from the late 70s to the 
fall of the Berlin wall.

1. IBA, Beispiele einer 
neuen Architektur, IBA 
Publications, 1986, Berlin, 
IBA, Projektubersicht, IBA 
Publications, 1987, Berlin and 
Aspa Gospodini, European 
Cities in Competition and the 
New ‘Uses’ of Urban Design, 
Journal of Urban Design, Vol. 7, 
No. 1, 59–73, 2002 

4.1 The IBA exhibition in Berlin

In 1979, West Berlin commenced an interna-
tional competition for reconstructing parts of the city, 
respecting the city’s original urban street plans – the 
foundation of Critical Reconstruction which was to 
become the basic principle for rebuilding post-wall 
Berlin. The Internationale Bauausstellung Berlin 
(IBA) programme, aiming to rehabilitate derelict resi-
dential quarters within the city, gradually launched a 
series of international design competitions in order to 
apply all different new trends of design in the recon-
struction of urban space1.
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4.2 Interbau Exhibition of 1957

The initial proposal for the building exhibition 
referred to the 1957 Interbau (the Hansaviertel) exhi-
bition, a one-off presentation of the latest in design at 
a single site.

A mix of blocks of flats and individual houses in 
the Hansaviertel (Hansa quarter), clusters of asym-
metrical modernist buildings interspersed with green 
spaces with individual modernist houses giving way to 
taller blocks of flats, each set amongst trees and land-
scaping designed by a selection of modernist archi-
tects, constitutes the 1957 Interbau – an international 
housing exhibition. It includes designs by Arne Jacob-
sen, Walter Gropius, Max Taut, Alvar Aalto, Oscar 
Niemeyer, van den Broek en Bakema and Max Taut.

In a definite contrast to the Interbau Exhibition 
of 1957 the central theme was the rediscovery of the 
historic city centre of Berlin having been destroyed 
by far through war and the building of the Wall. For 
the first time in the history of building exhibitions the 
IBA Berlin focuses on the renovation of old hous-
ing stock and its chances of integrating new housing 
successfully – what actually means the repair of the 
city. Thirty years after the Interbau, the IBA Berlin 
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87 opposes post war urban planning.  The Building 
Exhibition Berlin GmbH is founded by the Senate of 
the City of Berlin in 1979. The original idea of a ‘build-
ing show’ survived, primarily in southern Tiergarten, 
but integrated the refurbishment and rebuilding of 
the existing grain of Berlin’s Kreuzberg quarter and 
other areas.

IBA (Internationale Bauaustellung) initially known 
as “the IBA 1984” delayed by political and logistical 
difficulties. The exhibition is eventually opened in 
1987, as “the IBA 1987”, the year of the celebration 
of Berlin’s 750thanniversary. This event is celebrated 
by both East and West Berlin and crowned on both 
sides by competing urban reconstruction projects: the 
IBA in the West and the Nikolaiviertel and Platz der 
Akademie in the East2. The programme is expanded 
into an ongoing 10 year research programme of new 
construction and refurbishment across the city, focus-
ing on areas still completely empty since the war (for 
new buildings), but also on the “SO36” area of Kreuz-
berg, which was fast decaying into an urban slum area 
of squats and low rent, poor quality housing.

The IBA Berlin 1987 opens itself up from two 
approaches: IBA – new development and IBA – old 
building stock. The programme is divided into ‘IBA 

2. Naraelle Barrows, 
Reinventing Traditionalism: 
The Influence of Critical 
Reconstruction on the Shape of 
Berlin’s Friedrichstadt, Thesis 
in Art History, Comparative 
History of Ideas, University of 
Washington
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Neubau’ (new buildings), under Josef Paul Kleihues, 
and ‘IBA Altbau’ (mainly the refurbishment of exist-
ing blocks), under Hardt-Waltherr Hämer.  

The organization is based on the 150 sites within 
the central project area. Within the central Berlin 
IBA chose sample areas, historically and typologically 
meaningful. The majority of the areas and existing 
buildings are city-owned. One hundred of these sites 
were vacant and designated for new buildings, while 
the remaining 50 were slotted for renovation3.

3. Vishaan Chakrabarti, 
Rebuilding the urban margin 
and the moder ideal, Thesis, 
Master of City Planning, 
Department of Urban Studies 
and Planning, MIT, June 1993

Closed block design IBA 1984-
1987 masterplan

4.2 Altbau. 
 Gentle Urban Redevelopment

Altbau concentrates in Kreuzberg only. The 
Kreuzberg project approaches urban renewal with a 
large measure of social commitment, working towards 
renovating and modernizing an urban area by focusing 
on the expansion of facilities for children and educa-
tional institutions and by encouraging the active par-
ticipation of the district’s population. It also includes 
new buildings, such as Alvaro Siza’s Bonjour Tristesse 
but the name is given to underline the integration of 
the new buildings into the existing street blocks. 

In 1977 massive protests against deconstruction 
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and housing shortage led to the competition “Strate-
gies for Kreuzberg” and from 1979 on into the “illegal 
reconditioning/reoccupation” of many vacant houses in 
the quarter – starting point for the IBA – old build-
ing stock. Their foremost aims were the conservation, 
stabilization, and development of existing social and 
functional urban structures as well as the implanta-
tion of processes of self-help and modernisation led 
by the tenant. Berlin in particular became a ‘self-help 
city’, adopting the 1984-87 International Building 
Exhibitions approach to ‘carefully repairing the urban 
structure’ (und behutsame Stadterneuerung). The city 
decided to provide squatters public funds for repair 
and ecological modernisation, on condition that they 
contracted with the owner for at least 15 years, or 
leased or bought ‘their’ squat were required to supply 
labour (called a ‘muscle ’) worth at least 20 per cent of 
the rehabilitation cost.

The Altbau deals with the programmatic infra-
structure of the existing city. By 1987, approximately 
5500 dwelling units were rehabilitated, 485 new units 
were constructed, 3 schools for 1500 children and 
day care centres for 1400 children were developed, 
250 courtyards were renovated as semi-public green 
spaces, 20 public spaces have been refurbished, and 

IBA areas within the city of 
Berlin
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20 new institutional facilities have been constructed 
including a youth cultural centre and a senior citizen's 
home4. 500 of the renovation projects were completed 
by the residents themselves. 95% of the residents 
remained in the area, and the 61% remained in their 
original homes5.

4. Vishaan Chakrabarti, 
Rebuilding the urban margin 
and the moder ideal, Thesis, 
Master of City Planning, 
Department of Urban Studies 
and Planning, MIT, June 1993

5. Vishaan Chakrabarti, 
Rebuilding the urban margin 
and the moder ideal, Thesis, 
Master of City Planning, 
Department of Urban Studies 
and Planning, MIT, June 1993

4.3 Neubau. Critical Reconstruction

The Neubau projects are concentrated in four 
geographical areas: (1) Tegel Harbour, (2) Prager 
Platz, and the vast majority around (3) southern Tier-
garten and (4) southern Friedrichstadt.

Between 1979 and 1987 IBA new development 
realizes a multitude of new building projects in the 
context of competitions with international architects. 
Key aspects are the southern part of Berlin-Friedrichs-
tadt, the southern part of the Berlin quarter of Tiergar-
ten and the Berlin inner harbour Tegel. The sites avail-
able for the IBA were the vacant lots and neglected 
but often inhabited buildings that rear from the 
South Tiergarten area through South Friedrichstadt 
and Luisenstadt to the neighborhood of Kreuzberg 
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SO36. Although World War II destruction and the 
presence of the wall were partially responsible for the 
abandonment of West Berlin’s inner city, there were 
others, less exceptional, causes for this condition. As 
in many other inner cities at that time, the flight of 
wealthier residents from the inner city to the suburbs 
and the sacrifice of many small-scale neighborhoods 
for large-scale urban renewal projects left behind an 
atmosphere of chaos, neglect, and alienation to a poor 
and otherwise did enfranchised population.

The sites in Tegel, in the north, and at Preger Platz, 
slightly west of the centre, provided a counterpoint to 
the IBA inner-city sites: Tegel presented the architects 
with a historic village centre, forests and lakes often 
used for recreation, and an unused harbor; Prager 
Platz, emptied by the destruction of World War II, 
was filled with the memory of the nineteenth-century 
buildings for the middle-class neighbourhood that 
still surrounded it. An exhibition of inner-city redevel-
opment would bring a current topic of architectural 
discussion, a subject for “conceptual confrontation”, 
and a new image to West Berlin; the buildings would 
provide the space required for the new residents, 
attracted by this new image, and for the old residents, 
convinced by this image to stay6.

6. Wallis Miller, IBA’s “Models 
for a City”: Housing and the 
Image of Cold-War Berlin, 
Journal of Architectural 
Education (1984-), Vol. 46, No. 
4. (May, 1993), pp. 202-216
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4.4 IBA main actors

The International Building Exhibition (IBA) Neu-
bau, under the direction of Josef Paul Kleihues pur-
sues the idea of reconstruction of the city layout of 
the 19th century in the Berlin of the nineteen-eighties. 
Perimeter block development and corridor streets 
form the central idea and their implementation lead 
to a removal of the evidence of destruction by war, 
the Cold War and the car-orientated town planning 
of the fifties.

Josef Paul Kleihues and Hans Stimmann, who is 
the Senate building director call for homogeneity of 
architecture and accomplishment of a so-called Ber-
lin-Prussian style.

They uses the following criteria to define this so-
called 'Berlin style of architecture': 

- homogenous perimeter block development with 
eaves 22 metres high; 

- division of the block - at least optically - into 
small individual house units;

- facades of stone with a tectonic structuring of 
facades, upright window and the use of natural stone 
for facings.

Buildings are intended to be monolithic and 
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embody solidity. These rules are elevated to become 
a universal principle and used in every conceivable 
situation, whether in the historical district of Mitte, at 
Potsdamer Platz or - in a slightly modified version - in 
the new housing estates on the outskirts of the city. 
These premises do not only apply to new buildings. 
The same recipe is also used to transform existing dis-
tricts of the city and adapt them to fit into a homoge-
neous urban landscape as part of the 'Planwerk Inn-
enstadt' (master plan).

In contrast to the Altbau's overwhelming suc-
cess, the Neubau project completes only 27 of the 100 
projects planned. Ultimately 1000 fewer units are con-
structed than originally planned. 27 new structures 
include 2500 subsidized dwelling units, a science cen-
tre, a Kulturforum, a pedestrian bridge as well as some 
new public spaces7.

7. Vishaan Chakrabarti, 
Rebuilding the urban margin 
and the moder ideal, Thesis, 
Master of City Planning, 
Department of Urban Studies 
and Planning, MIT, June 1993

4.5 J.P. Kleihues. The Genesis of Critical 
Reconstruction

In 1968, the anti-Modernist stance was taken up 
formally in Berlin by a group of young,  left-leaning 
architects and architecture students at the Technische 
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Universität Berlin who called  themselves “Campaign 
507”. They organized an exhibition called Diagnose 
zum Bauen in West-Berlin  (Diagnosis on Building in 
West Berlin) and published a manifesto along with 
it, demanding, among other things, that the govern-
ment focus on “replanning the city center rather  than 
creating reservations” for example secluded housing 
estates8.

One of the signatories of Campaign 507 was Josef 
Paul Kleihues, who, after studying under well-known 
architect Hans Scharoun, had founded his own archi-
tectural practice in Berlin in 1962.23 The need for a 
new approach to architecture implied in the critique 
of Modernism that emerged in the late 1960s became 
of central importance to Kleihues during the 1970s, 
when he began to develop his own building concept 
and promote a return to traditional urbanism. During 
these years he organized a major series of exhibitions 
on new architecture through University of Dortmund, 
where he was chair of design and architectural theory. 
Then, along with Wolf Jobst Siedler, a prominent Ber-
lin writer, Kleihues published a series of articles in the 
Berliner Morgenpost newspaper titled “Berlin: Mod-
elle für eine Stadt” (Berlin: Models for a City) during 
late 1975 Siedler had already published several edi-

8. Naraelle Barrows, 
Reinventing Traditionalism: 
The Influence of Critical 
Reconstruction on the Shape of 
Berlin’s Friedrichstadt, Thesis 
in Art History, Comparative 
History of Ideas, University of 
Washington

IBA areas within the city center 
of Berlin
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tions of a book called Die gemordete Stadt (The Mur-
dered City), in which he bemoaned what Berlin had 
become in the hands of Modernist planners9.

In 1977, before the creation of the IBA, he con-
ceived and realized a new type of project, Block 270 
in Wedding, based on a reinterpretation of the tradi-
tional perimeter block. In this project, "all stairways 
have access from the street (house entrances) and also 
from the courtyard (side entrances) and the underground 
car park; there is ample living space in the apartments. 
All apartments look out onto the street or the square 
and onto the communal courtyard"10. The square men-
tioned by Kleihues is Vinetaplatz; together with the 
choice of the perimeter block, its presence became an 
important structuring element for the design of the 
project. The courtyard has openings on all sides and 
is thus in direct relationship to the street and to the 
square11. 

Kleihues admires Rossi’s ability to connect the 
social and political concerns of architecture with aes-
thetic ones. “The bridge that Rossi spans,” he wrote of 
the author’s critique of functionalism, “from the eco-
nomic and political relationships to the, in a narrower 
sense, artistic forms, the emphasis on this double pur-
pose of architecture, was historiographically and theo-
retically a meaningful new beginning.”12

9. Naraelle Barrows, 
Reinventing Traditionalism: 
The Influence of Critical 
Reconstruction on the Shape of 
Berlin’s Friedrichstadt, Thesis 
in Art History, Comparative 
History of Ideas, University of 
Washington

10. Josef Paul Kleihues, Closed 
and Open Housing Blocks, Lotus 
19, 1978, Josef Paul Kleihues, 
New Approaches to Life in the 
Inner City, Architectural Design 
11-12, 1982 and Josef Paul 
Kleihues, Esthetique et function 
de l’habitat, Silo 2-3, 1987.

11. Biatrice Sokoloff, Public 
Spaces and the Reconstruction 
of the City: Learning from 
Barcelona and Berlin, Arch. & 
Comport. /Arch. Behav., Vol. 6, 
no. 4, p. 339-356, 1990

Skyscraper designed by John 
Hejduk and housing block 
designed by Aldo Rossi
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4.6 Numbers and figures

12. Naraelle Barrows, 
Reinventing Traditionalism: 
The Influence of Critical 
Reconstruction on the Shape of 
Berlin’s Friedrichstadt, Thesis 
in Art History, Comparative 
History of Ideas, University of 
Washington

13. Vishaan Chakrabarti, 
Rebuilding the urban margin 
and the moder ideal, Thesis, 
Master of City Planning, 
Department of Urban Studies 
and Planning, MIT, June 1993

14. Wallis Miller, IBA’s “Models 
for a City”: Housing and the 
Image of Cold-War Berlin, 
Journal of Architectural 
Education (1984-), Vol. 46, No. 
4. (May, 1993), pp. 202-216.

IBA's main goal is to give West Berlin a new image 
and a population increase at the city’s heart. The total 
construction is mainly constituted by housing blocks 
and villas for 35000 people mainly from the working 
and middle class. The total construction cost for the 
two divisions was 3 billions of Deutsche Mark, coming 
from private, semi-public and public sources13.

Planning work is executed by an autonomous 
non-profit IBA office that has a staff of 50 and a 
budget of DM 85 million ($27 million at that time), 
75% of which comes from the municipal funds and 
the remainder from the federal government. The con-
struction and rehabilitation itself is funded by public, 
semi-public, or private investments. IBA has no money 
to develop buildings, and given its place in the struc-
ture of the city bureaucracy, it has no immediate con-
tact with those who produced them. Such a structure 
keeps IBA proposals for entire buildings away from 
the practical exigencies of construction costs and unit 
standards14. The IBA office essentially acts as a plan-
ning consultant with no power to finance or authorize 
construction, which slowed the project administra-
tively.  IBA GmbH’s budget allowance shows precisely 
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where its jurisdiction lay: in the generation of ideas 
and their presentation to the public.

15. Sabina Uffer, Re-scaling 
of Ownership: How is the 
Internationalization of 
Berlin’s Provision of Housing 
Creating an Uneven Spatial 
Development?, paper 
presentaed at 2009 ISA-
RC21 Sao Paulo Conference 
Inequality, Inclusion and the 
Sense of Belonging

4.7 Social housing in Berlin

A large proportion of the vacant areas in central 
locations to be developed belong to the state. The 
city has an enormous additional building requirement 
(per capita it only had one quarter of the office space 
of Frankfurt, only one third of that of Munich), and 
the relationship with the area surrounding it, which is 
still virtually unsettled as a result of the division of the 
city and the planned economy of the former German 
Democratic Republic, needs to be redefined. 

In Berlin the state has tried to provide affordable 
housing for a great strata the population by building 
huge housing estates at the outskirts of the city in the 
1960s 1970s. These housing estates are however often 
the social hotspots of cities areas social problems are 
increasing and destabilizing the neighbourhood15.

According to Ley, there is a severe housing short-
age in the city but no appetite to repeat the insensi-
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tive housing projects of the 1960s16. Due to the need 
for cheap housing in the reconstruction period after 
the Second World War and the specific situation of 
Berlin during the Cold War, the provision of housing 
in the city of Berlin has been in the responsibility of 
the Land of Berlin. The term `Land' designates one 
of the states of the Federal Republic of Germany16. 
The city of Berlin a Land of its own and is also termed 
city state (Stadtstaat). This means that the two scales, 
Commune and State, are integrated in Berlin17.

Social housing in Germany has never been directly 
state managed but the state subsidizes a wide range of 
actors from private housing companies and non-profit 
housing cooperatives, to build housing with state 
grants and tax relief. The de jure concept of social 
housing relates to a methodology of funding (subsidy) 
that leads to social obligations for a limited period a 
minimum of 12 years, but between 20 and 35. Such 
housing has been provided by a wide range of pro-
viders, including co-operatives, municipal and state-
owned housing companies18. 

