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Collaborative
Placemaking
Cities and towns
are not just about
buildings. They are
also about people.
Understand this
about placemaking,
and you hold the
key to countless
better futures.
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As architects and urbanists
we are passionate about good
buildings and the spaces in
between. But we know that
unless they answer the real
needs of those who use them
every day, they become inert,
unloved and engage no one.
It is only when buildings and
spaces respond to people’s
needs that they can truly
be called a place. And this is
what we really care about
creating – great places.

John Thompson & Partners is an
international placemaking practice,
with extensive experience of
delivering successful projects for
both public and private sectors
throughout the UK, Europe, Russia, China and
the Middle East. We use participatory techniques
pioneered and honed over two decades to
build collaborative visions for our projects with
the very people who will go on to use them.
From our offices in London, Edinburgh and Berlin,
we undertake placemaking projects at every
scale, from cities and towns, to neighbourhoods,
streets, and the design of individual buildings.
Our unique approach has also received high
praise: John Thompson & Partners is the
only architecture practice in the UK to have
won 7 Building for Life Awards; the national
standard for excellence in neighbourhood
design and the building of community.
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When they work, cities and
towns are powerful places.
They support our lives, answer
needs, solve
They bring people our
our problems, and
together, and they create opportunities.

create the circumstances
that generate wealth
and wellbeing. Designed
well, their energy and
sense of life motivates,
entertains, and inspires.

02

John Thompson & Partners
specialise in harnessing human
energy to create new places
and breathe new life into old
ones. Our goal is to create
places where life in all senses
can flourish, places that are
economically thriving, artistically
stimulating, environmentally
footprint-free, with a strong
This is what we achieve sense of identity.
for our clients. For them In short, places
it enhances reputations where people
and raises values, but the feel they belong.
benefits are far more
extensive: everyone can
share in the social, cultural
and environmental benefits
of good placemaking.
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We approach
all our projects
through a process
of understanding,
engaging, and creating,
which together we
call ‘Collaborative
Placemaking’.

This means putting
people at the heart
of the creative
process, unearthing
the real needs of
a community, empowering
stakeholders, creating goodwill,
inspiring community spirit and
building consensus. Far from
imposing ready-made off the
shelf solutions, we build a vision
together. This leads to places
that are vibrant, valued and
sustainable from the outset.
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COLLABORATIVE
PLACEMAKING:
HOW WE WORK
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UNDERSTANDING
Understanding the DNA of a place is
fundamental to success. Places have history,
geography, and microclimates; as well as
the social, cultural, political and economic
energy that runs through people’s daily
lives. We take time to understand these
things, to inform the design process,
and then use every detail to answer
needs and to achieve an overall vision.

To do this we undertake
extensive and thorough research.
We measure, photograph and
analyse the physical characteristics
of the place we are working
with. We study its distinctive
character and significance. We assess the local
environmental conditions of climate, water,
wind, orientation and landscape to make sure
our design solutions are right for their setting.
We gather data about the cultural life, health,
wellbeing and economic vitality to ensure our
proposals respond to current and future needs.
In short, we don’t stop until we get under the skin
of a place and identify what makes it special.

“ Understanding place is about getting clarity
on how and why things are different.”
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ENGAGING
Engaging stakeholders and clients in our
Collaborative Placemaking process encourages
understanding, creates shared ownership,
and allows the construction of a collective
vision. It allows us to get to the real problems,
real conflicts, and real needs of a place.
It is proven to accelerate the decision-making
process, break down barriers, and turn
hostile and adversarial attitudes into more
constructive and beneficial forms of dialogue.
As placemakers, our role is to listen and
learn, facilitate discussion, challenge norms,
persuade, arbitrate, and then use our design
skills to give the consensus view a visual
and physical form. Living in a place that local
people have actively helped shape feels
quite different from places where the design
has been imposed on them: collaboration
is a world apart from consultation.

We engage a wide crosssection of the community,
by running open workshops
that enable real information
sharing and real debate about local issues. By
bringing people of all ages and backgrounds
into the same room, we encourage them to
exchange ideas and opinions, to identify problems
and to propose their own solutions. Only then
does the process of design get underway.
We also use a collaborative process when engaging
with our clients. Workshops, or charrettes as we
call them, are intense, time-efficient and highly
productive – with a flexible design-orientated
format – and bring together a broad range of
well-informed minds to generate a vision in a
very short period of time. Instead of isolating
disciplines it encourages the ‘cross-seeding’ of
ideas. Whether in the UK or internationally,
time and time again we have found that this is
where the really groundbreaking work is done.

