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IINNTTRROODDUUCCTTIIOONN   

At the beginning of the 21st century, housing com-
panies are confronted with a kind of paradigm shift.
After five decades dominated by house building,
refurbishment of the existing stock will become
more and more important. Throughout Europe,
nearly 170 million people live in multi-floor build-
ings on some 80,000 housing estates built in the
post-war decades of rapid urban expansion
(Eriksson & Dekker, 2000). Given the widely
accepted claim for sustainable development, there
is huge potential for ecological improvement within
the housing sector. At present, about 40% of ener-
gy consumption and emission of greenhouse gases
originates from the heating and lighting of buildings
(Österreichische Bundesregierung, 1995). There is
not only huge potential to cut back energy con-
sumption, but water consumption, household waste
management and recycling materials also. Recent
research on life cycles of buildings shows that refur-
bishment in many cases is the more sustainable
option compared to replacement by new construc-
tion (Klunder, 2005).

However, sustainable refurbishment projects
should not only consider ecological and energy
related aspects, but also take occupants and other

stakeholders into account and try to negotiate
mutual interests (ISOE, 2001). This is possible only
if stakeholders participate in the planning and
process of refurbishment.

This article is based on a finished project
(Suschek-Berger & Ornetzeder, 2006), which was
carried out within the national research pro-
gramme, 'Building of Tomorrow,' initiated and
sponsored by the Austrian Federal Ministry of
Transport, Innovation and Technology. The aim of
the project was to investigate practical experiences
of housing companies with occupant participation
on the one hand and to learn more about needs of
occupants with refurbishment processes in multi-
floor buildings on the other hand. Selected results
have been published in an advisory brochure
(Suschek-Berger & Ornetzeder, 2007).

Empirically, the article is based on three
explored refurbishment projects, fifteen interviews
with architects, representatives from housing com-
panies and public administrations, three focus
groups with occupants in buildings with recently fin-
ished refurbishment activities and a concluding
workshop with refurbishment practitioners.
Theoretically, it builds on the relevant literature on
user participation.

Jürgen Suschek-Berger & 
Michael Ornetzeder

AAbss t rac t
This article deals with the increasing demand for participation in sustainable refurbishment projects. Based on a recent-
ly finished study and some conceptual considerations we present a flexible model for involving occupants and other
stakeholders in large-volume residential refurbishment projects. The study draws on fifteen interviews with refurbish-
ment experts and three focus group discussions with occupants of recently finished projects. The article shows that in
practice it is important to offer approriate opportunities for participation at each phase of the process. Although refur-
bishment projects in general run through a series of typical phases there is no such thing as a standardized 'ideal' par-
ticipation process. Rather participation designs for large projects have to be 'tailor-made', taking into account occu-
pants' expectations and abilities, legal requirements, the complexity of projected measures, and finally the often well
established 'style of communication' already used by the housing company.
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SSUUSSTTAAIINNAABBLLEE RREEFFUURRBBIISSHHMMEENNTT AANNDD
PPAARRTT IICCIIPPAATTIIOONN

Normative concepts for sustainable refurbishments
usually claim to consider a wide range of social,
cultural, environmental and economic criteria
(ISOE, 2001; for an overview see Mickaityte et al.,
2008). According to those concepts, refurbishment
projects should be seen as opportunity not only to
make necessary repairs, increase comfort or
improve the energy standard of the building, but
also to consider issues like health, education and
public awareness, social safety, land use, noise
problems, cost-efficiency, cultural heritage or the
wider surroundings of the building. As social
aspects play an important role in sustainability con-
cepts in general, participation of occupants and
other stakeholders could be seen as an integrated
part of sustainable refurbishments projects. 

'Participation' is a broad-spectrum term cov-
ering a diversity of engagements from information
to full mutual equality (Mitcham, 1999). In the field
of refurbishment of large volume residential build-
ings, participation means that occupants have the
opportunity to be involved in the whole process -
irregardless of the extent to which this involvement
is put into practice, and whether or not occupants
make use of this opportunity. In any case, we could
assume that there is one central social actor (e.g.
housing association) who is responsible for the
refurbishment project. This central actor has also to
decide in which phase of the process occupants
have to be involved, and to which extent (we will
discuss this point in more detail in section 4).