For over a century, German social housing and its 
predecessors are a driving force in physical and social 
innovations in housing19.

16. David Ley, Forgetting 
postmodernism? Recuperating 
a social history of local 
knowledge, Progress in Human 
Geography 27,5 (2003) pp. 
537–560

17. Sabina Uffer, Re-scaling 
of Ownership: How is the 
Internationalization of 
Berlin’s Provision of Housing 
Creating an Uneven Spatial 
Development?, paper 
presentaed at 2009 ISA-
RC21 Sao Paulo Conference 
Inequality, Inclusion and the 
Sense of Belonging

18. Scanlon, Kathleen and 
Whitehead, Christine M E, (eds.) 
Social housing in Europe II. 
London School of Economics, 
London, 2008

19. Scanlon, Kathleen and 
Whitehead, Christine M E, (eds.) 
Social housing in Europe II. 
London School of Economics, 
London, 2008
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4.8 IBA social housing

According to Miller, for each subsidized housing 
project, the city commissions developers, determined 
unit types, oversees financing, and implemented zon-
ing regulations and building codes, and IBA commis-
sions the designs. 

Through competitions, the direct hiring of archi-
tects, and tenant proposals, IBA generated a series of 
possible design solutions for specific sites from which 
it selected those recommend to the city. Those propos-
als that the city accepted are regarded as guidelines 
for development in city-owned sites; on parcel that are 
privately owned, the city only offers IBA proposals as 
non binding suggestions. In its own land, the city does 
not assume direct responsibility for housing develop-
ment, but allocates its land on a leasehold basis to pri-
vate firms, investments societies, or building coopera-
tives, who would then develop the project under the 
city’s control.

Although IBA’s recommendations in these cases 
are design-based, it makes one important procedural 
proposal that has both formal and social ramifications: 
the institution of a competition to select a developer 
for these projects. Earlier, the city first awards the sites 
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to developers and then approves their financial and 
physical plans for housing. The tender system severed 
this process. Developers have to respond to a project 
already defined by the city in therms of specific criteria 
concerning the building and its future tenants: IBA’s 
preliminary building design, cost estimates, and more 
than all subsidy level. Their response takes the form 
of financial proposals; a successful proposal offers 
the highest quality of construction and guarantees the 
lowest possible rent levels.

The fact that the subsidy level is determined for 
the developers protects social priorities from the 
demands of profit. As subsidy levels corresponded 
to the income levels of future tenants, they ultimately 
control social structure. Private developers and invest-
ment societies tends to select subsidy levels designed 
for the middle or upper range of eligible tenants as 
this is more profitable; consequently. At IBA’s sugges-
tion, the city selects subsidy levels that favours those 
groups most in need of housing and respected the idea 
of a mixed-income community.

A serious cricism against the IBA Neubau was 
on the question of land use. The new IBA buildings 
experienced trouble in terms of leasing their ground-
floor commercial spaces, which could not be publicly 
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subsidized. The dominance of the housing compo-
nent of the IBA seems to be a direct descendant of 
the Weissenhof and the Interbau. While the physical 
design approach of the siedlung has been altered to 
interact with the city, the programmatic approach 
was not altered20. However, it was not possible for 
the city to promise that IBA would create mixed-use 
neighbourhoods that would present functional as well 
as physical redevelopment alternatives as part of the 
exhibition. Jurisdiction over land use was in the hands 
of the city government. As such, plans had the force of 
law, changes to them had to be passed by West Berlin’s 
Parliament. The need to produce the exhibition in a 
relatively short amount of time (1978-1987) precluded 
such changes, limiting IBA’s area proposals to physical 
development plans (Bebauungspläne) within a land-
use structure ratified in 1965.

When accepted by the district authorities, IBA’s 
physical development plans could generally regulate 
the site plans and massing of the buildings in a given 
area; IBA’s control over design of individual buildings 
was restricted to those buildings types that the city 
commissioned directly or regulated via financing pro-
grams. Commercial, industrial, and market housing 
projects remained private enterprises, restricting IBA’s 

20. Vishaan Chakrabarti, 
Rebuilding the urban margin 
and the moder ideal, Thesis, 
Master of City Planning, 
Department of Urban Studies 
and Planning, MIT, June 1993



4. Berlin158

work to city infrastructure, and subsidized housing. 
Of these, it was primarily subsidized housing projects 
that carried IBA’s inner-city alternatives and West Ber-
lin’s new image to the public.

21. Vishaan Chakrabarti, 
Rebuilding the urban margin 
and the moder ideal, Thesis, 
Master of City Planning, 
Department of Urban Studies 
and Planning, MIT, June 1993

22. Vishaan Chakrabarti, 
Rebuilding the urban margin 
and the moder ideal, Thesis, 
Master of City Planning, 
Department of Urban Studies 
and Planning, MIT, June 1993

4.9 The architects choice

The competitions require  the design of an entire 
block despite the fact that the winning architect would 
only be responsible for the design of an individual 
building within the block21. 

The selection of the architects for the IBA Neubau 
is among the more troublesome aspects of the project. 
Just as Mies maintained indirect design control of the 
Weissenhof results through the selection of Modern-
ist architects, Kleihues undermined his own call for 
“increased differential” by primarily selecting Post-
modern historicist such as Krier and Rossi, although 
the inclusion of Eisenmann and Hadid could be 
argued to be balancing the factor. Nonetheless most 
of the selected architects are would-famous Western 
architects22. 

According to Barrows competitions are held for 
each individual building site, all coordinated, how-
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ever, under a regional plan drawn up by Kleihues and 
city officials. Cooperation from the architects was 
partly by the fact that, as head of the exhibition, Klei-
hues also had considerable sway as to the choices of 
both the juries and the winners, a tactic that contin-
ued to be used in Berlin planning culture even after 
reunification23. According to Chakrabarti individual 
architects for new buildings were chosen through lim-
ited competitions24. Stimmann is also able to imple-
ment his ideas for a Berlin style of architecture owing 
to the dominant role he played in numerous competi-
tion juries, the influence he was able to exert on what 
building permits were issued and by intensive public 
relations. 

According with Miller the New Buiding Section’s 
“critical reconstruction of the city” often began with 
an invited competition for the design of individual 
blocks and ended with the assignment of the block’s 
building project to the previously invited architects. 
Rated than being continuous, however, this process 
was a definite product of IBA’s dual personality. In 
this case, the architects’ competition proposals were 
the material for the exhibition – for books and sym-
posia – and IBA’s ideas guided the development of the 
buildings on the block.23. Naraelle Barrows, 

Reinventing Traditionalism: 
The Influence of Critical 
Reconstruction on the Shape of 
Berlin’s Friedrichstadt, Thesis 
in Art History, Comparative 
History of Ideas, University of 
Washington

24. Vishaan Chakrabarti, 
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Although IBA’s block plans were certainly influ-
enced by the architects’ proposals, they were largely 
the products of its own conservative attitude toward 
the question of West Berlin’s reconstruction25. 
According to Murray the IBA's architects are promi-
nent figures belonging to two successive generations: 
those now in their late sixties to late seventies, and 
those now in their late forties to sixties.

For members of both generations, participation in 
the International Building Exhibition (IBA) marked 
an important point in their respective careers. For 
many in the younger generation, IBA was their first 
chance to build: among the architects figuring nota-
bly in the post-Wende boom but not appearing in the 
diagram above, we can include Walter Noebel, Klaus 
Theo Brenner, Benedict Tonon, Meinhard von Ger-
kan, Heinz Hilmer and Christoph Sattler (partners 
in Hilmer & Sattler), Johannes Nalbach and Gernot 
Nalbach (Nalbach & Nalbach), Christoph Langhof, 
and Cristoph Mackler; among those who do make 
an appearance, we might mention Hans Kollhoff, 
Max Dudler, Daniel Libeskind, and Rem Koolhaas 
(although some of these already had buildings to their 
credit).

For the older generation, IBA provided the chance 

25. Wallis Miller, IBA’s “Models 
for a City”: Housing and the 
Image of Cold-War Berlin, 
Journal of Architectural 
Education (1984-), Vol. 46, No. 
4. (May, 1993), pp. 202-216.

Aldo Rossi Sketch
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to forge important connections with internationally 
prominent peers who had been invited to partici-
pate (e.g., Aldo Rossi, Giorgio Grassi, Arata Isozaki); 
to secure and solidify positions of influence within 
the local architectural establishment; and (via their 
power to award IBA commissions, a form of patron-
age normally reserved for city bureaucrats within the 
Senate Building Administration) to win allies among 
the younger generation, many of whom, like Hans 
Kollhoff and his circle of neo-Modernist Young Turks 
(among them, Tonon and Brenner), had originally 
opposed the notions of urbanism espoused by the 
older generation those of Kleihues, in particular26.

Chackrabati argues that many of the star architects 
of the 80s were in the clique (Eisenmann, Stirling, 
Hadid, Krier and Rossi to name but a few) though it 
has been pointed out that those chosen were “at the 
forefront of the architectural thinking” as opposed to 
“the mega-stars of corporate architecture like Johnson 
and Pei” (Peter Hoffman,”Report from West Berlin: 
an Ambitious Urban Renewal Plan is Creating Much 
Needed Housing and Considerable Controversy” in 
Architectural Record, February 1985)27.

According to Schweitzer, Storm and Murray many 
more projects are commissioned directly without the 

26. George J.A. Murray, City 
Building and the Rhetoric of 
“Readability”: Architectural 
Debates in the New Berlin, City 
& Community, Volume 7, Issue 1, 
pages 3–21, March 2008

27. Vishaan Chakrabarti, 
Rebuilding the urban margin 
and the moder ideal, Thesis, 
Master of City Planning, 
Department of Urban Studies 
and Planning, MIT, June 1993
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benefit of architectural competitions; thus, it has been 
noted that Kleihues, for example, as much as he ben-
efited from the competitions, has received even more 
work outside of them. Many developers, it is said, 
would rather work with him and other establishment 
insiders than take a chance with a firm lacking the con-
nections necessary to unravel the city’s red tape (or 
with a firm to which Stimmann would likely object; 
thus, Zaha Hadid and other avant-garde architects, it 
can be assumed, were not exactly in demand among 
investors28.

28. Strom, E. 2001. Building 
the New Berlin: The Politics 
of Urban Development in 
Germany’s Capital City. 
New York: Lexington Books, 
Schweitzer, E. 1996. Gross 
Baustelle Berlin: Wie die 
Hauptstadt verplant wird (Big 
dig Berlin: How the capital is 
being planned). Berlin: Nicolai 
Verlag and George J.A. Murray, 
City Building and the Rhetoric 
of “Readability”: Architectural 
Debates in the New Berlin, City 
& Community, Volume 7, Issue 1, 
pages 3–21, March 2008

4.9 Effects on the market

The building boom in Berlin coincided with a 
restructuring of the real estate market, which became 
dominated by completely different kinds of investors 
in the wake of the globalisation of markets. Investors 
who built to meet their own needs - characteristic of 
the post-war economy in Germany  were replaced by 
international investors in the form of real estate funds, 
life insurance companies and developers who invested 



4. Berlin164

in the real estate market for speculative reasons and 
had property to be let or sold built entirely on the 
basis of financial considerations.





Measuring the 
tangible

It is by agreement that certain assets are 
designated as means of exchange. The 
commercial transaction implies a contract. 
The deal is that both parties exchange 
equivalents, two goods of the same value. 
In architecture the commercial value of 
an investment is a key requirement: the 
building as an asset has a value within a 
market of similar assets. 
The methods of determining the value of 
cultural parameters vary widely: different 
methods are used to assess  value more 
and more objectively and rigorously, 

quantifying the effects of design.



tangible
values



In this way one thinks that one is expressing the 
spirit of the times, whereas one is merely reflecting 
the spirit of the market. Sublimity is no longer in 
art, but in speculation on art

 
Jean-François Lyotard, The Sublime and the 

Avanr-Carde, 1989
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5.1 Architects and value: 
 paradigms shift in time

1. Oswald Mathias Ungers, 
Architecture’s Right for an 
Autonomous Language, in 
Oswald Mathias Ungers 1951-
1990, Milan, Electa, 1991

2. Giorgio Vasari, Le Vite de 
più Eccellenti Architetti, Pittori 
e Scultori Italiani, Newton & 
Compton, Milano, 2009

3. Immanuel Kant, Critique 
of Judgment, Italian edition, 
Immanuel Kant, La critica del 
Giudizio, Laterza, Milano, 2002

Oswald Mathias Ungers, in “Architecture's Right 
for an Autonomous Language”  depicts the double 
matrix of architecture in relation to society1.

Architecture as a “function derived from economy, 
sociology and technology” is contrapuntal to an archi-
tecture intended to fulfil the deepest spiritual issues 
of its users.

To the primacy of profitableness and productiv-
ity is opposed the need of architecture to communi-
cate experiences and ideas through the language of 
form. The topic is already in nuce in the V century 
with Vasari. In “Le Vite de più Eccellenti Architetti, 
Pittori e Scultori Italiani”2 architecture is part of the 
“belle arti”. Together with Painting and Sculpture it is 
born from the ability to represent forms and figures. 
Practice that finds it's ontological reason of existence 
in the application of shared rules and tools opposed 
to activity whose results vary in relationship with the 
subject's capacity and skills. The distinction between 
the two approaches become explicit in Kant's Critique 
of Judgment3, where he defines free beauty (pulchri-
tudo vaga) from dependent beauty (pulchritudo adhe-
rens) posing as extenuating circumstance the bond to 
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a precise function or purpose. Starting from the late 
60's Architecture started walking through autono-
mous paths, leaving the rest of the world, choosing the 
smart madness of a golden exile from contemporane-
ity. The sudden acceleration of creative avant-guard, 
left the public conceptually somewhere else, but 
found other way to keep the dialogue with the world 
outside opened.

According to Rem Koolhaas a new starting point, 
in the history of architecture, can be set at the end 
of the 70ies. Not because of an international politi-
cal groundbreaking event (the meeting between 
Deng Xiaoping and Nixon), neither because of a 
technological invention that changed the relationship 
between individuals and world (everything surrounds 
you with the Walkman) nor because of a new philo-
sophical theory (Jean Fracoise Lyotard book “The 
Postmodern Condition”). The brand new start comes 
from a woman. A middle age lady that embodied a 
complete new shift in all the architectural paradigms: 
Margareth Hilda Roberts Thatcher becomes prime 
minister of UK and brings a brand new vision of the 
society (and politics and economics). Rem Koolhaas 
shifts the focus within the weight of the values bring-
ing new attention to the stakeholders and their values 
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and objectives. Their values are considered dominant, 
compromising the existing balance to meet a brand 
new value equilibrium.

A new modernity begins. “It’s now clear that the 
70’s marked the beginning of the new financial/ politi-
cal twin regimes, liberalism and globalization. Liber-
alization would, in the West, reduce the involvement of 
the state in favor of the Market as the overriding mecha-
nism for assigning structure and value. For the architect, 
the market implies a definitive loss of identity and sta-
tus. Since (s)he no longer works for a public entity, (s)he 
can no longer claim to work for the public good. All his\
her work is at the service of the private. Globalization 
implies a new challenge: can you even know what the 
Other needs?” 4.

Roemer van Toorn uses the city of Amsterdam to 
show the new approach: “Under pressure of neolib-
eralism – the celebration of the market and boundless 
individualism - the traditional idea of the city – that of 
Amsterdam’s canals and later Berlage’s plan for South 
Amsterdam, but also the modern idea of the city as man-
ifested in the Bijlmermeer housing estate in South-East 
Amsterdam, for instance – no longer exists. Under pres-
sure from the market economy, the idea that architec-
ture can serve the public interest has been undermined. 

4. OMA\Rem Koolhaas, 
Content, Taschen, 2004
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Economic and private interests are rated more highly 
than cultural and collective values. Not only does the 
economic logic of property developers and investors 
determine the city’s landscape, but the city council too 
acts as a property developer and investor. By acting in 
this way, the Dutch government follows the market 
regime, and the public task becomes a derivative of mar-
ket-orientated thinking. While the Modern Movement 
sought to improve the world with its architecture pri-
marily from a social functional perspective, what count 
today are plans intended to give the city a better (bank-
able and touristic) competitive position vis-à-vis other 
cities in the world.”5

The change is dramatically strong. Manfredo 
Tafuri will clearly paint it though its works shaping the 
deep roots and the inner conditions of this ontologi-
cal crises6. Architecture discovers itself naked and not 
related to the ethos. The architect is no longer bring-
ing a shared knowledge that improves everybody's life 
and solves the problems of the modern society. It is 
not giving shape to the symbolic identity of a collec-
tive narration using the language and the tools of the 
composition. Marco Biraghi7  will surf on these issues 
explaining how the fittest architects survived giving 
small quantities of this poison to a dying discipline.

5. Roemer van Toorn, towards a 
cosmopolitan praxis, in Holland-
Italy 10 Works of Architecture, 
Electa, 2007

6. Manfredo Tafuri, Teorie e 
storia dell’architettura, Laterza, 
Bari 1968, Manfredo Tafuri, 
Progetto e utopia: Architettura 
e sviluppo capitalistico, Laterza, 
Bari 1973, Manfredo Tafuri, La 
sfera e il labirinto: Avanguardia 
e architettura da Piranesi agli 
anni ’70, Einaudi, Torino 1980

7. Marco Biraghi, Progetto 
di crisi. Manfredo Tafuri e 
l’architettura contemporanea, 
Christian Marinotti Edizioni, 
Milano 2005, Marco Biraghi,  
Surfin’ Manhattan, in  Marco 
Biraghi (ed), Rem Koolhaas, 
Delirious New York, Un 
manifesto retroattivo per 
Manhattan, Electa, Milan, 2001
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The 20th century mantras, the slogans able to 
present in few words a thick disciplinary statuta, lose 
more and more their deepness. The modern “form fol-
lows function” gives up to the postmodern condition 
that suddenly leaves room to the pragmatic “form fol-
lows finance”. Facing this dilemma, more and more 
architecture shifts toward the financial and economic 
features of design. According to BIG\Bjarke Ingels8  

Mies van der Rohe revolutionary words “less is more”, 
the American postmodern ironical provocation “to 
less is a bore” give way to contemporary opportunism 
“I am a whore”, the yes-man attitude of “yes is more” 
or to the “Say ¥€$ to everything”. This shift in the par-
adigms brings brand new opportunities to be consid-
ered. Opportunities able to give  new possibilities to 
users and clients and new meaning to the architectural 
profession. More and more the “economic” approach 
is used to foster design choices, asking for the maxi-
mum FAR possible, maximizing square meters, enve-
lopes, views or whatever could be monetized and 
quantified both in speculative and intangible terms.