“ Before you build buildings, you need to build trust.”
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CREATING
Creating begins with the visioning process and
ends with physical interventions. Along the way
there are many issues to resolve and many
actions to co-ordinate. For us, creativity is the
ability to solve multiple problems with elegant
ideas, maximising the potential of a place, and
allowing people to find meaning and purpose in
how they use and enjoy it. For this we employ
tried and tested principles of placemaking.
We create a sense of enclosure that encourages
the habitual use of public space and interaction
between people. We relate what we do to
both built context and natural landscape, and
enhance their features by linking, framing and
marking them. We also make sure that density,
scale, height and mass are appropriate.

Appropriateness is vital.
If it is right for architecture
to surprise, to be different
or unexpected, then that’s
what we do. If what is needed is discretion,
unobtrusiveness or contextual harmony then we
can deliver that too. We don’t insist on novelty
for its own sake, but we do believe there should
be something special in everything we do.
Sustainability is equally vital. The places we create mix
different land uses, prioritise pedestrians and cyclists,
and ensure good public transport connections.
Our architecture, whether new or refurbished, is
designed to adapt and respond to climate change,
use less energy, and be built to last. We want our
buildings to perform as well in thirty years’ time as
they did the day their first occupants moved in.

“Authenticity happens when people
create things that matter to them.”
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The way we work – our
Collaborative Placemaking
process – has four clear
benefits: social, economic,
physical and environmental,
all of which are interlinked,
interdependent and form
part of a greater whole.

Taken together,
they serve
the interests of the
entire community.
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WHO BENEFITS FROM
COLLABORATIVE
PLACEMAKING,
AND HOW?
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GENERATING A DIFFERENT
KIND OF CAPITAL:
THE SOCIAL
Identity, pride, ownership,
good citizenship and
neighbourliness make places ‘Social capital’ – the resources
become available within a
just as much as good design that
community as a consequence
networks of mutual support,
and wither away without it. oftrust,
and obligation – is enhanced
in several ways by our Collaborative Placemaking
process. It inspires participants to get more involved
in the design and management of their community,
empowering local people to establish community
trusts, nurture social enterprise and organise
local events. This creates vitality, satisfying local
needs and ultimately enhancing property values.
Opening the design and planning process to the
public also creates a forum where co-operation
and negotiation between interested parties can
generate huge benefits for all. Enabling local
people to understand the positive implications
of development, and allowing them to play a role
in shaping their future ensures the potential of
a site can be maximised, in return for significant
investment in community amenities and facilities.
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BUILDING VIRTUOUS
CIRCLES:
THE ECONOMIC
Attractive and
successful places naturally
the outset, our
invite investment and From
Collaborative Placemaking
establishes a strong
generate added value. process
vision for each of our projects.

Our approach maximises value, builds confidence,
and leads to a virtuous cycle of investment.
The economic benefits to developers of our
process are considerable. Achieving consensus
with local residents gains approvals more quickly,
avoiding costly planning delays or legal challenges.
Distinctive mixed-use places also sell themselves,
generating more off-plan purchases, increased
investor interest, and higher sales values.
The broader and long-term impact of our places
also benefit the wider community, driving an uplift
in property values in adjacent neighbourhoods,
fostering greater inward investment in local
facilities and public realm, and improving the
economic viability of existing services.
Time and again our places have proved to
be a stable investment, providing an excellent
return for owners and developers alike.
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ENCOURAGING LIFE
BETWEEN BUILDINGS:
THE PHYSICAL
People act differently in places
they feel belong to them.
In our places, we arrange
buildings to create outdoor
space where everyday life can
flourish: well-designed squares
that make it impossible not to
achieve this we think
stop and chat, sunny or shady To
carefully about microclimate
orientation. We consider
spots ideal for a café, informal and
the scale, proportion and
spaces for children’s play. style of architecture, and
how spaces are overlooked
and lit to ensure they are always safe and
welcoming. We also consider how they can
stay this way, and be effectively managed
and maintained in the long term.

We fill places with life and activity, positioning
shops, cafés and restaurants, education and
health facilities to allow people to mingle, share
and interact at street level, making local facilities
open and outward facing. The benefits great
places bring hardly need spelling out; they provide
us with rich life experiences and breed great
communities. They also generate high sales values
for those willing to develop and nurture them.
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INVESTING IN INITIATIVE:
THE ENVIRONMENTAL
Environmental issues are
complex and evolving. As a
practice we have invested
heavily in developing the
Our places embed environmental expertise that
responsiveness at every level: a holistic
approach we pursue from masterplanning has put us at
to the detailed design of individual buildings. the forefront of
We design places that reduce energy sustainable urbanism.
consumption, cut down unnecessary vehicular
travel, minimise resources in construction,
save water, maximise recycling, incorporate
renewable energy technologies, and promote
biodiversity. For developers, we provide cost
effective solutions to meet ever-increasing
international, national, and local statutory
environmental targets. At the same time
we help our most enlightened clients
subscribe to a carbon neutral outlook and
set new benchmarks for others to follow.