From a more general perspective, Bischoff
and colleagues (1995) have emphasised three
main arguments for participation in planning
processes: legitimation, efficiency and identifica-
tion. Through a broad process of opinion forming,
it is argued, the interests of citizens are taken into
consideration and important decisions are democ-
ratically authorised (legitimation). The integration of
laypeople could also lead to well-informed plan-
ning. People are experts of their everyday lives and
such knowledge is of high value. It helps to avoid
changes afterwards, objections or new planning
(efficiency). If citizens are informed and integrated
early on, it is more likely that the people concerned
will accept and identify with the results (identifica-
tion).

While democratic arguments stress the rights

of those who are effected to have a say the local
knowledge of users is at the centre of interest when
efficiency is to be achieved. In order to gain as
much information as needed, a broad spectrum of
viewpoints should be represented in participation
processes (Sclove, 1995). Lay knowledge and
experience of occupants are indeed of very high
value to the management of housing companies.
Residents are familiar with problems in their settle-
ment and their own flat so they know the most
important areas for the refurbishment process. By
using this local knowledge, housing companies are
able to spare expensive investigations and planning
to a certain degree.

As sustainable refurbishment projects typical-
ly are large and broad - covering as much as pos-
sible aspects and interdependencies - participation
of occupants have to be seen as an integrated part
of them. However, involvement of occupants does
not lead automatically to the above-described out-
comes. To which extent participation will show pos-
itive results depends strongly on how the communi-
cation process is organised during the whole refur-
bishment process. Before we will discuss this ques-
tion in more detail, relevant social players in refur-
bishment projects and the most important phases of
a refurbishment process will be presented in the
next section.

TTHHEE CCUURRRREENNTT PPAARRTT IICCIIPPAATT IIOONN
PPRRAACCTTIICCEE IINN RREEFFUURRBBIISSHHMMEENNTT
PPRROOJJEECCTTSS IINN AAUUSSTTRRIIAA

In Austria, a large share of multi-floor buildings is
owned by not-for-profit housing associations. These
associations call on many years of experience
regarding refurbishment projects. In the last 15
years, the requirements for refurbishment projects
have increased significantly. While in the past it was
standard to re-establish more or less the original
condition of the building, current projects go far
beyond this practice. Currently significant improve-
ments, particularly with regard to energy saving
measures (thermal insulation, new windows, effi-
cient heating systems, solar heaters, etc.), are now
state-of-the-art. However, projects aiming at com-
prehensive sustainable refurbishments are still rare.

As we saw in our interviews on ambitious
projects, a large number of stakeholders are
involved in refurbishment projects in the field of
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rmulti-floor buildings. The most important stake-
holders are outlined in the following.

TThhee rreessiiddeennttiiaall hhoouussiinngg aassssoocciiaattiioonn
As the owner of the building, the housing associa-
tion is the central social player. The association is
responsible for the whole refurbishment project,
which includes the communication to all partners as
well as the organisation of the participation
process. Internally, the most closely involved depart-
ments are the 'building management' and the 'tech-
nical department'. In most cases, the building man-
agement is the main organiser of the refurbishment
process. The technical department is responsible
for planning, invitation of tenders and execution of
construction work (sometimes specific steps in the
procedure of technical processing are contracted
out to external partners, e.g. architects).

OOccccuuppaannttss
Owners of flats or tenants are effected by refurbish-
ments in any case. To initiate and perform a process
of participation, occupants must be willing to take
part. At least a certain number of residents are usu-
ally interested in selected questions. The offers of
the building management to participate have to be
mutually agreed upon according to the residents'
needs and information. It is often difficult to create
space and time for all who are potentially interest-
ed in order for each to have a chance to partici-
pate. On the contrary, occupants should also have
the 'right' to exclude oneself from participating in
the process.

CCoonnssttrruuccttiioonn ccoommppaanniieess
The building construction companies play an
important role in the process because the begin-
ning of a construction phase is certainly not the end
of participation. They have to handle complaints,
noise and dirt and safety issues. The companies
have to ensure the quality of living during the long
lasting construction phase. Professional contact
with residents during the construction works,
responding flexibly to evolving wishes and needs
and conducting professional construction work in
cooperation with occupants is an important part of
the refurbishment process and must be considered
as part of the participation process. 

NNeeiigghhbboouurrhhoooodd
The community's surrounding is also important in

the case of a refurbishment process. It is helpful to
minimize inconveniences to the neighbourhood
and inform neighbours about the planned process.
This can be very important in terms of the neigh-
bourhood's satisfaction with the refurbishment
process.