Different implicit and explicit targets climb up 
to the top of priorities: to get the “maximum utility” 
for a project becomes crucial part of the design proc-
ess. Not only in financial terms but including to all 

8. Bjarke Ingels, Yes Is More: 
An Archicomic on Architectural 
Evolution,  Taschen, 2011
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its values, quality, aesthetics, perception, symbolic 
value and so on. Different values moves in the prior-
ity list of the design process and their evaluation and 
measurement becomes part of the arguments able to 
foster design solutions. The tools used to quantify 
these values are more and more refined referring to 
tangible data. Datascapes and automatic design based 
on defined parameters and models becomes more and 
more design tools9. The gathering of data gives up to 
the relevance of the data to focus on the tools used to 
give a visual output to the mathematic model able to 
crunch the numbers. Crucial point becomes the evalu-
ation of intangible and their role in this scheme.

Architecture relates to society developing it's sym-
bolic function in new ways: a tool for marketing strat-
egy, for construction of consensus, for the construc-
tion of durable images; a device able to fit quantifiable 
human relations; investment able to give a monetary 
yield; signal for the competitors; tool to communicate 
a financial position and to signal for companies to 
show a change in the nature of their business.

At this point the basic tools provided by the 
basic economics handled by professionals seemed 
to present some lacks. What architects (and clients 
second-guessed by architects) perceive as being eco-

9. MVRDV, Farmax, 010 
Publishers, Rotterdam, 1999,  
MVRDV, Metacity/Datatown, 
010 Publishers, Rotterdam, 
1999, KM3 Excursions On 
Capacities, Actar, Barcelona, 
2006, and Daniel Dekkers, 
Wieland & Gouwens a.o. , 
MVRDV, Hatje Cantz Publishers, 
2004
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nomics seems not to complete the full picture. Some 
relational features are missing in the overall appraisal 
of value of architecture.

10. Lo Ricco Gabriella; 
Micheli Silvia,  Lo spettacolo 
dell’architettura. Profilo 
dell’archistar©, Mondadori, 
Milano, 2003

11. Frank Lloys Wright in Franz 
Fuerst, Patrick McAllister 
and Claudia B. Murray, 
Designer Buildings and the 
Economic Value Of Signature 
Architecture, Environment and 
Planning A 43(1) 166 – 184, 2011

5.2 Perception matters

In line with Einstein one could say that 'facts are 
just facts, it's the perception that really matters'. More 
and more people are looking at contemporary archi-
tecture. Magazines, fashion shows and TV commer-
cials are now using the latest building to communicate 
the coolness of the product\good\service.10

Perception of a “generic” value of architecture is 
growing but it's not completely clear where does the 
value lies. In 1936, in one of the earliest documented 
examples of a “world-wide famous” architect arguing 
the commercial benefits of his reputation, an exasper-
ated Frank Lloyd Wright pointed out to a client, con-
cerned about additional costs, that he was providing 
a “record of economic as well as creative achievement”. 
Wright drew their attention to the fact that the public-
ity alone generated by his reputation would have cost 
the client “thousands of thousands”11.
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Architectural professionals would say that  value 
of design may only be determined  by peer experts. 
According to Dutch architect Carel Weeber, a build-
ing's architectural quality is determined not by the 
professionalism with which it was built, but by the part 
it plays in architectural debate. The fact that a build-
ing is well thought out professionally is not enough 
to make it a piece of architecture12. The distinction 
between experts and lay persons can be a crucial 
variable. For instance, it is notable that surveys have 
found that there tend to be significant differences in 
the ratings of design quality between the public and 
design professionals13.

12. D. J. M. Van Der Voordt, 
Herman B. R. Wegen, 
Architecture In Use: 
An Introduction To The 
Programming, Design And 
Evaluation Of Buildings, 
Architectural Press, Oxford, 
2005

13. Franz Fuerst, Patrick 
McAllister and Claudia B. 
Murray, Designer Buildings 
and the Economic Value 
Of Signature Architecture, 
Environment and Planning A 
43(1) 166 – 184, 2011

14. Arjo Klamer (ed.), The 
Value of Culture, Amsterdam 
University Press, Amsterdam, 
1996

5.3 Evaluating the tangible features of 
design value

It is by agreement that certain assets are desig-
nated as means of exchange. Our sobering wisdom 
dates back at least to Aristotle. After noting in the 
Nicomachean ethics that to allow for exchange the 
things exchanged must be comparable, he character-
izes money as a mere convention14. The commercial 
transaction implies a contract. The deal is that both 
parties exchange equivalents, that is, two goods of the 
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same value. The deal is possible only when the two 
goods can be measured. That's where money enters. 
It as a unit of account and facilitates the exchange.15 

Karl Marx, the most cited economist ever and still 
relevant, made a big issue of the mystifying effect that 
a measurement in money terms has on the thing meas-
ured. Use value, so he argues in Das Kapital, is par-
ticular to the thing valued and depends on the need 
it meets. The imposition of an exchange value forces 
the thing to the straight jacket of the monetary form; 
the thing becomes a commodity to be compared with 
other commodities in order to make exchange possi-
ble. By commodity fetishism Marx means the preoc-
cupation with the commodity form of a thing so that 
you turn a blind eye to its distinctive characteristics 
as well as the social relations that underlie is produc-
tion.16

According to Loe in architecture the commercial 
value of an investment is a key requirement both in the 
process of realizing a building and during its life as an 
asset to its owners. The building as an asset has a value 
within a market of similar assets. Its exchange value 
arises from its completion as a construction project. 
Value in this context is therefore linked to the singular 
utility, a project defined in time, space and cost in a 

15. Arjo Klamer (ed.), The 
Value of Culture, Amsterdam 
University Press, Amsterdam, 
1996

16. Arjo Klamer (ed.), The 
Value of Culture, Amsterdam 
University Press, Amsterdam, 
1996
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specific location.
The developer profits only when the value exceeds 

the cost of development and funders do not provide 
finance if they perceive the risk to be excessive, itself a 
product of the margin between cost and value.

17. Thompson, F. M . L., 
(1968) Chartered Surveyors: 
the growth of a profession 
Routledge & Kegan Paul. 
London, 1968

5.4 Architecture and evaluation

The relationship between architecture and eco-
nomics in the modern history is quite recent. The 
destruction by fire, of the old Palace of Westminster 
in 1834 and the subsequent need for replacement gave 
rise to an opportunity for the public building project 
of the age. A public design competition ensued, in 
which designs were not required to be produced with 
an attendant estimate of cost because: “it would have 
been productive of no public advantage, whilst the 
trouble and expense of producing estimates would have 
been a considerable bar to competition.”17

In Europe we turn first to the 19th century and 
a French economist Dupuit who in is attributed with 
originating in 1884, “cost benefit analysis” as a tool to 
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evaluate the wider utility of projects. The technique 
aims to set out those factors or ‘externals’ which 
require consideration when making an economic 
choice between options which have differing costs and 
benefits to the community. Building economics itself 
is a new discipline, fuelled by the Western  post-war 
building boom across the spectrum of the economy.18 

With public and private expenditure soaring dur-
ing the 1950s and 1960s, it was increasingly evident 
that simply measuring and valuing work done was an 
inadequate technique to justify continuing commit-
ment to expenditure.19

18. Eric Loe, The Value of 
Architecture. Context and 
Current Thinking, RIBA Future 
Studies, 2000 Edition RIBA 
Future Studies/London

19. Eric Loe, The Value of 
Architecture, Context and 
Current Thinking, RIBA Future 
Studies, 2000 Edition RIBA 
Future Studies/London

5.5 Measurement methods

The methods of determining the value of cultural 
parameters vary widely, and several challenges persist 
in applying economic methods to the field. The differ-
ent methods are used to assess  value more and more 
objectively and rigorously, quantifying the effects of 
design.

The dilemmas faced in assessing the value of 
design include the fact that architecture (private 
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buildings included) is both public and private and has 
both monetary and non-monetary purposes. It can be 
a private good in that it offers a range of goods and 
services consumed by individuals and traded in mar-
kets (such as real estate). On the other hand, it can  be 
intrinsically a public good, with benefits deriving col-
lectively and provided not by markets, but by govern-
ment or nonprofit groups.20 According to Worpole we 
cannot avoid buildings, or the designs of the streets.21 

These differences lead to very different methods, 
and degrees of complexity, in assessing its value: 

- Basic cost studies: including financial calcula-
tions, development pro formas, audits of existing 
examples, and cost-benefit analyses. 

- Economic impact studies:  they gauge the effect, 
in monetary terms, of a particular  investment on a 
local (regional) economy. 

- Regression analysis: hedonic, travel-cost, and 
property value studies. This statistical technique 
examines the relation between multiple variables and 
the market price of architecture. A regression analy-
sis, for example, might predict the effect of landmark 
regulation on real estate property values. Hedonic 
methods measure the effect of a popular site on land 
values at various distances from the site. The travel-

20. Randall Mason, Economics 
and Historic Preservation: 
: a Guide and Review of the 
Literature., The Brookings 
Institution Metropolitan Policy 
Program 2005

21. Ken Worpole, The Value 
of Architecture Design, 
Economy and the Architectural 
Imagination, RIBA Future 
Studies, 2000 Edition RIBA 
Future Studies/London
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cost method assesses the various costs people are will-
ing to incur to travel to a place or site. 

- Contingent valuation and choice modeling: 
These methods measure “non-use” values of public 
goods. They are based on surveyed consumer prefer-
ences (willingness to pay) rather than actual market 
data. These methods create hypothetical market situa-
tions to essentially assess how much the public values 
a good. 

- Case studies: given the conceptual difficulties in 
quantifying values, case studies “involving narratives, 
descriptive statistics, and clear analytical frameworks 
“ offer a sound option for assessing value.22

22. Randall Mason, Economics 
and Historic Preservation: 
: a Guide and Review of the 
Literature., The Brookings 
Institution Metropolitan Policy 
Program 2005

23. Franz Fuerst, Patrick 
McAllister and Claudia B. 
Murray, Designer Buildings 
and the Economic Value 
Of Signature Architecture, 
Environment and Planning A 
43(1) 166 – 184, 2011

5.6  Parameters

According to Fuesr, McAllister and Murray, given 
the extent of externalities and “internalities” gener-
ated by design, there has been a surprisingly limited 
body of research on the linkage between the design 
characteristics and their exchange values.23 

Measuring the quality of design poses conceptual 
and practical problems. Attributes can have physi-
cal parameters (such as the level of light in a room, 
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measured in lux), while others are on one side more 
perceptual and subjective and thus complexity in 
measurement can arise (such as the feeling of warmth 
emanating from a particular heat source) or difficult to 
describe if not related with the context.

In 1936, in one of the earliest documented exam-
ples of a “world-wide famous” architect arguing the 
commercial benefits of his reputation, an exasperated 
Frank Lloyd Wright pointed out to a client, concerned 
about additional costs, that he was providing a “record 
of economic as well as creative achievement”. Wright 
drew their attention to the fact that the publicity alone 
generated by his reputation would have cost the client 
“thousands of thousands”.24

As Frank Lloyd Wright testifies, designers have 
long been interested in the overall value added 
through their efforts and the legacy of design decisions 
on future generations of users.  According to Gann, 
Salter and Whyte their ability to “prove the value of 
design” has been elusive.25 Next to various methods 
of historic designation, architecture and façades have 
been used to measure the value of cultural heritage. 

24. Frank lloyd Wright in Franz 
Fuerst, Patrick McAllister 
and Claudia B. Murray, 
Designer Buildings and the 
Economic Value Of Signature 
Architecture, Environment and 
Planning A 43(1) 166 – 184, 2011

25. David M.Gann, Ammon J. 
Salter and Jennifer K.Whyte, 
Design Quality Indicator as 
a tool for thinking, Building 
Research & Information  31(5), 
September–October, 318–333, 
2003
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5.7 Examples

26. Hough, D. E. and C. G. 
Kratz, Can Good Architecture 
Meet the Market Test? Journal 
of Urban Economics, vol. 14, 
1983, pp. 40-54 and  Vandell, 
K. D. and J. S. Lane, The 
Economics of Architecture 
and Urban Design: Some 
Preliminary Findings, Real 
Estate Economics, vol. 17, 1989, 
pp. 235-260

27. Hough, D. E. and C. G. 
Kratz, Can Good Architecture 
Meet the Market Test? Journal 
of Urban Economics, vol. 14, 
1983, pp. 40-54

28. Franz Fuerst, Patrick 
McAllister and Claudia B. 
Murray, Designer Buildings 
and the Economic Value 
Of Signature Architecture, 
Environment and Planning A 
43(1) 166 – 184, 2011

29. Vandell, K. D. and J. S. Lane, 
The Economics of Architecture 
and Urban Design: Some 
Preliminary Findings, Real 
Estate Economics, vol. 17, 1989, 
pp. 235-260

The majority of the literature related to measuring 
economic effects of signature architecture, the most 
empirical relevant work related to this study26 focuses 
on specific cities. 

Hough and Kratz27 examined award winning 
buildings in Chicago only. Their study investigated 
the way the office market of down-town Chicago val-
ues “good” architecture. They attempted to address 
the question of whether the positive externalities 
of “good” architecture could be internalized and 
reflected in higher rental rates. In total, they identi-
fied 139 buildings in Chicago awarded status of archi-
tectural importance. Interestingly, while the authors 
found that, in the case of newer offices awarded sta-
tus of architectural importance, a rental premium was 
paid; for older buildings there was no significant evi-
dence of a rental premium. They attributed this find-
ing to the restrictions on owners’ and occupiers’ rights 
to alter older buildings that had been awarded status 
of architectural importance. Alternatively, it may have 
been simply due to changing tastes and preferences 
regarding architectural styles.28 Vandell and Lane29 
use amenity data from a set of class A office buildings 
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in Boston and Cambridge to measure the contribution 
of architectural quality to the value of a building. The 
results of their study confirm a strong relation between 
design quality and rents but a weak relation between 
that quality and vacancy behaviour30. 

Murugappan and O'Young focus on the value 
of architecture design on the office building income. 
Interestingly the survey results shows that architect's 
responses are not consistent and do not correlate with 
the net operating income of the buildings. On the 
other side consistent premiums are paid for specific 
architectural feature like high window to wall ratio or 
building core location.31 

Fuerst, McAllister and Murray focus on building 
design in terms of form, image, function and symbol-
ism. From an economic point of view, a key distinction 
is between those aspects of design that are captured 
in the price and rent of a building and those aspects 
that generate externalities. Broadly, while owners and 
users obtain utility from positive aesthetic perceptions 
and may thus exhibit higher willingness to pay, an 
iconic building may generate positive externalities in 
that neighbouring properties might command higher 
rents and prices due to the proximity to that build-
ing.32 

30. Faroek Lazrak, Peter 
Nijkamp, Piet Rietveld and Jan 
Rouwendal, Cultural Heritage: 
Hedonic Prices For Non-Market 
Values, Nicis project on 
‘Economic valuation of cultural 
heritage’, 2008, Jurnal of Urban 
Economics

31. Meena Murugappan, S. 
Michael O’Young, For Good 
Design, You Pay Now; For Bad 
Design, You Pay Later -Or Do 
You? A New Decade of Growth 
for Remodeling , Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology. Dept. 
of Urban Studies and Planning. 
2006

32. Franz Fuerst, Patrick 
McAllister and Claudia B. 
Murray, Designer Buildings 
and the Economic Value 
Of Signature Architecture, 
Environment and Planning A 
43(1) 166 – 184, 2011
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In another study33, regress the original purchase 
price as dependent variable on relevant architectural 
characteristics collected by Smith through visual 
inspections of houses which were built between 1850 
and 1873. It is thus clear that economic valuation 
of cultural heritage assets poses many complicated 
question of both methodological and applied nature. 
According to Nijkamp and others, the evaluation of 
architecture and architectural quality is another way in 
which several hedonic studies try to estimate cultural 
heritage effects34.

These studies focus on different measurable 
aspects of architecture or architectural quality in a 
city35. Gann, Salter and Whyte developed a multi-
dimensional tool of analysis to understand building 
quality and design36. Post-occupancy evaluation tools, 
quality indicators and sustainability assessment tools 
were used.

For a detailed review of indicators, see Amin and 
others37.

In particular: 
- PROBE (The Post-Occupancy Review of Build-

ings and their Engineering): post-occupancy evalua-
tion tool that provides commissioning clients, design 
and build teams, and the building’s occupiers with 

33. Moorhous, J. C. and M. 
S. Smith, The Market for 
Residential Architecture, 
Journal of Urban Economics, 
vol. 35, 1994, pp. 267-277

34. Vandell, K. D. and J. S. Lane, 
The Economics of Architecture 
and Urban Design: Some 
Preliminary Findings, Real 
Estate Economics, vol. 17, 1989, 
pp. 235-260; Moorhous, J. C. 
and M. S. Smith, The Market 
for Residential Architecture, 
Journal of Urban Economics, 
vol. 35, 1994, pp. 267-277; 
Hough, D. E. and C. G. Kratz, 
Can Good Architecture Meet 
the Market Test? Journal of 
Urban Economics, vol. 14, 1983, 
pp. 40-54

35. Faroek Lazrak, Peter 
Nijkamp, Piet Rietveld and Jan 
Rouwendal, Cultural Heritage: 
Hedonic Prices For Non-Market 
Values, Nicis project on 
‘Economic valuation of cultural 
heritage’, 2008, Jurnal of Urban 
Economics

36. David M.Gann, Ammon J. 
Salter and Jennifer K.Whyte, 
Design Quality Indicator as 
a tool for thinking, Building 
Research & Information (2003) 
31(5), September–October, 
318–333

37. Amin, A.-L., Gann, D.M. 
and Salter, A. (2000) Key 
Performance Indicators in 
Design. First Phase Project 
Report, CIC/DETR, London.
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useful snapshots of users’ views and an assessment of 
technical and energy performance of a building38.