We see our role as taking the initiative
in environmental issues and sharing our
specialist knowledge with clients, enabling
them to secure the best development
options or fulfil corporate social responsibility.
We also practise what we preach. We used
the refurbishment of our London Studio as
an opportunity to demonstrate innovative,
sustainable office design, minimising our
own carbon footprint, winning The City of
London Sustainable Building of the Year 2010.
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The scope of our work
extends from the city to
the building, encompassing
everything in between – towns,
neighbourhoods, streets and
spaces; from remaking the old
to creating the completely new.

Beginning with large-scale strategic
placemaking advice, and evolving
through visioning, masterplanning,
regeneration and on to
architecture, our holistic approach
delivers continuity, integration and focus
of effort through the different levels of its
execution. In other words, we know how to
create a large-scale vision and to make sure this
is reflected and reinforced in every detail.
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PLACEMAKING
FROM THE CITY
TO THE STREET
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JTP CITIES
JTP Cities is a strategic
placemaking consultancy
offering advice, research,
facilitation and design
This in-house unit blends John Thompson services to clients
& Partners’ highly experienced staff, with
professional collaborators, to build multi- undertaking large
disciplinary teams that are specific to each
and every project. We specialise in process scale developments
innovation, applying our knowledge of worldwide.
collaborative working to help clients think
through their requirements, develop the
most appropriate brief and implement
the best approach. To do this, we carry
out in-house research, and source the
very best thinking across a range of
disciplines, engaging international experts
in landscape, public art, ecology, water,
regeneration, housing, and sustainability –
whoever is appropriate for the project.

For projects outside the UK we have also
developed a network of local partners
to give us a clear cultural understanding
of local, regional and national issues; in
Iceland, France, Germany, the Netherlands,
Sweden, Russia, India and China.
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VISIONING
Visioning enables people
to communicate a shared
ambition for the future of Our unique vision-building process
be applied at any scale of
their place, and provides can
project, and has been shown to
a platform for debate. accelerate key decision-making
processes, break down barriers
to development, and generate a common sense
of ownership. Such shared visions are not only
attractive to private investment, but also serve to
strengthen local communities and rebuild civic pride.
We have used visioning in many kinds of places,
from market towns to seaside resorts, from
mining villages to contested urban spaces, where
it has helped redefine their purpose, formulate
change management plans and guide their
implementation. To this end, we prepare Town
Visions, Renaissance Charters and Cultural
Audits as a powerful means to stimulate change
and promote innovative delivery processes.

25

MASTERPLANNING
For us, a masterplan is not about the distribution
of land uses, it’s the starting point for creating a
living place. We therefore use masterplanning
not only as a way of describing an ideal layout
in terms of movement, use of space and
functional organisation, but also as a means to
orchestrate the best possible circumstances
for life. A good masterplan promotes the
sharing of social infrastructure and public
transport, maximises economic investment,
and yet minimises environmental impact.

Cities We have a long track
record of creating new city
quarters on vacant land such
as former industrial sites,
railway yards, waterfronts
and ports. In masterplanning a new quarter, we
reconnect isolated communities and establish
new public spaces for people to enjoy.
Towns We have worked on many masterplans for
new settlements and urban extensions. Whether
they are intended to function as a continuation of
existing townscape or as self-sustaining satellites,
our masterplanning process balances good
accessibility to adjacent places with self-sufficiency.
Neighbourhoods When we are commissioned
to design new housing it is never just that. It is
an opportunity to establish a distinctive new
neighbourhood and to enhance the areas
surrounding it. Our masterplanning process deals
with what’s going on at the edges as well as what’s
happening at the heart of a new neighbourhood.
Streets & Spaces Masterplanning often overlooks
the small-scale design of streets and spaces.
Our process conceives a positive identity and
human scale for streets and spaces right from
the outset. We want to know what it will feel
like to walk down a street, to turn a corner and
enter a space. We create active and sociable
spaces in all our masterplans, including squares,
piazzas, gardens, greens and courtyards. Our
masterplans make it clear where people can
gather and where activities take place.
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REGENERATION
As well as creating new places we are renowned
for breathing new life into old ones. We are
experts in remaking places; transforming redundant
buildings, run-down housing estates, and failing
town centres, through revitalising strategies.

