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Personal information 
Name Michael Newell 
Student number 5514082 

 
Studio   
Name / Theme AR3AP100 2024-25 Public Building Graduation Studio 

"Public Condenser, Copenhagen" 
Main mentor Paul Kuitenbrouwer Project Design 
Second mentor Eleni Karanastasi Technical Building Design 
Third Mentor Stefano Corbo Theory and Delineation 
Argumentation of choice 
of the studio 

The public building studio challenges a student to 
evaluate an area, understand its socio-urban context and 
interpret issues that exist into a design proposal. This 
provides an opportunity to explore how architectural 
design can influence activity and experience within the 
built environment. 

 

Graduation project  
Title of the graduation 
project 
 

House of Crafts 
A public condenser orientated around creativity and social 
interaction 

Goal  
Location: Nordvest / Bispebjerg Bakke, 

Copenhagen, Denmark 
The posed problem 
 
Over the past century, globalization has facilitated movement of people varying in 
ethnicity and cultural background leading to cities that are by definition highly 
diverse, becoming even more diversified (Nielsen et al, 2016). Whether this be 
refugees escaping war and economic turmoil or more simply expats choosing to live 
in a place that is more suited to their lifestyle. However, studies such as Beckman et 
al (2015) have found that coexistence of different groups alone does not facilitate 
substantial interaction between them. Without substantial interaction, groups are at 
risk of being stigmatized (especially along the lines of ethnicity, culture and economic 
class) which can lead to these groups becoming segregated from the rest of society. 
 
As the capital city of Denmark’s social welfare state, Copenhagen on the one hand 
has attracted migratory movements and then felt the resulting social stigmatization 
on the other. This is apparent in the Danish Government’s 2018 initiative labelled the 
Ghetto Plan, which aimed social integration between ‘Western’ and ‘non-Western’ 
residents by reshaping demographic distributions in certain neighbourhoods (Justice 
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Initiative, 2024). ). However the legislation faced global criticism over concerns that it 
disproportionately targeted non-European backgrounds, specifically from countries in 
North Africa and the Middle East (Math, 2021). The legislation cited for a residential 
area to be determined a ‘ghetto’ it must have a threshold of 50% ‘non-Western’ 
residents and meet two of four criteria relating to unemployment, criminal 
convictions, low education and household income (Sorensen et al., 2024). The term 
‘non-Western’ expands to citizens born in Denmark with one or more migrant parents 
and residents who were born in ‘non-Westen’ countries that later obtained Danish 
Citizenship (Bendixen, 2020). If these criteria are met, the residents face forced 
evictions and the property will be sold off to the private sector (Justice Initiative, 
2024). In effect, the Ghetto Plan lays the foundation to remove ‘non-Western’ 
residents to make way for ‘Western’ replacements. 
 
While at a district level Bispebjerg is widely regarded as one of the most diverse 
areas in Copenhagen, both in terms of its built environment and the social 
composition of it residents. The connection between residential typology and the 
residents these house, has formed socio-economically segregated areas at the 
neighbourhood level and smaller (Beckman et al, 2015). 
 
At the higher end of the socio-economic scale, more affluent residents dominate the 
social composition of detached housing areas in the west of Utterslev and to the 
north in Emdrup. They are primarily middle-class Danish families, often with a 
background in higher education with extensive socio-economic connections. Whilst 
there is a high degree of social cohesion within these areas, the residents do not 
have extensive interactions with residents living outside of the housing estates 
(Beckman et al, 2015). 
 
Lower down the scale, retired Danish natives live in the terraced blocks that were 
built to house workers during Bispebjerg’s industrial past. Many of these residents 
have lived within their homes for the majority of their lives and as a result, the 
composition of their social networks are homogonous not only in age, but also 
ethnicity, attitudes and lifestyle (Beckman et al, 2015). 
 
In contrast, students and young professionals are attracted to the low rental prices of 
apartments above commercial functions in the district’s mixed-use blocks. The 
cultural diversity of restaurants, food outlets and supermarkets within the plinths of 
the blocks is a driving factor for these groups of residents. However, most of their 
activity takes places outside of the district and they tend to see their homes in 
Bispebjerg as temporary, a stepping stone before their economic position improves 
(Beckman et al, 2015). 
 