- Housing Quality Indicator: developed by UK 
central government39, it is a tool for assessing the 
quality of housing projects, focusing on the links of 
the project to the local environment. 

- BREEAM (Building Research Establishment 
Environmental Assessment Method), UK Ecopoints 
and SPeAR: both BREEAM and UK Ecopoints sys-
tems provide measures of energy use in construction. 

An alternative tool is the SPeAR (Sustainable 
Project Appraisal Routine) developed by ARUP which 
provides a range of sustainability indicators to explore 
the total environment contribution of a project.

38. Leaman, A. and Bordass, 
B. (2001) Assessing building 
performance in use 4: the 
Probe occupant surveys and 
their

implications. Building Research 
& Information, 29(2), 129–143.

39. DTLR (2000) Housing Q 
uality Indicators, DTLR, London.

40. Franz Fuerst, Patrick 
McAllister and Claudia B. 
Murray, Designer Buildings 
and the Economic Value 
Of Signature Architecture, 
Environment and Planning A 
43(1) 166 – 184, 2011

5.8 Critics to the methods

In all the method reviewed by Mason several 
issues arise when confronted with the definition of 
the parameters involved in the multi-criteria analysis 
and in the hedonic prices regressions. Appraising the 
intrinsic value of design objects is a fascinating yet 
difficult endeavour due to various elements. Accord-
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ing to the Fuerst, McAllister and  Murray the most 
important is the high degree of subjectivity involved 
in assessing the aesthetic quality of the objects40  and 
more in general there are significant problems in 
attempting to convey qualitative features in quanti-
tative terms considering  design a multi-dimensional 
concept.41 

41. Franz Fuerst, Patrick 
McAllister and Claudia B. 
Murray, Designer Buildings 
and the Economic Value 
Of Signature Architecture, 
Environment and Planning A 
43(1) 166 – 184, 2011



Measuring 
the intangible

The review of the measurement of 
intangible aspects of architecture has been 
analysed from the examples from 60ies, 
starting with the Joint studies of Harvard 
University and MIT, going thought the 
Yale Cowles Foundation to the recent 
studies on the regional scale showing the 
multi-dimensionality of the concept of 
value, where the individual parameters 
are not univocal. The multidimensional 
methodology, while allowing the inclusion 
of not univocal features, showed to be not 
able to clarify costs and benefits when 
referred to the cultural and social features 

translated in monetary terms.



values
intangible



“Although thirty rays convey in the middle \ it’s 
the void in the middle that moves the cart \ vases 
are made of clay \ but is on their inner void \ that 
relies their function \  the house is punctured by 
doors and windows \ but it’s the void again \ that we 
live \ Thus \ is the being towards attitudes \ that the 
non-being implies”

Lao Tse
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6.1 Brief history of measuring 
 the intangible

1. Lowdon Wingo Jr, 
Transportation and urban 
land, resources for the future, 
Washington DC, 1960

The relations between architecture and communi-
cation processes have been central to urban studies for 
many years and the key theoretical questions in today’s 
world-cities debates can be traced back to the earliest 
urban systems theories. The research on the  meas-
urement of the values related to networks and design 
begins in the early 60s.

Stating with the late 60s the research focused on 
economic features of design and planning, quantify-
ing the values of social, communicational and tangi-
ble relations. The research focused on territorial and 
regional features.  The researches of Lowdon Wingo 
Junior1 focuses on the relationship between urban 
development and transportation with the regression 
of psychological, morphological and historical vari-
ables that might affect on the economic model. The 
research started with the Rotterdam School of Eco-
nomics in the 60s giving the theoretical basis for the 
research program developed by the Balanced Inter-
national Growth of the Economic Institute and the 
Cowles Foundation for Research in Economics of the 
University of Yale.

The Pittsburg model proposed by Ira Lowry 
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formulate a behavioural model2 where rules are set 
to understand quantitatively the associative life and 
define behavioural rules. These rules allow the elab-
oration descriptive, predictive and planning mod-
els. According with these model urban devices are 
planned in order to systematize a priori the activities 
generated by the associative life. The statistical analy-
sis of the basic life situation enables the expression of 
formulas and mathematics functions able to translate 
these data into spacial solutions.

Communication theory is explicitly used in the 
fluxes model developed by Richard Meier in the Har-
vard and MIT Joint Research program3. Developing 
the theories of J.R. Pierce4 under the design point of 
view the city becomes a system of interactions (Infor-
mation fluxes) determined by the human need to keep 
in touch with his similar.

Similar studies are developed at the same time at 
the Cornell University as Gaming simulation. Accord-
ing to Carlo Santi5  these models propose an use of 
the management tools to understand and design the 
city. Interpreting the city as actor that produces goods 
and services allows to analyses and develop marketing 
strategies applied to the design object. Cities products 
as infrastructures, urbanization, instruction, informa-

2. Ira S. Lowry, A short course 
in model design, Journal of the 
A.I.P., Maggio 1965, vol XXI

3. Richard Meier, A  
communication theory of urban 
growth, MIT press, Cambridge, 
1962

4. J.R. Pierce, Teoria 
dell’informazione, Mondadori, 
Milano, 1962

5. Carlo Santi, L’uso dei modelli 
matematici nel campo degli 
studi urbani, Tamburini editore, 
Milano, 1967
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tion and health are seen under the lens of production 
growth and higher wellness.

In the Italian panorama the studies on the city 
as fluxes phenomenon allowed the analysis of the 
regional uneven economic development6 giving 
answers and interpretative tools to the dualism of the 
development of the country in the post war period7.

6. Lutz, V., Italy: a Study n 
Economic Development, Oxford 
University Press, Oxford, 1962, 
Graziani, A., L’economia Italiana, 
45-70, Il Mulino, Bologna, 1972

7. D’antonio, M., Sviluppo e 
Crisi del Capitalismo Italiano, 
De Donato, Bari 1973, Bernardo 
Secchi, Squilibri Regionali e 
Sviluppo Economico, Marsilio, 
Padova, 1974

6.2 Measuring design value creation

Nowadays appraisal is undertaken on the basis of 
qualitative/quantitative assessments and statistical/
expert opinion.

While experts typically agree on what is valu-
able and what is a priority, there is a strong case for 
broadening the basis for such judgements to include 
the wider population in decision-making about archi-
tecture. 

Architectural assets are economic goods. The 
term ‘economic good’ applies to anything that gener-
ates flows of human well-being, for anyone and for 
whatever reason.  The general presumption is that 
those flows are positive. Economic goods may or may 
not have market prices. Even if they do, for example 
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through visitors paying entrance charges to visit a 
architectural asset, that market price may be a poor 
indicator of the economic value of the asset8.

Architectural assets can own use and non-use val-
ues. If the building is a landmark asset that confers 
prestige and attraction on the surrounding area,  then 
the properties in that area might derive an amenity 
benefit from the site and this might show up in the 
value of their property. The element of the price of the 
property that is due to the quality reflects individuals 
will to pay to locate in that area because of the archi-
tecture. This element is elicited in practical studies 
using the hedonic (property) price method. Hedonic 
price analyses the property market to estimate the pre-
mium fetched by properties which are in clean and 
environments and are nearer to desirable features. 
For a comprehensive account of the HP method see 
Hidano9.

There is one other major category of economic 
value that needs to be considered. Apart from resi-
dents and visitors, the general public of the region or 
nation, or even the international community, may be 
willing to pay, regardless of the fact that they may not 
visit it or be near it.  This form of value is known as 
non-use value. It can be substantial and may outweigh 

8. Economics for the 
Environment Consultancy 
(EFTEC), Valuation of the 
Historic Environment, The 
scope for using results of 
valuation studies in the 
appraisal and assessment of 
heritage-related projects and 
programmes, Final Report, 
English Heritage, the Heritage 
Lottery Fund, the Department 
for Culture, Media and Sport 
and the Department for 
Transport, 2005

9. Hidano, N., The Economic 
Valuation of the Environment 
and Public Policy: a Hedonic 
Approach, Edward Elgar, 
Cheltenham, UK, 2002



6. Intangible Values 195

use value, especially where goods are unique10. 
What matters is that people may be willing to 

pay to have this building despite having no use value 
for it.  These techniques function through the use of 
questionnaires. In one form of stated preference tech-
nique, contingent valuation, individuals are asked 
directly what they are willing to pay for the good, or 
what they are willing to pay for some change in the 
level of provision of the good. A huge literature has 
grown up regarding the reliability of the contingent 
valuation method – for an extensive discussion see 
Bateman et al.11 

Thus the notion of economic value has a very pre-
cise meaning and moreover that it is an anthropocen-
tric notion. It relates to human well-being and changes 
in that well-being are revealed by people’s preferences. 

In common with utilitarian philosophy, the notions 
of costs and benefits and asset values introduced pre-
viously relate to the these individual economic values.  
It is assumed therefore that it makes sense to add the 
value of an asset which individuals prefer to get some 
aggregate which defines the value of the asset. Also, 
an individual’s well-being is assumed to be measurable 
through notion of willingness to pay12.  These assump-
tions about social value being the sum of individuals’ 

10. Economics for the 
Environment Consultancy 
(EFTEC), Valuation of the 
Historic Environment, The 
scope for using results of 
valuation studies in the 
appraisal and assessment of 
heritage-related projects and 
programmes, Final Report, 
English Heritage, the Heritage 
Lottery Fund, the Department 
for Culture, Media and Sport 
and the Department for 
Transport, 2005

11. Bateman, I., Carson, 
R.T. Day, B. Hanemann, M. 
Hanley, N. Hett, T. Jones-Lee, 
M. Loomes, G. Mourato, S. 
Ozdemiroglu, E. Pearce, D.W. 
Sugden, R. and Swanson, 
J., Economic Valuation with 
Stated Preference Techniques: 
A Manual, Edward Elgar, 
Cheltenham, UK., 2002

12. Economics for the 
Environment Consultancy 
(EFTEC), Valuation of the 
Historic Environment, The 
scope for using results of 
valuation studies in the 
appraisal and assessment of 
heritage-related projects and 
programmes, Final Report, 
English Heritage, the Heritage 
Lottery Fund, the Department 
for Culture, Media and Sport 
and the Department for 
Transport, 2005
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values, and about measuring well-being refer to the 
extensive historical literature that can be found in 
Just.13 

One reason for thinking that an architectural asset 
can deserve a different, ‘non-standard’ treatment is 
that it embodies other notions of value besides eco-
nomic value. For example, this is the view taken by 
Throsby14 who argues that cultural assets, of which 
architectural assets are a subset, generate both eco-
nomic value and cultural value. “[a project] does not 
involve a piece of ordinary economic capital for which 
an assessment of economic costs and benefits could be 
regarded as a sufficient appraisal. It is concerned with 
an item of cultural capital yielding both economic 
and cultural value. Thus an evaluation of net benefit 
streams in both economic and cultural terms will be 
required”  

According to Throsby, then, financial and eco-
nomic appraisal are necessary but not sufficient to 
measure the value of cultural assets. According to 
Eftek valuing cultural (and so architectural) assets 
might be classified in three approaches15:

(a) determining cultural value and ignoring eco-
nomic value;

(b) determining economic value and ignoring cul-

13. Just, R., Hueth, D and 
Schmitz, A., The Welfare 
Economics of Public Policy: A 
Practical Approach to Project 
and Policy Evaluation. Edward 
Elgar, Cheltenham, UK, 2004

14. David Throsby, Economics 
and Culture, Cambridge 
University Press, UK, 2001

15. Economics for the 
Environment Consultancy 
(EFTEC), Valuation of the 
Historic Environment, The 
scope for using results of 
valuation studies in the 
appraisal and assessment of 
heritage-related projects and 
programmes, Final Report, 
English Heritage, the Heritage 
Lottery Fund, the Department 
for Culture, Media and Sport 
and the Department for 
Transport, 2005
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tural value; and
(c) Throsby’s approach in which an effort is made 

to determine both economic and cultural values.

16. David Throsby, Economics 
and Culture, Cambridge 
University Press, UK, 2001

17. Economics for the 
Environment Consultancy 
(EFTEC), Valuation of the 
Historic Environment, The 
scope for using results of 
valuation studies in the 
appraisal and assessment of 
heritage-related projects and 
programmes, Final Report, 
English Heritage, the Heritage 
Lottery Fund, the Department 
for Culture, Media and Sport 
and the Department for 
Transport, 2005

6.3 Cultural values

Throsby16 defines cultural value as a multiple set of 
attributes: aesthetic value, spiritual value, social (sense 
of identity and space), historical value, symbolic value 
and authenticity value. The understanding of these 
values is bind to the level of information necessary 
for people to express a valid preference. The defini-
tion of the information level when information provi-
sion is not costless becomes arguable17. All decisions 
have costs and hence all decisions to incur that cost 
imply that benefits exceed costs. Economic valuation 
is always implicit or explicit, it cannot not exist at all. 
Stated preference and revealed preference techniques, 
which are grounded in the principles of economic 
theory and its perspective of ‘value’, may be used to 
estimate the monetary value of non-market goods.  

The ‘standard’ economic approach would con-
sider economic values and reject notions of cultural 
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value that are different to economic value. The stand-
ard approach argues that all of Throsby’s cultural val-
ues are determinants of economic value, rather than 
values in themselves, they are motives value18. 

A possible approach supplements a conventional 
cost-benefits analysis by the  expert assessment of the 
aesthetic and other values assigning  weights (meas-
ures of relative) for the different values doing a “multi-
attribute analysis” or “multi-criteria analysis”. The 
credibility of this approach depends on who assigns 
the scores and weights, time is treated and how the 
multi-criteria analysis and the cost-benefit analysis are 
combined19.

18. Pearce, D.W., Maddison, 
D. and Pollicino, M. (2001) 
‘Economics and Cultural 
Heritage’, Paper presented at 
Conference on the Economic 
Valuation of Cultural Heritage, 
University College London, 
February 2001.

19. Economics for the 
Environment Consultancy 
(EFTEC), Valuation of the 
Historic Environment, The 
scope for using results of 
valuation studies in the 
appraisal and assessment of 
heritage-related projects and 
programmes, Final Report, 
English Heritage, the Heritage 
Lottery Fund, the Department 
for Culture, Media and Sport 
and the Department for 
Transport, 2005

6.4 Measuring the intangible: appraisal 
of the symbolic value

 Architecture beyond the “merely functional” 
would seem to have no strictly financial value. Accord-
ing to McGoun the problem is quite simple in finance 
and economics terms: a cost incurred in a competitive 
environment for which there is no apparent benefit. 
There are five possible ways that finance theory might 
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explain the phenomenon: (1) the cost is insignificant; 
(2) there is a conflict between owners and managers; 
(3) the architectures are signals; (4) the architectures 
restrict the use of assets; and (5) the architectures 
market the object to its users/customers. Most of 
the answers do not apply to the majority of the cases 
unless the symbolic and identity value can pay off and 
be measurable.

Zukin20, studying the representational aspects, 
recognizes a bilateral relationship between visual 
artefacts, including architectural and urban design 
schemes, and social structure. Stretching Zukin’s the-
sis, it can be argued that avant-garde design schemes, 
often combined with large-scale interventions, are - 
exactly through their innovative character as juxtaposed 
with either existing local morphologies of urban space 
or established local and/or international design trends 
- able to create strong images and, thereby, establish a 
strong place identity for the city as a whole and create 
new space for public culture.

An “advocacy” literature21 supporting ideological 
beliefs in the cultural need for design with economic 
analyses and rationales exists. Economic and cultural 
notions of value are involved because design trades 
on, and generates, both kinds of value. The value 

20. Sharon Zukin, The Cultures 
of Cities, John Wiley & Sons, 
1996

21. Randall Mason, Economics 
and Historic Preservation: 
: a Guide and Review of the 
Literature., The Brookings 
Institution Metropolitan Policy 
Program 2005
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of design can not be expressed and analysed only 
in quantitative terms. Qualitative expressions of the 
value of design often are dismissed because they are 
not susceptible to standard economic (mathematically 
driven) methods of analysis. But these cultural values 
(resisting easy quantification and mathematical treat-
ment) are essential to the nature of architecture and 
there must somehow remain part of the discourse on 
decision-making and other economic discourses on 
design. In other words, applying standard quantita-
tive, market-derived measures will not suffice a pri-
ori to express the full value of architecture as cultural 
expression and public good22.

Architecture and design value holds a wider 
number of dimensions that are not easily identifiable 
within a traditional industrial context. The architect 
cannot create design without incurring definitive cost 
which has an associated value23. The term 'value' in 
an architectural context is sometimes referred to build 
quality embracing all the aspects by which a building 
is judged such as uniqueness, functionality or durabil-
ity. It involves a relative and balanced consideration of 
tangible and intangible costs and benefits and a will-
ingness to give up in order to gain24. 

According to Lundequist the concept of quality 

22:  Randall Mason, Economics 
and Historic Preservation: 
: a Guide and Review of the 
Literature., The Brookings 
Institution Metropolitan Policy 
Program 2005

23. Eric Loe, The Value of 
Architecture Context and 
Current Thinking, RIBA Future 
Studies, 2000 Edition RIBA 
Future Studies/London

24. Leentje Volker and 
Matthijs Prins, Exploring the 
Possibilities of Correlating 
Management with Value in 
Architectural Design, Journal 
of Environmental Planning and 
Management, Vol. 37, No. 3.



