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Project Highlights:  

• Opportunity to engage with live research 
projects  

• Work on community projects to conduct 
socially responsible research 

• Develop skills in mixed methods approaches 
in design research 

  
Project Description: 

The Insulate Britain campaign has been raising 
widespread awareness over the country about the 
need to improve our housing stock to meet 
environmental objectives. There are already some 
great community examples where collective 
community action is focused on retrofitting whole 
neighbourhoods collaboratively, for example in 
Manchester and Birmingham, by People Powered 
Retrofit and Zero Carbon House. 

However, when we are implementing retrofit to a 
community level, we need to focus beyond the 
technical refursbishment solutions of the buildings, to 
retrofitting society as a whole: When upscaling to a 
larger, urban scale, retrofit we need understand what 
is needed to swift perspectives and enable the wider 
collective mindset to come onboard of these 
community initiatives. Co-designed projects are a 
great way to establish and maintain relationships and 
trust with communities, which can than help improve 
the quality of the homes that are regenerated 
(Morrison, 2022). 

We are looking for a design PhD student to conduct 
research focussed on co-design and enabling in the 

context of community retrofit. Potential community 
case studies include the collaborative work already 
done in Manchester and Birmingham.   

 

 
 

 
 
Figures: Examples of community-design engagements 
and training from the AHRC funded Empowering 
Design Practices reserach project.   
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The research will look at advancing knowledge on the 
barriers and enablers that influence the actions and 
methods of co-designing community retrofit 
engagements. We are particularly interested in how 
civic design pedagogies can be used as knowledge 
scaffolds to empower communities, and how use of 
reflective inquiry can help draw learning from active 
projects and case studies.  

 

Research Methods:  

The student may use a variety of methodologies, from 
instrumental case studies to ethnographic case 
studies, using interviews, focus groups and 
experimental action research methods to explore 
these issues. Also they might be expected to work 
directly with groups and organisations engaged in 
collective design activities.  

The project will contribute to expanding our 
understanding of design as collective action, an how it 
is enabled, to further support the national retrofit 
agenda and support design in the built environment.  

The student will benefit from access to a variety of 
organisations and grassroots initiatives working in 
design projects building on work conducted by the 
supervisors in the last decade. 
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Further details: 
Students should have a strong background in design 
and enthusiasm for participatory design. Experience in 
co-design and/or practice-based research is desirable.  

Please contact Vera Hale and/ or Katerina Alexiou to 
discuss your proposal: vera.hale@open.ac.uk, 
katerina.alexiou@open.ac.uk,  

 
Candidate Applications 
Applications should include: 
 

• A 1000 word cover letter outlining why the 
project is of interest to you and how your 
skills match those required  

• an academic CV containing contact details of 
three academic references  

• an Open University application form, 
downloadable from: 
http://www.open.ac.uk/postgraduate/resear
ch-degrees/how-to-apply/mphil-and-phd-
application-process 

• IELTS test scores where English is an 
additional language  

 
Applications should be sent to  
STEM-EI-PhD@open.ac.uk by 15.02.2023 
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