Redundant Institutions
We conserve and refurbish
– reworking buildings and
places such as military complexes, health and
educational institutions that have fallen out of
use as society’s needs change. Rich in character
and historical value, their reuse and reintegration is a challenge on which we thrive.
Neglected Heritage Drawing on specialist inhouse conservation skills, we are experienced
in preserving historic assets, creatively
adapting them to accommodate new uses,
and complementing them with contemporary
interventions that enhance their setting.
Under-performing Town Centres Town centres
are often rich in built heritage and legacy even
if they are economically struggling. We prepare
regeneration strategies that activate and manage
change, protect the existing assets, and balance
the requirements of the existing communities
with the introduction of new activities.
Declining Communities We are often called
in to work in places that need re-invigorating,
where communities have grown up around
industries that have subsequently declined or
died. In these places we use our collaborative
placemaking process to lift spirits, raise ambitions,
and create visions that guide future development.
Post-war Housing Post-war public housing estates
in the UK and Europe have become something
of a specialism for us, particularly places that
suffer from the negative effects of crime and antisocial behaviour as a consequence of their poorly
conceived urban form. We work to improve these
places with new infill housing, better linkages and
wayfinding for pedestrians, refurbishment of existing
stock, and new solutions for natural surveillance.
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ARCHITECTURE
As placemakers, we create
architecture that makes a
positive contribution to the
don’t subscribe to a
street, engenders everyday We
‘one size fits all’ signature
believing instead that
life and brings delight. style,
thoughtful architecture

grows out of its context. But we do adhere
to some basic prerequisites; articulation of
façade, good proportions, enduring materials
and designing with a human scale.
We specialise in designing residential-led
developments, and our list of awards reflects this.
In our residential designs we pay attention to
orientation, daylight, and external space. We have
developed a deep understanding of what people are
looking for in a home, and how this varies according
to age, income, culture and family circumstances.
Using this knowledge we create houses and
apartments appropriate for our times. Inside, we
think carefully about relationships between spaces
in the home, to accommodate privacy, sociability,
intimacy, and the need for personalisation.
Above all, we put sustainability at the heart of
our architecture. From carbon zero housing at
Graylingwell, to our own London studio, we
scrutinise every aspect of energy use, water
conservation, recycling, and low impact materials.
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Our knowledge of
placemaking has
been learned through
extensive practice,
and our achievements
are a matter of
great pride to us.

What follows are
four examples from
a large portfolio
that demonstrate what our
approach can achieve.
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COLLABORATIVE
PLACEMAKING –
HOW IT IS
WORKING IN…
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The two pillars of Scarborough’s economy, tourism
and fishing, had crumbled due to the advent of
cheap European holidays and the introduction
of fishing quotas. To exacerbate the problem,
disproportionate numbers were retiring to the
town from elsewhere, whilst Scarborough’s young
people headed to university, never to return. The
harbour area was run-down and this previously
popular seaside resort was in serious decline.
What did we do? We gave it a new vision by
engaging its people. From the initial collaborative
placemaking event, attended by over one thousand
people, we put the public at the core of the process
of building a new future for Scarborough through
long-term stakeholder collaboration and consensus
building. We established a ‘Town Team’ to deliver
the vision, using a team of experts to facilitate.
The process, including ‘An Audit of Scarborough’,
unveiled the hidden significance and potential of the
creative community to inspire and drive change.
What has happened as a result? A public sector
strategic investment of £20m has given rise to a
private sector response of over £200m, including a
beautifully regenerated harbour that has become
a year-round money-generating focal point for
the town, with a new 4-star hotel, the Rotunda
museum, Woodend Creative Industries Centre,
art and culture festivals, and other neighbourhood
regeneration projects. £24m has been invested
in Scarborough Business Park. Over 1500 jobs
have been protected or created, producing an 8%
increase in profitability in the visitor economy and
the town is seeing the return of its previous, younger
inhabitants who had moved to nearby cities.