6. Intangible Values 201

seems to have developed into a functional\technical 
matter whereas architecture and its qualities, as a cul-
tural product, reach much further. Besides functional\
technical issues architectural quality also embrace aes-
thetic and ethical aspects, - “how shall one live to live 
in a right way”25. As such the concept of architectural 
quality concern fundamental human existence (needs 
and aspirations) and its core values can be said to have 
existed unchanged26.

In the 1960s De Bruijn distinguished four differ-
ent conceptual layers able to widen the concept  of 
value in Architecture27: 

- Protective: protection of people and property 
against harmful influences and dangers;

- Domain or territorial: defining a place of one’s 
own, in terms of privacy, safety and security; 

- Social: creating spaces and places in which peo-
ple can carry on their activities optimally referring not 
only to health and  welfare but also to communication 
and groups quality of life.

- Cultural: form, identity and character of the spa-
tial environment  involving aesthetic, symbolic and 
environmental factors.

The architecture critics Hillier and Leaman also 
distinguish four main fields, but divide them up dif-

25. Lundequist, Jerker (1992) 
Kvalitetsbegreppets två 
dimensioner, ’Arkitektonisk 
Kvalitet’, in Anne Beim and 
Kasper Vibæk Jensen, 
Strategies For Value In The 
Process Of Industrialised 
Architectural Design, 
Arkitekturmuseets Årsbok 1992

26. Anne Beim and Kasper 
Vibæk Jensen, Strategies 
For Value In The Process Of 
Industrialised Architectural 
Design, Arkitekturmuseets 
Årsbok 1992

27. Zeeman, J. (1980), 
Funktionele analyse. 
Voorbereiding en methodiek 
bij het ontwerpen van 
gebouwen (Functional analysis. 
Preparation and methodology 
for the design of buildings). 
Lectures by W.N. de Bruijn. 
Faculty of Architecture, Delft 
University of Technology. in D. 
J. M. Van Der Voordt,Herman 
B. R. Wegen, Architecture 
In Use: An Introduction To 
The Programming, Design 
And Evaluation of Buildings, 
Routledge, 2005
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ferently28:
- Spatial organization of activities: providing opti-

mum support for the activities desired by properly 
arranging the available space

- Climate regulation: providing an interior climate 
for the user, his activities and his property, creating a 
protective ‘filter’, separating environment.

- Symbolism: a material embodiment of specific 
ideas and expectations not just of its designer but also 
of the client and the users. This makes it a cultural 
object, an object with social and symbolic significance 
and meaning.

- Economic function: architecture requires invest-
ment and gives added value to raw materials. 

According to Sebastian the value, performance, 
and quality measure approach asserts that the most 
important mission of design is to produce objects that 
are able to meet the aesthetic and functional expecta-
tions in use, as well as the economical and technical 
requirements in production29.

In 1991/92 DEGW and IT consultants Techni-
bank undertook a major research project to asses the 
status of intelligent buildings in Europe. The project, 
Intelligent Buildings in Europe (IBE) led to defining 
four types of buildings that responded to differing 

28. Hillier, B., A. Leaman (1976), 
Architecture as a discipline. 
Journal of Architectural 
Research, Vol. 5, No. 1.

29. Rizal Sebastian, Managing 
Multi-Architect Collaborative 
Design Conception, Journal of 
Design Research, Vol. 3 No. 1
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requirements30

– Use value building; custom designed for the 
owner-occupier, maximizes the use value for the end 
user organization.

– Exchange value buildings, developed specu-
latively, and designed to maximize the building 
exchange value as a commodity to be traded.

– Image value building is designed to maximize 
the image value of the building often at the expense of 
efficiency or other qualities.

– Business value building is where use, exchange 
and image are synthesized into a building where tech-
nology is fully exploited to maximize the range of 
options for the end user.

According to Gann, Salter and Whyte design qual-
ity is hard to quantify as it consists of both objective 
and subjective components. Whilst some indicators 
of design can be measured objectively, others result 
in intangible assets, depending in part on the subjec-
tive views, experiences and preferences of the people 
asked31.

This only partially faces the issues related on meas-
uring value. The activity of architectural design is a 
complex phenomenon. Many aspects can be distin-
guished32: the process of designing is a cognitive proc-

30. DEGW/Teknibank, “The 
Intelligent Building in Europe”, 
(1992), DEGW, London

31. David M.Gann, Ammon J. 
Salter and Jennifer K.Whyte, 
Design Quality Indicator as 
a tool for thinking, Building 
Research & Information  31(5), 
September–October, 318–333, 
2003

32. Achten, H. (1997). Generic 
representations; an approach 
for modelling procedural and 
declarative knowledge of 
building types in architectural 
design. Thesis, Eindhoven 
University of Technology, 
Eindhoven.
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ess in the sense that the architect is problem-solving, 
creating, learning, exploring, etc.; architectural design 
is a social process in the sense that the architect has 
contact with many design participants in a variety of 
relationships; it is a cultural and technical phenom-
enon situated in a specific cultural context; and it is 
a process of dealing with uncertainty and establishing 
useful artefacts.

It is the designer's task to integrate and co-ordi-
nate design constraints and to find a way to convert 
constraints into positive elements33, as designers need 
to balance qualitative and quantitative criteria in their 
decision-making processes. 

From the other, more engineering, perspective, 
design is a process that transforms client requirements 
(input) into design objects (output). It is a process 
where values for the customers are created through 
the fulfilment of their requirements. It is also a flow of 
information, which has to be controlled and distrib-
uted effectively in time and space in order to eliminate 
waste or inefficiencies34.

All these processes have to be managed. Design 
is always a blend of different views. Designers and 
managers use different kinds of knowledge and expe-
riences and managers perform different roles. It is the 

33. Bártolo, H. M. G. (2001). 
Value by design: A qualitative 
approach. Paper presented 
at the Value through Design, 
Reading.

34. Ballard, G., & Koskela, 
L., On the agenda of design 
management research. Paper 
presented at the IGLC 1998.; 
Sebastian, R., Critical appraisal 
of design management in 
architecture. Journal of 
Construction Research, 5(2), 
255-266, 2004
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intersection of different 'worlds' and speaks different 
“languages”35.

According to Worpole the contribution that good 
architecture and design can make to:

1 the wider economic impact of attractive build-
ings and  settings;

2 achieving greater value for money through tech-
nical and intellectual expertise;

3 enhanced individual and social well-being, and 
therefore quality of life;

4 greater adaptability, energy-efficiency, and envi-
ronmental sustainability36.

A more contemporary example of the marketing 
value of signature architects is from the urban regen-
eration literature. In this area there is growing interest 
in design-led urban renaissance driven in part by com-
missioning high profile architects to create flagship 
buildings37.

According to Hargreaves McIntyre buildings with 
aesthetic appeal and a high-quality of design, which 
allow for exterior views, fresh air, sunlight, spacious-
ness, tailor-made design, layout which encourages 
interaction, use of colour and visual art:

• Increase property and land values; are important 
in business location decisions; increase rental income 

35. Leentje Volker and 
Matthijs Prins, Exploring the 
Possibilities of Correlating 
Management with Value in 
Architectural Design, Journal 
of Environmental Planning and 
Management, Vol. 37, No. 3.

36. Ken Worpole, The Value 
of Architecture Design, 
Economy and the Architectural 
Imagination, RIBA Future 
Studies, 2000 Edition RIBA 
Future Studies/London

37. Bell D, Jayne M, 2003, 
“Design “Led” Urban 
Regeneration: A Critical 
Perspective” Local Economy 
18 121-134, Plaza B, 2006, 
“Return on Investment of the 
Guggenheim Museum Bilbao” 
International Journal of Urban 
and Regional Research 27, 
738-743 and Franz Fuerst, 
Patrick McAllister and Claudia 
B. Murray, Designer Buildings 
and the Economic Value 
Of Signature Architecture, 
Environment and Planning A 
43(1) 166 – 184, 2011
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and improve the marketability of property.
• Can help staff recruitment; provide inspiration 

and stimulation; heighten staff morale and satisfac-
tion; improve effectiveness; reduce absenteeism; aid 
staff retention. 

• Enhance pupil and student motivation; reduce 
absenteeism and improve academic performance.

• Contribute to improved patient recovery rates 
in hospitals.

• Can provide less harmful environments for peo-
ple to live, work and learn in by reducing exposure to 
harmful pollutants.38

According to Hargreaves McIntyre visionary 
buildings, those with character or a “wow” factor cre-
ate jobs; are important in business location decisions; 
help recruit and retain staff and increase land or prop-
erty prices in surrounding areas39. As much as the def-
inition of insight given on the phenomenological level, 
it is “characterized by suddenness and obviousness. You 
may not be sure how you came up with the answer, but 
are relatively confident that it is correct without having 
to mentally check it”40.

Brands have become an increasingly pervasive part 
of the imagery used daily in our mediated culture41 

and design itself can be used as a branding strategy. 

38. Morris Hargreaves 
McIntyre, A Literature Review 
of the Social, Economic and 
Environmental Impact of 
Architecture and Design, 
Scottish Executive Social 
Research, Information and 
Analytical Services Division, 
Scottish Executive Education 
Department, Victoria Quay, 
Edinburgh, 2006

39. Morris Hargreaves 
McIntyre, A Literature Review 
of the Social, Economic and 
Environmental Impact of 
Architecture and Design, 
Scottish Executive Social 
Research, Information and 
Analytical Services Division, 
Scottish Executive Education 
Department, Victoria Quay, 
Edinburgh, 2006

40. Jung-Beeman M, Bowden 
EM, Haberman J, Frymiare JL, 
Arambel-Liu S, et al. (2004) 
Neural Activity When People 
Solve Verbal Problems with 
Insight. 

41. Franz Fuerst, Patrick 
McAllister and Claudia B. 
Murray, Designer Buildings 
and the Economic Value 
Of Signature Architecture, 
Environment and Planning A 
43(1) 166 – 184, 2011

The Guggenheim Museum in 
Bilbao
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Allinson42 recognizes that the strategy of an architec-
tural practice can create added value and distinguish 
the firm from others. He tries to encourage architects 
to focus on planning, monitoring, analysis and control 
as well as on team management and human resource 
management. Combining design and management will 
lead to better service delivery, both in design and in 
organizational culture43.

The “Flagship Effect” can be considered the most 
widely known example of how  architectural projects 
can be “designed” to have a clear economic impact on 
the towns and cities in which they are located. 

The most well known recent example has been 
Frank Gehry’s spectacular design for the Guggen-
heim Museum in Bilbao, Spain, regenerating a run 
down part of a failing industrial riverside site, and 
already attracting some 3 million visitors a year44. The 
spending power of these visitors not only supports 
the running of the museum but has helped revive the 
economy of the city as a whole. There is no doubt that 
people are coming to see the building as much as the 
artifacts it contains. It also proves, in the words of the 
architectural critic, Katherine Shonfield, that: “Archi-
tecture can break spells. Gehry’s museum and Foster’s 
underground have transformed Bilbao from a terrorised 

42. Kenneth Allinson, Getting 
there by design: an architect’s 
guide to design and project 
management, Architectural 
Press, 1997

43. Leentje Volker and 
Matthijs Prins, Exploring the 
Possibilities of Correlating 
Management with Value in 
Architectural Design, Journal 
of Environmental Planning and 
Management, Vol. 37, No. 3.

44. Ken Worpole, The Value 
of Architecture Design, 
Economy and the Architectural 
Imagination, RIBA Future 
Studies, 2000 Edition RIBA 
Future Studies/London
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city to a site of life and construction.”
On a different level, the architecture of the Tate 

Gallery at St Ives, designed by Eldred Evans and 
David Shalev and opened on 23 June 1993, has also 
exhibited a similar effect on the local economy. Within 
2 years of opening, people who’s primary reason for 
visiting St Ives was to visit the Tate Gallery were con-
tributing €16 million to the local economy. While 
generating tourist economies was not necessarily the 
declared main aim of the architects involved, nonethe-
less all parties have been confirmed that successfully 
articulated and functional buildings, are themselves 
visitor attractions in their own right. The Architectural 
Brief for the Tate Gallery at St Ives, was explicit about 
this from the start: ‘Apart from the obvious attraction 
of the exhibits, the Gallery should attract visitors in 
its own right in the way that the Pompidou Centre 
and the Lloyd’s Building do…the building should be 
stimulating, imaginative and excellent.”45

The reference to the Pompidou Centre is interest-
ing, for it was  the design of the Pompidou Centre 
by Renzo Piano and Richard Rogers, opened in 1977, 
that provided a model as to how radical or provocative 
architecture could excite public interest and affection, 
as well as solving the conventional problems associ-

45. Ken Worpole, The Value 
of Architecture Design, 
Economy and the Architectural 
Imagination, RIBA Future 
Studies, 2000 Edition RIBA 
Future Studies/London
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46. Ken Worpole, The Value 
of Architecture Design, 
Economy and the Architectural 
Imagination, RIBA Future 
Studies, 2000 Edition RIBA 
Future Studies/London

ated with housing artworks and managing visitor 
numbers efficiently and effectively. 

The radical idea of the Pompidou Centre (now 
more usually called ‘the Beaubourg’) was to allow over 
half of the designated site to be used as public space –  
achieved by building upwards. The piazza has become 
one of the most dynamic meeting places in the city, 
indeed a focal point of the city of Paris. Putting the 
escalators and elevators on the outside of the building, 
in transparent shafts, also allowed all visitors access to 
some of the most stunning views of Paris as an added 
surplus. The original brief for the center anticipated 
some 5,000 visitors a day; today it often has in excess 
of 25,000. The Pompidou Centre revived the fortunes 
of the district in which it was located in a matter of 
months. 

A similar story can be seen as a result of the suc-
cess of James Stirling’s design for the Stuttgart Staats-
galerie, which opened in March 1984 to great acclaim. 
In the first seven months it had nearly a million visi-
tors, and the gallery moved from 56th to 2nd place 
in the league table of attendance figures for German 
museums.46

Anyhow, according to Loe, neither good design 
nor the “flagship” project can in themselves guarantee 
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47. Eric Loe, The Value of 
Architecture Context and 
Current Thinking, RIBA Future 
Studies, 2000 Edition RIBA 
Future Studies/London

market success. Good design in itself does not guaran-
tee sustainability within an urban context unless over 
time, adaptability is inherent within the design, and 
matched in the surrounding environmental and social 
fabric47. It is interesting then to understand when the 
economic success of architecture overcome any other 
paradigm.
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The evaluation of architecture under the 
Cultural Economic perspective refers to 
the values implied. Values that define a 
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the stakeholder and their ambitions and 
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The previous  findings required a new framing 
able to consider the cultural, social, societal and per-
sonal features in different terms. Within the tradi-
tional framing design  has a monetary value based on 
the price of the land it sits on, the size of the building, 
its age and other standardized unit of measurements 
but within a wider perspective its economic value 
impacts us very little and is not a major consideration 
to define its value. While accounting and financial 
aspects of architecture's value are well studied, bene-
fits are unclear when it refers to the cultural and social 
features.  There are, of course, many cultural values of 
art: aesthetic value, decorative value, spiritual value, 
social identity value, historical value, symbolic value, 
authenticity value, and so on1.

Let's consider use values and non-use values.
Use value is the value that accrues to individuals, 

households, or firms through the direct consumption 
of design\architectural services. It may be experienced 
in different ways, for example through the ownership 
of a building, or through the enjoyment of the services 
it provides like living in a design  house or working in 
a design building; such values are reflected in market 
processes, and can be observed, for example, in the 
actual or imputed rental value of heritage buildings 

1. Throsby, David C. (2001). 
Economics and Culture, 
Cambridge University Press, 
Cambridge.
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used as dwellings or commercial premises.
Direct use value of design  also accrues to tour-

ists visiting sites; in this case the relevant value can 
be measured by entrance fees, or, if appropriate data 
are available, by consumer surpluses estimated using 
methods such as travel cost analysis. In assessing the 
direct use value specifically attributable to the herit-
age qualities of, say, a historic building used for com-
mercial purposes, it should be remembered that these 
value per se is actually a marginal value: the building 
would presumably have some rental value as commer-
cial space in the absence of any design  quality, and 
the question to be asked is whether the rent is higher 
or lower as a result of its heritage characteristics. 
The rental value of such buildings might be higher 
if people prefer to live in design houses or work in a 
design  building, or it might be lower if, for example, 
the building were inconvenient because of its anti-
quated design or facilities. On the whole, the market 
seems to suggest that these sorts of direct use values 
are positive.  This is not surprising since in general 
design properties are demanded by people who do 
value these services and so are prepared to bid up the 
purchase or rental prices of such properties.

The second aspect of individual valuation is the 
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non-use or passive use values which are experienced 
by individuals but are not reflected in market proc-
esses since they are derived from those attributes  that 
are classifiable as non-rival and non-excludable public 
goods. 

Apart from residents and visitors, the general pub-
lic of the region or nation, or even the international 
community, may be willing to pay something towards 
the creation of the asset, regardless of the fact that 
they may not visit it or be near it. 

In these cases the non-use value can be substan-
tial and may outweigh the use value, especially where 
goods are unique. This willingness to pay arises from 
all kinds of motives. What matters is that people may 
be willing to pay to have design assets despite having 
no use value for it: existence value gets created when  
individuals value design simply because it exists; altru-
istic value derived from the knowledge that others 
may enjoy the asset whilst bequest value derived from 
the desire to create something  for future generations. 
The non-use value can typically only be valued in eco-
nomic terms using stated preference.

According to Van der Ploeg, economists try to be 
value free and treat value as a subjective concept: the 
amount people are willing to pay for it, which is not 



7. The Cultural Economics perspective218

necessarily the same as what they actually pay for it2.
According to Scott, one of the more dramatic 

features of modern  economy is the way in which the 
goods and services that it produces are increasingly 
infused with aesthetic and semiotic content3.