FFuunnddiinngg aaggeenncciieess oorr aarrbbiittrraattiioonn-bbooaarrddss
These institutions are also directly involved in the
process because, for example, they are charged
with forms of inspection in calls for tenders. They
are also indirectly involved because they can influ-
ence the arrangement of the refurbishment process-
es by general guidelines. In some regions of
Austria, if someone applies for a specific form of
ecological support, the degree to which residents
should be included is estimated.

Typically, refurbishment projects run through
a series of sequential phases. Some of the above
mention stakeholders are involved during the whole
process, some others only partly or at a particular
stage. In the following we will give a short overview
of these typical phases.

In the beginning, the housing association
comes to a decision as to which object in the
owned stock should be retrofitted. When the deci-
sion has been made, the next step is a stock-check
for clarifying technical details, followed by a rough
planning of the refurbishment process. In this
phase, a meeting with occupants is usually held,
where the concept and costs of refurbishment are
presented. If the residents agree to the concept,
detailed planning is made as well as a call for ten-
ders in finding building enterprises who can do the
construction work. The best bidder is selected from
the tenders. If the residents do not agree with the
refurbishment costs the project has to be handled at
the circuit court, which decides on a reasonable
price for the residents. When this has been com-
pleted, the construction phase can begin. When the
planned and concerted refurbishment work is fin-
ished, the project ends with a revisal of costs.

Concerning the question of ecological and
energy refurbishment, we learned that the residen-
tial housing companies try to use approved strate-
gies for information for and communication with
occupants. On the one hand, they want to avoid
the residents' discussions or objections, which could
compromise the whole process of refurbishment,
and on the other hand they often deny the residents'
specialised knowledge, which may be very useful
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and helpful for the planning.
Based in these findings and a literature

review we have developed a model that offers pos-
sibilities for participation in all phases of the refur-
bishment.

FFLLEEXX IIBBLLEE MMOODDEELL  OOFF PPAARRTT IICCIIPPAATT IIOONN

Participation can take place on different levels and
with varying degrees of involvement. Based on
Beckmann and Keck (1999) and Wilcox (1994), we
can distinguish four levels: information, communi-
cation, co-design and co-decision. Depending on
the intensity of the occupants' involvement, it can
start on any of these levels. These four levels can-
not be distinguished selectively and do overlap, but
with regard to the discussion on advantages and
disadvantages of particular participation methods
this classification is of central importance.

The flexible model of participation does not
represent an 'ideal' participation process. It is rather
a question of taking and using it as a 'tool-kit'.
Elements and methods towards a suitable process
for all phases of refurbishment and all levels of par-
ticipation can be taken out, combined and used in
order to inform or involve occupants. Based on the
flexible model it should be possible to compose a
'tailor-made' process for each project. It is important
that the selected elements and methods are in
accordance with the occupants, the aims of the
refurbishment and the 'style of communication'
already used by the company.

In the following we discuss a few examples
from the flexible model of participation. The model
includes suggestions to design the participation
process adapted to the different phases of a refur-
bishment project. Typical phases not only could rep-
resent widely spaced intervals but also request for
quite different forms of participation.

IInniittiiaall ddeecciissiioonn
In owner-occupied projects it is mandatory to
include all occupants in the initial decision-making
process (level of co-design). Whereas in projects
with rented accommodations participation in this
phase may focus to the levels of information and
communication. Written information, surveys and
excursions to previously retrofitted buildings or
developments can be offered in this phase.
Occupants should have the opportunity to see

examples of successfully refurbished projects and to
discuss whether they would like to have their own
building retrofitted in a similar way. Small work
groups and round tables can be installed to discuss
the first steps of the refurbishment process and the
potential costs.

SSttoocckk cchheecckk 
In this phase, occupants can be included in the
form of building or development inspections.
Because occupants know their own residential envi-
ronment best, they can be invited to evaluate and
assess it, as well as to make suggestions for
improvement. We did such an inspection in coop-
eration with a housing association in our project,
which brought a number of valuable suggestions
for the forthcoming refurbishment process. As there
is nothing to decide most methods appropriate for
involving occupants in this phase aim at communi-
cation or co-design.