Scarborough
was voted Most
Enterprising Place
in Britain 2008, and
then in Europe 2009, and won
the International Association
for Public Participation’s
Project of the Year 2009.
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SCARBOROUGH
YORKSHIRE
UK
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Moscow’s beautiful historic city centre, with its
European urbanism of grand streets, spaces and
parks along Moscow River, contrasts starkly with
the twentieth-century growth of the city. Like the
rings of an onion, the periods of Stalin, Khrushchev
and Brezhnev are clearly distinguishable: systembuilt housing, not to a human scale, repetitive and
with little identity. At the start of the twenty-first
century, population growth and the availability
of mortgages stimulated housing demand.
There is money to invest. But people want to
start again, this time outside Moscow, in a new
city, beyond the seemingly endless grey. As there
are no really good examples of contemporary
urbanism that have the qualities of the historic
city, this was completely new ground.
How did we approach it? We assembled an
international team of architects, urbanists, landscape
architects, marina experts, and property and
marketing consultants for this 450 hectare site,
which lay 20km west of Moscow on the banks of
the Moscow River. We held a week-long charrette
with the client and representatives of the city region
to develop a vision for a new town of streets,
squares, canals and parks.
The concept allowed for the
emergence of different character
areas, including a citadel on
the riverbank, a clearly defined
town centre, with larger villas
in the woods. With these
ideas we prepared a detailed
masterplan, the architecture of
phase one, and design codes
to guide future development.

How did it turn out?
With its blend of housing,
employment, education and
leisure, Rublyovo-Arkangelskoye
has become a new model
for twenty-first century
mixed-use neighbourhoods
in Moscow, winning great
prestige for the developer.

36

RUBLYOVOARKANGELSKOYE
MOSCOW
RUSSIA
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After Graylingwell Asylum became vacant,
the buildings and grounds were absorbed by
the outward growth of the city, leaving a void
that was poorly connected to the adjacent
neighbourhood of Summersdale and to Chichester’s
university campus. This put the high quality listed
buildings, mature landscape and open space at
risk. The government’s Homes & Communities
Agency, who owned the site, needed a solution.
How did we respond? We instigated a
Collaborative Placemaking process that involved
over 500 local residents and community groups
in the preparation of a detailed masterplan.
The overall vision was created over a single
weekend, and then refined over 6 months through
monthly forums. This led to the foundation of a
Community Development Trust to manage the
facilities into the future. Approval for the scheme
was granted within six months of submission.

And the outcome?
The listed buildings
and landscape
have now been
integrated sustainably
through reuse. A mixed-use
neighbourhood has brought
employment, community
facilities, improved public
transport accessibility, new
footpaths and cycle routes,
allotments and orchards for
both Graylingwell and the
surrounding communities.
For Chichester, it has provided
much-needed affordable
housing. A combined heat
and power plant generates
electricity on site. It is
in fact the largest zerocarbon scheme in the UK.
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GRAYLINGWELL
CHICHESTER
UK
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The closure of Caterham Barracks and the local
hospital had taken its toll on the local community:
loss of jobs had been marked. The problem was that
nobody knew how to move forward, and stalemate
had been reached. A local authority community
consultation process had resulted in a non-viable
planning brief. Linden Homes bought the barracks
with consent for just 16 new houses and unrealistic
expectations regarding community amenities.
We were brought in to help find a way forward.
How did we find a way for everyone to gain?
This required an intricate process of education and
negotiation, for only by understanding the processes
involved and the potential gains could the large
majority in favour of the status quo be convinced
that their lives could be improved in other ways.
Linden Homes took a risk – their only ray of hope
was the allowance for additional development
subject to the provision of significant community
benefit. We organised a Collaborative Placemaking
event involving over 1000 people: the first time
our process had been used by a
private developer. Further focus
groups led to the community’s
vision for a mixed-use, higher
density, sustainable form of
neighbourhood with a strong
public transport provision.

What happened after that?
Control of the new Village
at Caterham was handed
to residents through the
foundation of a Community
Development Trust. As one of
the first places to genuinely
integrate private and affordable
housing, it was also identified
as one of the healthiest places
to live due to ease of walking
and cycle routes, access to
open space and local facilities,
and has been recognised
through numerous national
and international awards.
40

The process ended with a
highly viable project: 365 new
homes, and £5m worth of
community projects, including
a nursery, a health and fitness
centre, swimming pool,
cricket pavilion, sports pitches,
exhibition and rehearsal space
and an indoor skate park.

THE VILLAGE
AT CATERHAM
SURREY
UK
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The examples on the previous
pages are just four stories
of many, details of which can
be found on our website.
We hope that the projects and
the philosophy laid out in this
brochure speak for themselves.

23-25 Great Sutton Street
London EC1V 0DN
T: +44 (0)20 7017 1780
F: +44 (0)20 7017 1781
E: info@jtp.co.uk

Venue Studios, 2nd Floor
15-21 Calton Road
Edinburgh EH8 8DL
T: +44 (0)131 550 6600
F: +44 (0)131 558 8559
E: info@jtp.co.uk
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