The value assessment of a design choice  has meant 
to measure and to quantify different items. The evalu-
ation of design goes thought the analysis of the role 
of quantitative aspects and cultural aspects. Not only 
in terms of linear/square/cubic meters, time, opportu-
nity cost\benefits but also in terms of aesthetic, deco-
rative, spiritual, social, identity, historical, symbolic, 
authenticity costs and benefits.

Reflecting on the ethics of economic valuation, 
Anderson4 concludes that we don’t respond to what 
we value merely with desire or pleasure, but with love, 
admiration, honor, respect, affection and awe as well. 
This allows us to see how goods can be plural, how 
they can differ in kind or quality: they differ not only 
in how much we should value them, but in how we 
should value them. To do this, we must govern our 
conduct by shared norms established in dialogue with 
others, norms that are constitutive of different spheres 
and roles of social life. This socially grounded view 
of value and rationality, in turn, provides the key to 

2. Rick van der Ploeg, In Art 
We Trust, 150th anniversary 
conference of De Economist on 
Culture, Ethics and Economics, 
8 February 2002, Amsterdam

3. Lash, S. and J. Urry (1994) 
Economies of signs and space. 
Sage, London. Lebel, C., A., Allen 
J. Scott, The craft, fashion, and 
cultural-products industries 
of Los Angeles: competitive 
dynamics and policy dilemmas 
in a multi-sectoral image-
producing complex. Annals of 
the Association of American 
Geographers 86, 306–23. 
1996, The cultural economy of 
cities. International Journal of 
Urban and RegionalResearch 21, 
323–39, 1997, Scott, A.J. (2000) 
The Cultural Economy of Cities, 
Los Angeles, Sage.

4. Anderson, E. (1993). Value 
in Ethics and Economics. 
Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press
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understanding the ethical limitations of markets5.
Cultural goods and services provided by cultural 

suppliers have distinct characteristics compared to 
other economic goods. They are mostly attributed as 
experience goods so different and interdisciplinary 
approaches need to be applied for coherent analysis 6.

A distinction therefore exists between the tradi-
tional economic field, where objects have instrumen-
tal value, and the cultural field where objects have 
symbolic value. Collectively, we can assess a cultural 
good such as a church or a museum and agree on its 
monetary value based on the price of the land it sits 
on, the size of the building, its age and other stand-
ardized unit of measurements. In the grand scheme 
of things, however, their economic value impacts us 
very little and is not a major consideration when we 
think of these buildings. It is the emotional value that 
we respond to. A site or a building may be important 
to some residents because they may have been mar-
ried there or simply because these places have become 
familiar, and thus valued, only by dint of being part of 
an urban landscape for a long time.

According to Thorosby7 the market value does not 
capture the value of culture8. Assessing the value of a 
cultural good is therefore complex, so we should not 

5. Bernard Momer, Our city, 
Ourselves, A cultural landscape 
assessment of Kelowna, British 
Columbia, Research project, the 
University of British Columbia 
Okanagan, 2011

6. Arzu Uraz, Culture for 
Regenerating Cities: What 
can Istanbul 2010 learn from 
the European Capitals of 
Culture Glasgow 1990 and Lille 
2004, Thesis for a MA Degree 
in Arts & Cultural Studies, 
Cultural Economics & Cultural 
Entrepreneurship, Erasmus 
University of Rotterdam, 2007

7. Throsby, David C. (2001). 
Economics and Culture, 
Cambridge University Press, 
Cambridge.

8. Like institutionalist scholars 
like John Kenneth Galbraith 
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limit ourselves to a single valuation method such as 
price, which is set by the market. Assessing a value 
not only implies the comparison in monetary terms 
between an identified element with a different one but 
it also implies an outlook to the future perspectives 
on what it's values will be when it will be realized. It 
measures an hypothetical instantaneous value that can-
not be realized until\unless it is potentially realized. It 
implicitly defines the criteria used to define the value 
and the choice of possible criteria that will contribute 
to add\reduce its values. The outcome of an evalua-
tion is therefore not only a definition of a quantity (or 
a price) but more deeply an evaluation of priorities; a 
vision of a shared construction of consensus.

In other words the action of measuring has to 
be able to explain and define the measured object as 
much as the measuring subject, its values, its priori-
ties and its outlook. Values, priorities and perspectives 
that can be deeply bound to the times and spaces 
where the measuring subject/s is. Back to idea of com-
paring different item this defines several conceptual 
layers, some of them independent to the coordinates 
system, other strictly related to it.
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7.1 Focussing on values

9. The Value of Culture, A 
Dialogue between Barend van 
Heusden and Arjo Klamer in 
Arjo Klamer (ed.), the value of 
culture, Amsterdam University 
Press, Amsterdam, 1996)

Standard economic theory focuses on the logic of 
choice. The basic assumption is that preferences are 
given. This leaves us free to concentrate on the con-
straints under which people make their choices, given 
their preferences. All economic analysis is about the 
effects of changes in the constraints. Rationality here 
means choosing the optimal option given the prefer-
ences and constraints. Shifting the attention away 
from the moment of choice to the evaluation of the 
values inherent in economic behavior  would direct 
our thinking to people actively valuating the things 
and events of the world as they present themselves 
to them. Such an activity is fundamentally social and 
cultural9.

To understand the role of value related to cultural 
asset an example can be useful. Let take for instance 
a painting: it can have value as an (aesthetic) experi-
ence, as a historical document, or as a psychological 
experiment. These are values in terms of the functions 
of the painting. Value can also be in the compositions 
or components as in the colors, dimensions, light-
intensity of the painting. That is value in terms of for-
mal relations. It can also be understood as the value 
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of the pieces in a chess game which they owe to their 
assigned moves. And then there is economic financial 
value,as presented previously.10

Under the cultural economic perspective the 
values that architecture presents beyond the mere 
accounting are understandable and describable. The 
building stands for something beyond the function it 
accommodates and its design refers to the stakehold-
ers involved in it including financial features, function, 
and role.

The cultural economic perspective provided the 
tools able to identify a strategy in value's measurement. 
Under the cultural economic framing11 preferences are 
assumed as given12, shifting the attention on the con-
straints under which people make their choices. Thus 
the focus shifts away from the moment of choice to the 
evaluation of the values implied in the choice. 

The design choice convey a meaning (is it a cri-
tique to the economic system, a faithful description 
of the economic relations involved, an internal debate 
or a snapshot of the current advancement of technol-
ogy) it communicate the values of the stakeholders 
involved, it can force the changes, being an active 
agent in the change of the cultural perception or a tool 
of the power to shape the world13.

10. The Value of Culture, A 
Dialogue between Barend van 
Heusden and Arjo Klamer in 
Arjo Klamer (ed.), The Value of 
Culture, Amsterdam University 
Press, Amsterdam, 1996

11. Framing, is intended here 
as a rethoric construction 
of a process of selective 
influence over the perception 
of the meanings in such a 
way as to encourage a certain 
interpretation.

12. Arjo Klamer (ed.), The Value 
of Culture. On the relationship 
between economics and arts, 
Amsterdam University Press, 
Amsterdam, 1996

13. Deyan Sudjic, The Edifice 
Complex: How the Rich and 
Powerful Shape the World. 
Published by Penguin, 2006 
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According to Arjo Klamer the term value can refer 
to value in a social, cultural, anthropological , ethno-
graphic and  monetary sense: hold on to culture as ‘the 
arts’ and the investigation turns to the other values 
that the arts can have apart from the economic ones. 
Something like a monument may evoke the value of 
national pride and identity, a Mondrian stands for the 
value of Dutchness and the Elgin Marbles for that of 
ancient Greece.  Apart from such social values, they 
can have aesthetic, sacred and spiritual values. This 
line of inquiry may lead to an exploration of the phe-
nomenon of value and its many manifestations. It may 
be anthropological, studying how values operate in 
particular settings, ethnographic, studying how artists, 
gallery owners, museum directors and actors under-
stand their values and are guided by them in their 
actions, and conceptual, studying the various mean-
ings of values, their mutual relations and so.14

The definition of the concept of value as given by 
Arjo Klamer  shows the relationship between cultural 
assets and market value: “value” itself can refer to 
“economic value” investigating the return of invest-
ment in goods, the economics of (cultural) assets, 
the elasticity of the demand for (cultural) goods, the 
economic impact of government subsidies and so on. 

14. Arjo Klamer (ed.), The 
Value of Culture, Amsterdam 
University Press, Amsterdam, 
1996
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But it can also include value in a social and cultural 
sense.15

15. Arjo Klamer, Speaking of 
Economics. How to get in the 
conversation, Routledge, NYC, 
2007

7.2 Stakeholders, targets, 
 values and design.

Different values may be involved at the same time 
and different stakeholder can attach different value 
to what they evaluate. Values that can be quantified 
but where the price cannot be but a signal of the full 
picture presented by the notion of value. The under-
standing of the concept of value implies the under-
standing of the different stakeholders perceptions. 
Perception that differs according to the (temporary 
and variable) goals and targets they want to achieve 
and their (sometimes hidden) agenda. The different 
qualities that stakeholders may find important can 
change according the goal of their process: richness, 
simplicity, decoration, avant-guardism, modernism, 
cheapness, classicism have been used to covey eco-
nomical, political, idealogical and social (sometimes 
contradictory) messages.

Architects are not neutral into this play nor is their 
design. Design interacts with the perception of these 
values and goals. The project may aim to support 
them, to change, to criticize or to deny them. 
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Architecture may aim to impact on the people 
inhabiting the places (inspire them, their life, their 
sense of community, how they live or work there), may 
care about the cultural features, about the societal val-
ues (concerning what the design adds to the environ-
ment, the city, the context, the community), the politi-
cal effects of the design, the social impact (and the 
people immediately involved), the relationship with 
the existing/new technologies, may want to sell well, 
optimize the return on investments, convey or criticize 
an ideology, but also achieve the architects' personal 
values, like showing design skills, inventiveness, feed 
the archi-star ego, getting the public's attention being 
published, obtaining an assignment with optimal 
return to investments, satisfying the private-public 
relationship, achieving a compromise between social 
issues and private yield. Different schools of architec-
ture may rely and refer to different approaches to dif-
ferent values focussing more on tangible or intangible 
features.

The focus can be the mediation between the 
value of the different stakeholder involved or shifted 
towards clients, visitors, architectural debate, lan-
guage, inventiveness, functionality, manageableness, 
costs and so on. 



7. The Cultural Economics perspective226

Not all of the targets have the same importance 
nor they can always be completely fulfilled or explic-
itly presented. What you see is never the full picture. 
Some values can be negotiable while other are abso-
lute. Their realization may rely on numbers or on dif-
ferent judges (experts, critics, users, …). 

The awareness of the possible values, the pos-
sibility to grasp all of them and the dynamics under 
which they are realized is crucial to understand the 
way architecture's impacts into reality.

16. Pierre Bourdieu, Jean 
Claude Passeron, Reproduction 
in Education, Society and 
Culture, Sage, Londra, 1970

7.3 Design as cultural capital

The notion of cultural capital was introduced 
by the sociologist Pierre Bourdieu16 to describe the 
knowledge, or the internalized code that allows us to 
decipher cultural relations and cultural artefacts and 
therefore conferring value to such things as education, 
art, music or beauty. Jane Jacobs in “The Death and 
Life of Great American Cities” uses it to refer to the 
interpersonal relationships necessary to guarantee the 
functioning of complex and highly organized socie-
ties.

The relationships between individuals that accrue 
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over time and space form the basis for social capital. 
Putnam17 defines it as the degree to which a commu-
nity or society collaborates and cooperates – through 
such mechanisms as networks, shared trust, norms 
and values – to achieve mutual benefits. Gould18 states 
that when a community comes together to share a cul-
tural life, through celebration, rites and inter-cultural 
dialogue, it is enhancing its relationships, partnerships 
and networks – in other words, developing social capi-
tal. Conversely, when a community’s heritage, culture 
and values are overlooked, social capital is eroded, 
since it is often within these roots that the inspiration 
for people to act together for a common purpose can 
be found.

Sociologist Hesmondhalgh19,  defines culture as 
"the signifying system" through which a social order 
is communicated, reproduced, experienced and 
explored. Thus cultural assets are directly involved in 
the production of social meaning in the form of texts 
and symbols.20

Cultural capital can be described ad the totality 
of our accumulated knowledge, formal (education) 
and informal (gained through novels, music, hobbies, 
life experiences) that allows us to function in a com-
munity. A knowledge that allows us to hold conversa-

17. Putnam, R., (2000), Bowling 
Alone: America’sDeclining 
Social Capital; The Journal of 
Democracy, 6:1, pages 65-78.

18. Gould, H. (2001). Culture 
and Social Capital. In F. 
Matarasso, Recognising 
Culture: Briefing Papers on 
Culture and Development. 
Stroud: Comedia.

19. Hesmondhalgh, David. 
2002. The Cultural Industries. 
London: Sage.

20. Ann Markusen, Gregory 
H. Wassall, Doug DeNatale, 
Randy Cohen, Defining the 
Cultural Economy: Industry 
and Occupational Approaches, 
November, 2006, North 
American Regional Science 
Council Meetings, Toronto,
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tions about our favorite television show or the latest 
local performance of a band.  Cultural capital can 
take the  forms of tangible and intangible: tangible 
cultural capital assets such as buildings, structures, 
sites and locations endowed with cultural significance 
(commonly called “cultural heritage”) and artworks 
and artifacts existing as private goods, such as paint-
ings, sculptures, and other objects. Intangible cultural 
capital, on the other hand, comprises the set of ideas, 
practices, beliefs, traditions and values which serve to 
identify and bind together a given group of people... 
together with the stock of artworks existing in the 
public domain as public goods, such as literature and 
music.21  

Thus, in broad  terms something can be said to be 
of cultural value if it contributes to these shared ele-
ments of human experience. For example, a novel or 
a poem may express something of the human condi-
tion which readers recognize and relate to; a heritage 
building may embody something of the history or tra-
dition that binds a community or a society together; a 
shared language provides the means by which cultural 
messages are represented and transmitted.22

For Arjo Klamer, cultural capital is what lends us 
the ability to realize a meaningful life over and beyond 

21. David Throsby, Cultural 
Capital, in Journal of 
Cultural Economics, vol. 23, 
Kluwer Academic Publihers, 
Amsterdam, 1999

22. David Throsby, Cultural 
Capital, in Journal of 
Cultural Economics, vol. 23, 
Kluwer Academic Publihers, 
Amsterdam, 1999
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its mere economic dimensions. It derives that, under a 
cultural economic perspective, economic capital can-
not be used to assess the importance of culture as it 
is a function of it, it has a value for what it allows us 
to achieve within the society in terms of acceptance, 
identity, inclusion\exclusiveness and so on. Many 
cultural goods offer a small elite the opportunity to 
distinguish themselves from the rest of the popula-
tion - see Bourdieu23. In other words, some cultural 
goods have for some people snob appeal. As soon as 
the rest of the population starts appreciating these cul-
tural products, the elite looses interest and moves on 
to other cultural products with snob appeal.

Social capital is therefore a benefit at both the 
individual and collective level. At the group level, it 
represents some aggregation of the resources (eco-
nomic, cultural or political) valued by the members 
of a group interacting within a network or networks24. 
At the individual level, social capital provides a con-
text within which one can benefit from the security of 
membership that will minimize potential risks associ-
ated with an enterprise. This membership can, via a 
feedback mechanism, become a benefit to the network 
as a whole. For example, a creative endeavor where 
one is encouraged and supported by other members 

23. Pierre Bourdieu, La 
distinction. Critique sociale du 
Jugement, Minuit, Paris, 1979 
Italian edition La distinzione. 
Critica sociale del gusto, Il 
Mulino, 1983 

24. Lin, N., Cook, K., & Burt, R. 
(Eds.), Social Capital: Theory 
and Research. New Brunswick: 
Transaction Publishers, 2001
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of a network, may not only result in a piece of art or a 
play that will benefit the author, but also to many that 
may transcend the network.25

In traditional economics we are accustomed to 
distinguishing between three principal forms of  capi-
tal26. The first, physical capital, meaning the stock 
of real goods such as plant, machines, buildings, etc. 
which contribute to the production of further goods, 
has been known and discussed since the very begin-
ning of economics27. More recently, a second type of 
capital, human capital, has been identified28, arising 
from the realization that the embodiment of skills and 
experience in people represented a capital stock that is 
every bit as important as physical capital in producing 
output in the economy. More recently still, following 
the increasing awareness of the effect of environmen-
tal problems on economic activity, economists have 
come to accept the phenomenon of natural capital, 
meaning the stock of renewable and nonrenewable 
resources provided by nature, and including the eco-
logical processes governing their existence and use29.

The performing arts, together with the rationale 
for public intervention for the arts, have tradition-
ally dominated economists’ approach to the arts and 
culture. Most of the books and articles published in 

25. Bernard Momer, Our city, 
Ourselves, A cultural landscape 
assessment of Kelowna, British 
Columbia, Research project, the 
University of British Columbia 
Okanagan, 2011

26. David Throsby, Cultural 
Capital, in Journal of 
Cultural Economics, vol. 23, 
Kluwer Academic Publihers, 
Amsterdam, 1999

27. Hicks, John R, 1974. “Capital 
Controversies: Ancient and 
Modern,” American Economic 
Review, American Economic 
Association, vol. 64(2), pages 
307-16, May. 