RRoouugghh ppllaannnniinngg
In this phase, participation should be offered on all
levels using a mix of different methods. Here, the
whole range of possible aspects of sustainability -
from necessary repairs and ecological improve-
ments to issues like health, social safety or the wider
neighbourhood of the building - could and certain-
ly should be addressed for the first time. It is impor-
tant to provide sufficient information material and
to run a two-way communication process during
the whole planning. And at some certain points
there is also a need for methods to make some
important decisions including all or a majority of
occupants. Appropriate methods include meetings
for all residents and written questionnaires.
Important information should be given in advance
using oral presentations. Experts are needed to
inform occupants about possible ecological options
(e.g. selection of ecological construction materials,
new heating systems, etc.) in a balanced and com-
prehensive way. Working groups focusing on spe-
cific issues can be organised for a smaller number
of interested occupants. In this phase it may also be
adequate to invite a broader range of participants,
including not only technical experts and occupants
but also representatives of the neighbourhood.

DDeettaaiilleedd ppllaannnniinngg aanndd ccaallll ffoorr tteennddeerrss 
Detailed plans are worked out on the draft agreed
in the previous phase. Although detailed planning
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rprimarily is done by architects and energy technol-
ogy experts, methods for communication and forms
of co-designs would be possible. A proven but still
rarely used method is the occupants' advisory
board. This board - made up of a smaller number
of named or elected occupants - supports the hous-
ing association with the views and meanings of and
serves as information agent for occupants.
Moreover, members of the board could be consult-
ed when the call for tenders is evaluated and con-
struction companies have to be selected.

DDeecciissiioonn 
The decision to commission construction compa-
nies is a crucial step in the whole process. In Austria
it is mandatory to legitimate this decision with a vot-
ing procedure (simple majority of occupants). It is
common practice that housing associations inform
occupants about the results of the call for tenders
including total construction costs in a meeting. The
voting is done directly thereafter using written ques-
tionnaires. In Austria occupants have the right to
submit a written objection if the estimated total cost
for the refurbishment works exceed a certain limit
(which could cause serious delays). Therefore a
comprehensive communication and information
policy is of crucial importance in this phase.

CCoonnssttrruuccttiioonn pphhaassee
With the beginning of the construction works the
context for organising a participation process
changes again. A new partner, the construction
company has to be integrated. Moreover it could
be necessary to intensify the communication with
the neighbourhood. Similar to the detailed plan-
ning phase an occupants' building committee could
be installed, which accompanies and controls the
construction work. A permanent on-site presence of
the housing company is another option. It can be
guaranteed by establishing a site-office, with regu-
lar consultation hours.

RReefflleeccttiioonn
After the construction works are finished occupants
should have the opportunity to check accounts.
Also, there should be room for reflection (What was
done well in the process? What could have been
done better?). As a method to get qualitative feed-
back a number of focus groups with selected occu-
pants can be applied. This was done with one of
our housing association partners to get a deeper

feedback regarding the finished refurbishment
process, and to get input and proposals for
improvements for further activities of the housing
association.

As we saw in our project, Austrian residential
building associations are interested in tools and
possibilities of participation as presented in the flex-
ible model. In rare cases some of the presented
methods are used already, such as excursions,
working in close connection with elected occu-
pants, small working groups and evaluation of the
existing stock together with occupants, the installa-
tion of an occupants' advisory board, consultation
hours and an office on-site during the construction
phase or reflection on the refurbishment process
with the involved occupants. However, in a typical
refurbishment project only a few methods are used
in a standardised way.

CCOONNCCLLUUSSIIOONN

In this article, we have argued that sustainable
refurbishment of buildings and participation of
occupants is becoming more and more important.
An early and systematic involvement of occupants
could help in avoiding problems concerning the
lack of support for extensive refurbishments current-
ly encountered by housing companies.

Main participants in the refurbishment
process are the residential building association,
occupants, the social environment, construction
companies and support institutions. They play an
important role in a refurbishment process which
includes a number of distinct phases. It is not nec-
essary to involve occupants in all phases of a refur-
bishment process to the same extent, but it is impor-
tant to offer appropriate methods of participation in
all of these phases. We have shown that it is impor-
tant to consider methods on four levels of partici-
pation (information, communication, co-design
and co-decision). Levels and methods should be
selected in accordance with the occupants, the
requirements of the building, the components of the
refurbishment and the 'style of communication' used
by the housing company.

In the second part of the article, we have pre-
sented a flexible model of participation covering all
phases of a refurbishment process and all levels of
participation. The basic assumption was that hous-
ing companies have a kind of well-established 'tra-



dition' of how to communicate with occupants. If
more participation is needed in the future - e.g.
because refurbishments will be larger and more
comprehensive due to their sustainable character -
it is important to build on these well-established
communication practices.
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