28. Gary S. Becker (1964, 
1993, 3rd ed.). Human Capital: 
A Theoretical and Empirical 
Analysis, with Special Reference 
to Education.. Chicago, 
University of Chicago Press 

29. Jansson, Ann Mari et al. 
(eds), Investing in Natural 
Capital: The Ecological 
Economics, Approach to 
Sustainability. Island Press, 
Washington D.C., 1994
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the 1970’s and 1980’s focused on these issues, neglect-
ing other topics such as the media industries which, 
as Mark Blaug30 observed, were also worthy of atten-
tion. Since its inception, the discipline has evolved to 
comprise the entire cultural spectrum: performing 
arts (opera, ballet, concerts, theatres), creative indus-
tries (editing, television, cinema, records), museums, 
art galleries, festivals, exhibitions, visual arts (paint-
ing, sculptures), and built cultural heritage. This list 
has even been enlarged and in a recent survey of the 
economics of the arts, Blaug31 welcomes the inclusion 
of taste and taste formation, demand and supply, the 
media industries, the art market, the economic history 
of the arts, labour markets for artists, non-profit arts 
organisations, and copyrights among the topics ana-
lysed within cultural economics.32

Design can contribute to (1) cultural values (2) 
financial values (3) societal values (4) social values 
(personal and organizational). It contributes to com-
munities to realize and define their own identity and 
perception of it, it impacts deeply on social environ-
ment changing uses and habits of the users, it attracts 
people defining new trends and can eventually shift 
the public discourse30. Mark Blaug, The 

Methodology of Economics, or 
How Economists Explain, 1980, 
Cambridge University Press

31. Mark Blaug, No History 
of Ideas, Please, We’re 
Economists,Journal of 
Economic Perspectives, 15, 2001

32. For a critical overview 
of the present state of the 
economics of the arts, see 
David Throsby, Economics 
and Culture, 2001, Cambridge 
University Press
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7.4 Cultural currency

33. David Throsby, Cultural 
Capital, in Journal of 
Cultural Economics, vol. 23, 
Kluwer Academic Publihers, 
Amsterdam, 1999

Cultural capital can be thus seen as a form of 
currency that we exchange for social acceptance or 
in other words, to create social networks. Similarly, 
cultural capital can be accumulated at the commu-
nity level in the forms of cultural assets developed, 
maintained and protected . Cultural capital generates 
cultural currency and enables its possessor to offer 
cultural currency. 

Let us assume that cultural value can be measured 
according to a unit of account  that plays a role com-
parable to a monetary scale in measuring economic 
value. Thus, an individual or group could assign a 
cultural valuation to a given item such as an artwork; 
such valuations would be expected to differ between 
individuals just as their economic valuations of any 
good (expressed as their demand price or willing-
ness to pay) might differ. Although there may not be 
agreement between individuals on the cultural value 
of specific items, there may be sufficient consensus in 
particular cases to be able to speak of “society’s” cul-
tural valuation of items of cultural significance for the 
purposes, for example, of ranking them according to a  
collective judgment.33
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Like any currency, the greater the accumulated 
cultural capital, the greater the potential for exchange. 
“Unlike economic capital though, cultural capital does 
not depreciate with use, but rather increases in value”34

The design itself can be a social shared good what-
ever considering private or public properties in the 
sense that, quoting Arjo Klamer, “You can own a paint-
ing but you cannot own art” as much as “You can own a 
design, but you cannot own architecture”.

Architecture can be considered potentially as a 
social good as long as everyone is involved and can 
converse on it. But it  can be considered  a social / 
common good only as long as its valued is perceived 
by everyone. Otherwise it will be a shared good 
between some people, not all of them, according to 
the reference values considered.

As a social\common goods it can be shared 
between most of the people, but not everyone as long 
as people are excluded from it because of a lack of 
information or an imperfect diffusion of the informa-
tion of a different adherence to the knowledge itself.

Architecture works as architecture only if peo-
ple sees it as architecture, only if it is involved in the 
conversation on architecture. The conversation on 
architecture as different actors playing different roles 

34. Arjo Klamer, Art as 
Economic Good, unpublished, 
2004
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with different weight. It is a shared construction of 
identity and consensus, a co-creation of value where 
everyone is involved in its creation, critics and experts 
together with users and everyone who is (even par-
tially) involved in its rhetoric in a co-creation of value 
where everyone is involved in its conversation.

Quoting Van der Ploeg whatever the artistic prod-
ucts produced and consumed, the process of produc-
ing and consuming them can be seen not only as an 
individual artistic enterprise, but also as expressions 
of collective will which transcends that of the individ-
ual participants involved.35

35. Rick van der Ploeg, In Art 
We Trust, 150th Anniversary 
Conference of De Economist on 
Culture, Ethics and Economics, 
8 February 2002, Amsterdam
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The voluntary 
prisoners  of
(the conversation on) 
architecture

The value of architecture gets realized only 
when the different stakeholders’ values are 
involved into the design. Their involvement 
contributes to promote the design into the 
architectural debate.
“Architecture is a conversation” is a 
metaphor; it highlights the phenomenon 
that Architecture exists as Architecture 
only if takes part in the conversation on 
architecture, on the contemporary debate, 
on the architectural discourse and its main 
themes involving stakeholders values.



the
conversation

on
architecture



Eloquence without knowledge is hollow and 
empty; but knowledge without eloquence is mute 
and powerless, incapable of effects in men’s lives

Gianbattista Vico
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8.1 Conclusion: 
 interlaced conversations.

1. See chapter 2, 3 and 4

2. See chapter 5 and 6

3. See chapter 7

4. Arjo Klamer, Speaking of 
Economics. How to get in the 
conversation, Routledge, NYC, 
2007

5. and not only as a mere 
construction

The main question of this research is what is the 
value of architecture. The analysis of the case studies1 
and the research on the stakeholders involved in archi-
tecture and their values and expectations2 led to the 
conclusion that the value of architecture can be real-
ized under the cultural economics framing3 as the role 
that a design solution plays within the conversations.

Paraphrasing Arjo Klamer “architecture is a con-
versation”4. Architecture is a conversation is a meta-
phor and it highlights the phenomenon that Archi-
tecture exists as Architecture5 only if it takes part in 
the conversation, in the contemporary debate, in the 
architectural discourse and its main themes, involving 
stakeholders values.

But this is not enough. Architecture values gets 
realized when it plays a part in the different conversa-
tions in which the different stakeholder involved are 
part.

Architecture is not part of a single conversation 
but of the tangled interlace of various conversations. 
Architects are architects because they are in a conver-
sation not only with other architects but with clients, 
politics, stakeholders and so on. As much as people 
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can play music or paint whatever they prefer, in order 
to qualify as artists and qualify their works as Art they 
need to be (somehow) within the artistic conversation. 
The architectural conversation is multifaceted and 
relies on different fields. Different conversations that 
contribute to the creation of the value of architecture: 
the conversation on design, on economy, on ethics, on 
aesthetics, on power, and so on.

Architecture gets realized in different conversa-
tions, and gets different qualities according to the dif-
ferent perspectives under which it becomes part of the 
debate. Each and every conversation relies on its own 
rules, sometimes irreconcilable, but all of them impor-
tant to the value creation.

According to Jeep Lieshout, just like art, architec-
ture does not need to be sold to have value. It can 
also acquire value when people write about it or when 
museums exhibit it. The problem is only to get that 
attention6.

6. Jeep Lieshout, The Value of 
Making Art: A Conversation 
with the Artists Ronald 
Glasbergen, Liesbeth Bik and 
jeep Lieshout in  Arjo Klamer 
(ed.), the value of culture, 
Amsterdam University Press, 
Amsterdam, 1996

8.2 The value of architecture 
 within the conversations.

The design choice conveys several meanings. It 
communicates, incorporates and co-creates the values 
of the different stakeholders involved in it. Different 
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stakeholders give a different weight to a design solu-
tion according to their ideas and values. Each of the 
stakeholders is affected and at the same time contrib-
utes to the success of a design solution contributing 
to it, giving attention to it, talking about it, criticiz-
ing it, persuading people about it. A design becomes 
architecture only when it is discussed. The value of 
architecture gets realized only when the different 
stakeholders values are involved into the design.

The value of architecture can be imagined as an 
acrobat looking for balance between different con-
versations. It has to incorporate and give the right 
weight to the different expectations. It has to be able 
to keep on walking in order to keep it balanced while 
the conversations are changing and evolving. Under-
standing the targets of the various actors, individuals, 
institutions and companies involved in an architec-
tural project, stakeholders and shareholders, the val-
ues attached to the different choices, their conversa-
tions, their weight and their contribution can help 
architects, planners, designers and politicians create 
successful projects and can help users make the right 
choice about them. Different interests are at stake, dif-
ferent metaphors and stories apply and different val-
ues rule. Various stories, topics and fields of research 
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interlace in the conversation of architecture. A variety 
of conversations going on at the same time, each of 
them changing and evolving over time. To keep the 
balance, the conversation has to be sustained  with fre-
quent new impulses. 

Architects themselves are involved in a conversa-
tion that differs from the conversations non-architects 
are involved in. A conversation with its own rules and 
logic. A conversation generates something in com-
mon. A conversation to which we all contribute and 
in which we share our research, theories, design, con-
cepts and stories. 

8.3 The architectural conversation.

The contribution and the co-creation of a debate 
on architecture that lasts and evolves in time is what 
we consider the conversation on architecture. Stu-
dents, academicians, journalists, practising profes-
sionals, politicians, investors, architecture clients and 
interested outsiders are the actor of the conversation 
on architecture. Not everyone who engages in the con-
versation of architecture has embrace the idea but the 
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involvement of them all contributes to promote the 
design into the architectural debate.

Examples from other fields can help understand-
ing its features. Take theatre.  A theatre company 
that stages Hamlet of Shakespeare contributes to the 
ongoing conversation about theatre in general and 
Shakepeare’s Hamlet in particular. Its play has no 
meaning in isolation and the company will take into 
account other readings of the play, especially if it 
wants to be recognized in the conversation.  Visitors 
of the play also benefit from the conversation about 
Shakespeare and contribute to it as well by giving it 
their attention and helping to finance it. Or take the 
producers of funky music. There music will only have 
a play when there is a setting appreciating it. Just 
like architects actor and musicians derive status and 
respect from sharing the conversation about their art.  
The way most of these conversations work is that you 
have to make sacrifices, put in time, do the work, in 
order to be recognized7.

Contributing and giving to the community is what 
Richard Sennett identifies as the most  effective way of 
earning respect.  And because the artistic community 
is especially designed that way, a serious competition 
takes place among artists8.

7. Arjo Klamer, Art as a 
common good, paper presented 
at the bi-annual conference 
of the Association o Cultural 
Economics, Chicago, June 2004

8. Sennett, R. (1998) The 
Corrosion of Character. New 
York: W.W. Norton.
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Participants contribute to the conversation when 
they participate in it somehow. They “produce” the 
conversation jointly with other participants. “Con-
suming” the conversation, in the sense of drawing 
on, can also signify a production of, or contribution 
of the conversation. The conversation is owned by 
those who participate in it, but ownership does not 
imply economic rights9. To participants the conversa-
tion is a good from which they benefit. Whenever a 
design solution becomes part of the conversation, it  
sets up as shared good and moreover it increases its 
value both in intangible and monetary terms as it will 
be shown.

The conversation on architecture revolves around 
people, groups and communities. Being in a conversa-
tion implies clustering, being involved with a certain 
group of people. It is a social activity. The hearth of 
it is to be in a conversation, and that means social-
izing, getting to know the right people, developing a 
network and so on. The community is the often inter-
national network of those who partake in his particu-
lar conversation, an “invisible network”. A community 
that shares a particular area of expertise where indi-
viduals support what they have in common with oth-
ers. Being in a community, sharing values and disposi-

9. like the right to sell but more 
social rights like membership, 
status, recognition and respect 
of other participants
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tions, implies that the individual architect has a great 
deal in common with fellow architects. Conversation 
stresses the cooperative, the sharing of ideas, the iden-
tification with others. At the same time, it points to 
the cause of difference, tension and conflict because 
the conversation is not necessary the conversation of 
the others. Conversation evokes the social aspects of 
doing science. 

The actors of the the conversation are in a con-
versation with others and their buildings, drawings, 
competition’s entries, research10, articles and papers 
make sense only because of that conversation. Their 
target is to be part of the network by means of being 
noted by the important people in their field creating 
outstanding design, innovative concept or cutting 
edge research.

The architectural conversation revolves around a 
subject made of buildings, design solution,  drawings, 
detailing, researches (both technical and theoretical), 
writing and reading books, articles, papers, press 
releases, and discussing about them during confer-
ences and meetings, formal and informal conversa-
tions. It includes the research that leads to them and 
that they create and the flows of talk around it and 
the small talks and gossips that convey opinions on 

10. Gabriele Pitacco, Tra 
tentazioni e possibilità in 
Gianfranco Guaragna, Gabriele 
Pitacco (eds.), Il Seminario 
Minore di Gorizia. 1908 – 2009, 
Fresco, Trieste, 2012
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what is relevant and who is involved in it. Measure-
ment of intangible assets such as knowledge has been 
described as an invitation to dialogue11.

The foundations of the conversation are the 
shared literature, knowledge, communications in vari-
ous forms as well as the company of people that do 
sharing. The conversation refers not only to architects 
designing, building and talking but also to their read-
ing drawings, buildings, books and articles. Architects 
are in the conversation while reading articles and 
looking at projects even if they are not saying anything 
to anyone. Conversation takes place not only with 
people, but also with tradition and literature. Reading 
Vitruvio or Palladio enters into the conversation with 
their ideas. Ideas that need company to make sense 
and develop.

Being architects requires being involved in the 
conversation of architecture. When participants do 
not contribute, they risk loosing status, respect and 
ultimately membership. To share an insight with oth-
ers requires being part of the conversation. Interacting 
within the conversation and contributing to it is neces-
sary in order to make others part of the idea, and give 
it a chance to become real. Seeking conversational 
commonalities is an attempt to find the expressions 

11. Sveiby, K.E. (1997) The 
New Organizational Wealth: 
Managing and Measuring 
Knowledge-based Assets, 
Berrett Koehler, San Francisco.
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for an idea to be heard. The conversation is open but 
it requires skills and knowledge to be entered. 

8.4 The features of the architectural 
conversation.

The conversation is a source. The conversation as 
option value. It also have bequest value has our chil-
dren can go back to the literature to see how current 
people made sense of the discipline. The conversation 
has its own social structure, culture, and way of evalu-
ating arguments. 

It has specific characteristics and its own require-
ments: the knowledge about architecture and its lit-
erature is shared, and has to be shared in order to be 
useful. The conversation has to relate to this body of 
knowledge being meaningful, interesting and relevant, 
offering an advancement of the discipline. It has to 
have internal consistency and coherence. Sound-
ness or a reasonable argument that stands the test of 
criticism are required. For instance it can sustain the 
conversation by suggesting new research and further 
argument, offering new heuristics or solving a (theo-
retical) problem that stood in the way of progress, it 
can have consequences for other conversations. 

The knowledge is alive and active only if it is sus-
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tained in a conversation, the conversation is limited in 
the sense it is generated within a limited, but usually 
not very well defined, group of people. The conversa-
tion itself constrains what can be said and how it is 
said. Like any coherent conversation the architectural 
conversation requires legitimization and justification 
towards critics and sceptics. It is impossible to par-
ticipate without mastering the pertinent techniques, 
knowing the arguments, being familiar with the rel-
evant literature and knowing what the others are 
doing. Arguments are evaluated  based not only on 
their measurable feature but on rhetoric, the social 
structure and cultural aspects. It implies a great deal 
of work, much of it relational. Partaking in a conver-
sation requires understanding and judging all of these 
features.

Within the conversation itself, the focus is on the 
language (drawings, images and words) with which 
architects cast theories, propose rhetorical devices, 
reconstruct facts and promote their research. It has its 
own language, let’s say an archi-speak made of images 
and words. Conversation implies the combination of 
rhetoric (the art of speaking and producing images or 
drawings) with  hermeneutics (the art of listening and 
reading). According to Jeep van Lieshout where eco-
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nomics, policy, and the arts meet, language matters12.
The metaphors and narratives frame the thinking, 

designing and talking of architects.
According to Arjo Klamer topoi are the common 

places to go in discussions. There are lots of them and 
since they are, by definition, well known, they must be 
know to sustain in the conversation. They are short-
cuts, things to say to move on13. When talking about 
design driven by statistical model the topos to go is 
MvRdV data-scapes with no need to elaborate more.

Conversation constrains what we are able to say. 
There are criteria to meet and rules to comply with to 
be pertinent in the conversation. Most of the standards 
are implicit. Knowledge, a systematic approach and 
innovation are necessary but not sufficient. Accord-
ing to Arjo Klamer nebulous criteria like knowing the 
right names, solutions, design or books, choosing the 
right field and being interesting can matters more than 
the intellectual consistency. Once in a conversation its 
needed to recognize other people involved in the con-
versation14.

A conversation is fluid and if it is bounded the 
boundaries tend to be fuzzy. A controversial solution 
may shift the borders of the discipline. Border scrim-
mage are an essential part of the conversation process. 

12. Jeep Lieshout, The Value 
of Making Art: A Conversation 
with the Artists Ronald 
Glasbergen, Liesbeth Bik and 
jeep Lieshout in  Arjo Klamer 
(ed.), the value of culture, 
Amsterdam University Press, 
Amsterdam, 1996

13. Arjo Klamer, Speaking of 
Economics. How to get in the 
conversation, Routledge, NYC, 
2007

14. Arjo Klamer, Speaking of 
Economics. How to get in the 
conversation, Routledge, NYC, 
2007
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When people challenge the status quo they research, 
or try to change the topic, or even the entire conversa-
tion, they are trying to alter the border. Borders mat-
ter, even if they are not clearly marked and different 
conversations implies different boundaries.

Within the scientific and academic fields the con-
versations are particularly constrained because they 
are disciplined. The conversation takes place into Uni-
versities, offices, newspapers and other media, meet-
ing with clients and many other places.

15. Jeep Lieshout, The Value 
of Making Art: A Conversation 
with the Artists Ronald 
Glasbergen, Liesbeth Bik and 
jeep Lieshout in  Arjo Klamer 
(ed.), the value of culture, 
Amsterdam University Press, 
Amsterdam, 1996

8.5 Attention, please.

As it has already been mentioned architecture 
like art does not need to be sold to have value. It can 
acquire value when people write about it or when 
museums exhibit it. The problem is only to get that 
attention15.

According to Roemer van Toorn, Benjamin already 
speaks about the fact that criticism must change and 
the model for this change is the advertisement or, 
simply, anything that creates a “perceived contact with 
things”. Like advertising, or in other words the space 
of the street, this new approach beyond critique must 
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touch and fascinate readers: because they are touched 
by it, blown away by it, or simply “warmed by the 
subject”, people desire it. In a more theoretical sense, 
Benjamin tells us that the new approach, like advertis-
ing, should affect the reader with visceral projections 
of “fragmented” intensity, which circumvent any form 
of contemplation. This intensity is something like a 
“burst of energy”, which affects the very life of the 
subject16.

Attention is what really matters. Ideas have atten-
tion only if they are in the conversation. Conversations 
are thus attention spaces. The ideas dies out when 
people stop talking about it. It has left the conversa-
tion’s attention space. Without attention architecture 
do not exist as architecture. Attention is the lifeline, 
the conditio sine qua non for existence. Attention is 
the main input in knowledge production and attention 
income is the factor that motivates the architectural 
research the most. Attention is the choice between the 
available informations. 

Every architect is looking for attention and recip-
rocates that attention to other architects whom he 
believes are interesting. When attention is paid to 
Peter Eisenman’s book on Terragni its existence is re-
affirmed. When a book is written about it, more hap-

16. Roemer van Toorn, 
Aesthetics as a Form of Politics, 
in Hunch 10: Mediators (The 
Berlage Institute Report), NAi 
Publishers, Rotterdam, 2006
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pens, bringing the attention of others. The giving and 
receiving of the attention is the mechanism by which 
the conversation lives and grows.

The actual attention space is finite and attention 
is not distributed evenly between architects: most of 
the attention is directed to a few people in the field, 
the superstars. Resources are scarce and the space for 
attention is limited. A field cannot accommodate all 
possible conversations. Some will be deemed more 
critical, more prestigious or more interesting than oth-
ers. The distribution of attention is highly skewed. In 
the attention game the winner takes virtually all. A few 
people get a great deal of attention and most get hardly 
any attention at all. The hourglass metaphor  illustrate 
the attention dynamics. All the architects grouped 
on top are in the enormous and ever busy space of 
“attention seek”; those below are in the equally enor-
mous space of “attention-give”. The actual attention 
exchange is limited to the width of the funnel. Those 
who make it through the funnel are rewarded with 
exposure to a whole attention-give space. A winner 
takes it all scenario17.

17. Arjo Klamer, Speaking of 
Economics. How to get in the 
conversation, Routledge, NYC, 
2007
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8.6 Conversations and Archi-stars.

18. Lo Ricco Gabriella; 
Micheli Silvia,  Lo spettacolo 
dell’architettura. Profilo 
dell’archistar©, Mondadori, 
Milano, 2003

19. Arjo Klamer, Speaking of 
Economics. How to get in the 
conversation, Routledge, NYC, 
2007

Stars emerge when there are lots of people who 
want to pay attention and they in turn inflate that 
attention by sharing it with others in conversations. 
Stars, therefore, are phenomena of larger spaces of 
attention. The stars badly need the conversation them-
selves: their existence would have a little meaning 
without it. They need the resources of the conversa-
tion and to know what others are doing18. The archi-
star is a star thanks to all those who contributed to the 
conversation that made him\her a star. They give the 
stars the attention they need without asking anything 
in return.

Architects with any stature spend much of their 
time communicating and socializing with other archi-
tects or relevant people involved in it. Architects who 
cannot do this will be able to stay in the conversation 
only if they compensate with outstanding artworks. 
According to Arjo Klamer socially clever people may 
do well even if their skills a re less remarkable in terms 
of quantity and quality19. Its real value is determined 
by the amount of attention others are willing to pay to 
it. The larger the market, the more super-stars. Star-
dome has less to do with talent than with the size of 
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the market.
They more famous they are the more they pro-

duce in terms of quality. This activity constitutes the 
demand for attention. The very same people provides 
the supply for attention. They have incentive to offer 
attention to contributions that will help make their 
own work better and increase their own chance of 
getting attention20. Within the conversation authority 
counts: when Rem Koolhaas speaks, architects listen. 
He may be rude, he may even make mistakes, but peo-
ple pay attention.

20. Deyan Sudjic writes the 
monograph on Norman Foster 
and Norman Foster comments 
Deyan Sudijc book as a 
charming best-seller

8.7 Meanings and analogies.

It is by means of conversations that architects 
negotiate the gap from reality and the rhetorical gap 
from each other. To be meaningful the metaphor of 
conversation has to make practical sense. It has make 
sense of what it takes to get into the conversation  
including or excluding people into the topic. The met-
aphor of conversations has meaning insofar as it can 
make sense of daily practice, especially it goes beyond 
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the mere chatter and allow for the values, rhetoric and 
culture that bolster and sustain a conversation. 

According to Roemer van Toorm what is good 
about the projective is that it through its engagement 
with the real, wants to be popular, hopes to commu-
nicate with the public at large. A ‘projective practice’ 
does not want to stand at the sideline but right in the 
midst of mass culture, where we locate and negotiate 
our live possibilities. Instead of looking for truth in 
architecture or running the risk that it paralyses itself 
the more she knows about how corrupt society is, 
practicing a kind of pityscience, the projective experi-
ments with reality21.

Instead of assailing reality with a priori positions, 
total utopias or resistance as critical architecture does, 
projective practices analyse the facts and, in the proc-
ess of creation, take micro decisions capable of trans-
forming a project in very concrete and specific ways. 
The touchstone here is not a vision of, but a passion 
for reality. The intelligence a project is able to embody 
in negotiation with reality is what matters.22

Projective architecture also stands for a return to 
the discipline, for a pragmatic and technical approach 
that takes account of the interdisciplinary influences 
that play a role in the realization of a project.23

21. Roemer van Toorn, 
Aesthetics as a Form of Politics, 
in Hunch 10: Mediators (The 
Berlage Institute Report), NAi 
Publishers, Rotterdam, 2006

22. Roemer van Toorn, 
Aesthetics as a Form of Politics, 
in Hunch 10: Mediators (The 
Berlage Institute Report), NAi 
Publishers, Rotterdam, 2006

23. Roemer van Toorn, 
Aesthetics as a Form of Politics, 
in Hunch 10: Mediators (The 
Berlage Institute Report), NAi 
Publishers, Rotterdam, 2006
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The narratives and metaphors help us to think 
about the world in particular ways and change the 
metaphor from a body of accumulated knowledge 
turns into a conversation based on the shared under-
standing based on them.

A contribution generates a meaning all around. 
Association constitute meanings. A contribution has 
to be meaningful to get the attention and to become 
part of it. A contribution has to serve certain interests, 
or to inspire one or more actions. It has to perform 
in certain ways. For insiders the notions are packed 
with meanings. As Jervon argues in the Principles of 
Science. “analogy denotes not a resemblance between 
things. But between the relation of things”24. The con-
versation in fed by a certain imagination, it is kept 
alive and fluid with all kinds of meanings that the 
participants attribute to it. The resultant collaborative 
meanings find expression in the form of metaphors 
and narratives. To be in a conversation it requires to 
connect with its metaphors and knowledge on how to 
apply its narrative.

The architectural project must be rendered capa-
ble of functioning interactively. It thereby undermines 
representation. Representation is by definition mono-
logical, it is the fixed creation of a subject. Presenta-

24. Jevons, W.S., The Principles 
of Science: A Treatise on Logic 
and Science, 1958, Dover, New 
York City
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tion, like play, is dia-logical, it opens up and involves 
the playing off of one another of playmates. Emanci-
pation does not come about through an ideal dialogue 
but through an aesthetic creation – as in jazz improvi-
sation, for example. It does not happen through any 
transcendental aesthetic subjectivity, not again by rep-
resentation as in criticality, but by presentation, to be 
understood as “performance”25.

25. Roemer van Toorn, 

Aesthetics as a Form of Politics, 

in Hunch 10: Mediators (The 

Berlage Institute Report), NAi 

Publishers, Rotterdam, 2006

8.8 Architecture as a tool for evalua-
tion.

 Design can then become a tool for evaluating 
other design solutions, confronting not only numbers 
and figures but including expectations, ambitions and 
desires that Architecture incorporates. Architecture is 
therefore a tool for evaluation of other present or past 
architectures.

 Quoting Ignasi de Solà-Morales the likeness and 
contrast between the actual architectural object and 
the memory that can lie in us of the original prototypes 
– those who have the epistemologic status of natural 
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architectural reference  - constitute the foundation 
of the aesthetic function, although the architectural 
language is able to attribute this meaning using meta-
linguistic languages, figurative and specifically meta-
phoric.

A comparison through the analogical tool allows to 
discovers new relations, suggests solution and defines 
scenarios and visions. Confronting an intervention 
with passages of known and relevant urban and archi-
tectural solutions allows to catch not only the measur-
able features between the considered objects but more 
and more the quality of the space, both the space that 
could be and the expectation that the intervention 
may rise and create successful design solutions.

The comparison between design solution implies 
therefore the action of measuring, intending not just 
as a numerical confrontation, but as a comparison 
between model with different qualities, architectural, 
spatial, relational, and so on. Measuring possible 
transformation scenarios cannot avoid confronting 
with the boundaries of the measurement, intended in 
terms of permeability, accesses and the idea of limit 
itself26. Limit in the etymology of the term defines the 
edges and makes what is included within its bounda-
ries comprehensible27, defining an identity and a 

26. G. Damiani, G. Fraziano, 
G. Guraziu, G. Pitacco, La 
Misura del Possibile, Fresco 
editore, 2013. The topic of this 
chapter is not the concept of 
limit in architecture, but its 
features related to the use of 
architecture as a measurement 
tool.

27. Define, from the Latin de + 
finis (verb); to limit, determine, 
explain. Conceptually it refers 
to act of identifying a limit, an 
edge, drive a wedge in order to 
frame and comprehend what’s 
inside: “Recount Varrone, 
Plutarco and other authors 
that the elders of the city, 
tracing the city walls, used to 
follow  a religious ceremony: 
they yoke up am oxen and a 
cow, and, after consulting the 
haruspices, they drove a wedge 
with a copper plough, defining 
the city walls.[...] For this the 
walls and the land inside them 
was considered sacred” in  Leon 
Battista Alberti (J.Rykwert, 
N. Leach, ed.), On the Art of 
Building in Ten Beeks, MIT 
press, Boston, 1991

28. Referring to the origin of 
measures both the Greek and 
the Latin tradition propose 
a divine origin: “The seas 
were separated from the 
land; but Jupiter, claiming the 
Etrurian lands, established the 
countryside to be measured 
and the fields to be delimited” 
in Kula Witold, Le misure e gli 
uomini: dall’antichità ad oggi, 
Laterza, Roma, 1999
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matrix of features that makes the area different from 
the context defining an inside and an outside; the lim-
its define what’s inside as cognizable and dividable28 
it creates the spaces for the men29, for its needs, rela-
tions and values, it makes explicit a hierarchy between 
the centre30 or the centres and the periphery, gives 
a positional values connected to them and related 
to them it declines and multiplies itself31. The limit, 
as architectural act by definition32, becomes the first 
step in the process of confronting the infinite possible 
design solution for the area and understand the future 
of it.

Making quantitative an extension or a distance 
allows to confront it and, through the confrontation, 
attribute different values to things or ideas. Vitruvio, 
within the Ten Books of Architecture, mentions the 
action of measuring with the hand, the finger, the 
palm, the feet and the cubit. Discreet and repeatable 
units of measures33 through which the act of meas-
uring implies the confrontation between the actor 
of measuring and the object of the measure itself. 
Within the numerical abstraction not all the param-
eters for which the measurement act is done have the 
same weight and of many of them there is no trace 
left. What the numbers are not able to convey are the 

29. Inside the Capitolium 
Temple Terminus, god of 
boundaries, was publicly 
celebrated, while individual land 
owners venerated the God on 
the stones setting the edge of 
their fields” in Joseph Rykwert, 
L’idea di città, Adelphi, Milano, 
2002

30. According to Rykwert the 
original sign expressing the city 
was the Egyptian hieroglyph 
“nywt”. A circle with two lines 
crossing it. From the union 
of them emerges the centre, 
identifying the hierarchy, 
ibidem.

31. “Polesello synthesizes the 
duplicity of the concept of limit 
in “inner limit” (withing the 
urban texture) connented with 
the idea of “place-space” and 
“given limit” that man creates 
to define a possible relationship 
between nature and artifice” in 
M. R. Santangelo, Il luogo-porto 
in Progettazione Urbana 4/96, 
Didattica e ricerca.

32. “The group settling down 
had to define the indefinite 
space surrounding them [...]. 
The group tried to exclude the 
natural realm to have its own 
space, defined by geometrical 
limits [...]” in G. Samonà, L’unità 
architettura urbanistica, Franco 
Angeli, 1978
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spatial qualities that the design choices are conveying. 
That’s why it becomes necessary to relate to different 
tools, able to describe the spatial relationships, the 
visual relationships, the quality of life and the way of 
use the design that the mere numeric data are not able 
to provide.

According to Purini describing means laying 
down any prejudice in order the make the structural 
features of the built environment emerge in their full 
identity34. Describing through not only numbers 
and indexes, able to return a precise image but even 
through forms and figures. According to Costantino 
Dardi “in the history of the cities the supremacy of the 
monument or of the architecturally emerging element 
is not, by need, a matter of measure, but always, even, 
indissolubly, a matter of form and figure”35. These 
reflections refer both to the architecturally emerging 
elements and monuments and the built spaces of the 
contemporaneity, whose perception of scale and meas-
ure is indissolubly bound with the relationship with 
the other architectures and context36.

What is only apparently an object trouvé is 
assumed as a mean for new meanings according to 
the spatial relationship it institutes, by means of an 
approach similar to the one of Adolf Loos whom, in 

33. “Of the many features 
exhibited by every object in a 
variety of contexts, we abstract 
one, and consequently, objects 
as qualitatively diverse [...] 
acquire a commensurably in 
our eyes, for we view them 
from but a single perspective, 
that of their length.” in W. Kula, 
Measures and Men, Princeton 
University Press, 1986 

34. Franco Purini quoted in 
S. Cantalini, Luoghi comuni, 
Meltemi, 2002

35. “the expressive intensity, 
the spatial complexity and 
the volumetric richness of a 
Gothic palace, a Romanesque 
mausoleum or a Baroque chapel 
assign them a monumental 
role despite their dimensions, 
sometimes programmatically 
smaller: indeed that inverted 
out-of-scale, that insufficient 
measure consolidate a primacy 
that is already intrinsic in 
the features of the form” in 
Costantino Dardi, All’ombra 
della main ouverte in 
Architetture in forma di parole, 
Quodlibet, 2009

36. “The gigantism is not in 
their dimensions but indeeed in 
the lack of urban relations, in 
their extraneousness: hospitals, 
business malls, factories, 
discotheques seem to float 
in the urbanized territory” 
in Rosario Pavia, Figure e 
luoghi della città diffusa, in 
Mosè Ricci (ed.), Figure della 
trasformazione, Ed’A, 1996
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front of a mound in the wood;  if in a wood we find 
a mound six feet long and three feet wide, arranged 
with the shovel in a pyramidal form, we turn serious 
and something inside us says: here a man is buried. 
This, is architecture37. Aldo Rossi38 attributes to 
Loos the insight of the meaning, of the possibility of 
the description in architecture: Adolf Loos made this 
great discovery in architecture, identifying ourselves 
with the object through observation and description. 
It becomes clear that the description, the first tool pf 
the archaeologist, meant to classify the fragments of 
those he ignores the destination, turns, in the hands of 
the architects beyond the role of inventory the exist-
ing. The duty of the description is to catch and dis-
cover architecture, turning the research, the visibility 
of forms into architecture39.

The introduction of these new parameters within 
the measurements operations implies the adoption 
of new tools and methods able to catch the impact. 
Instead of the classificatory mechanism, applicable 
with higher degree of success where reality assumes 
more homogeneous boundaries, the analogy proposes 
a “catalogue”40 able not to inventory, but to propose 
mnemonic figures able to evoke a project or a design 
solution not yet defined. Is though  the analogy there-

37. Adolf Loos, Architettura, 
in Parole nel vuoto, Adelphi, 
Milano 1972, p. 255.

38. Aldo Rossi, Autobiografia 
scientifica, Pratiche editrice, 
1990

39. Fabrizio Spirito, La figura, 
in Carmine Piscopo (ed.), Il 
progetto urbano, 2° quaderno 
del Dottorato di Ricerca in 
Progettazione Urbana, CUEN, 
2004

40. “The atlas holds this quality: 
it reveals the form of the cities 
that do not have a form or a 
name yet. […] The catalogue of 
the forms is immense: until each 
form will not find its city, new 
cities will born. Where the forms 
drain their variations begins the 
end of the city” in Italo Calvino, 
le città invisibili, 1972
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fore that reading the existing conditions turn visible 
the qualities of objects still part of the place we are 
reading and immediately part of the design that can 
be41.

41. Sviscione, La teorica del 
frammento, tesi di dottorato 
(unpublished) archivio 
dell’università degli studi 
Federico II di Napoli
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8.9 Conclusions

At a theoretical level, the incorporation of cultural 
economics into the evaluation of architecture seems to 
offer prospects for further research and poses inter-
esting challenges. In particular, theoretical work is 
needed in the area of the outcomes of the new framing 
related to the architectural statuta and  is suggestive of 
different lines of development, but much remains to 
be done to refine the concepts involved.

The literature review clearly suggests that while 
design can impact significantly on individual end-users, 
quality of life and economically, well-designed, well-
connected buildings and places clearly attract invest-
ment and create jobs and working in buildings and 
places that offer a variety of spaces, provide inspiring, 
comfortable and controllable environments, enhances 
the recruitment, retention, satisfaction, motivation, 
productivity and performance of staff more research 
is certainly needed on how these parameters can be 
developed within the conversation on architecture in 
order to foster better design solutions.