At the lowest end of the scale, many of Bispebjerg’s ethnic minorities reside within 
the social housing blocks of the Utterslev and Nordvest neighbourhoods. These 
residents include: Turkish (Weiss Flensburg, 2022) and Pakistani labour migrants 
from the 1970s and 1980s; refugees that fled the Middle East and Somalia in 1980s 
and 1990s; and more recent waves of labour migrants from Asia (Skovgaard Nielsen 
et al, 2019). In addition to this, local social workers consider the social housing blocks 



a ‘municipal dumping ground for problem categories’ including unemployed, mentally 
ill and elderly residents (Hansen, 2019). 
 
Although there is a high degree of diversity present within the social housing blocks, 
diversity in terms of socio-economy, ethnicity and lifestyle are rarely present within 
the networks of the residents. It is not uncommon for virtually no social interaction 
between direct neighbours, in which is in contrast to the affluent detached housing 
estates where social cohesion facilitates mutual support structures. In other words, 
within the disadvantaged blocks of flats there is virtually no opportunity for social 
mobility (Beckman et al, 2015). 
 
Studies by Beckman et al (2015) and Skovgaard Nielsen et al (2019) relating to 
diversity within the context of Bispebjerg have identified that relationships across 
socio-economic positions can significantly increase the social mobility of 
disadvantaged residents. However, it requires continuous effort from the residents 
that have extensive support networks. For the disadvantaged resident, it is essential 
to have relationships with residents that have greater socio-economic connections for 
this mechanism to be utilised. In a community as diverse as Bispebjerg, relationships 
can be established through shared experiences and interactive engagement between 
residents at different positions of the socio-economic scale (Community Tool Box, 
2019). 
 
Research questions 
 
MAIN QUESTION 
How can public architecture inspire interaction between social groups? 
 
SUB QUESTION 
 
What is the role of movement on creating physical and visual connections between 
functions? 
 
How can scale and proportion be use create spaces that vary in intimacy? 
 
How can materiality be used to create comfortable and socially stimulating 
environments? 
 
 
Design assignment in which these result.  
 
The aim of this project is to design a public building that’s program is orientated 
around art, craft and performance. This program will attract a range of users and 
should therefore be organized in approach that creates connection between different 
functions. Design decisions taken should focus on creating moments where the users 
can interact by employing architectural principles in movement, scale, proportion and 
materiality. Movement should be used to reveal different activity taking place to the 
users as they travel to their destination within the building. The relationship between 
scale, proportion and perceived atmosphere should be considered to create spaces 



that are open and inviting to spaces that are more personal and intimate. And 
materials with tactile qualities that create a sense of comfort and calmness should be 
used in order to create spaces that are socially stimulating. 
 
As a result, the design proposal should be for a public building that invites users to 
engage with activity taking place, providing opportunities for users to interact and 
establish relationships that have not been able to develop in Bispebjerg’s current 
situation. 
 
 
Process  
Method description   
 
The following methods have been used to develop a proposal that focuses on 
stimulating social interaction within the context of Bispebjerg, Nordvest. 
 
The literature review focused on academic papers that directly relate to diversity 
within Bispebjerg. Analysis of the papers revolves around three themes: the socio-
economic groups of the district, their attitudes towards diversity and how diversity 
can be utilized rather than being stigmatized as problematic. The papers include 
analysis of interviews with disadvantaged groups to more affluent residents as well as 
social workers carrying out their duties in the district. 
 
In addition to the literature review, a site analysis investigated the existing facilities 
and functions within the direct vicinity of the project area and the greater area of 
Bispebjerg. This analysis examined the physical features of the built environment 
surrounding the project site, recognizing opportunities to enhance positive qualities 
that facilitate interaction whilst disrupting negative characteristics that inhibit it. 
 
To inform the design process, case-studies with mixed-programs that have created 
spaces with an atmosphere that stimulates interaction between users have been 
assessed to learn what conditions provide such an environment. The findings were 
filtered and can now be used as reference throughout the project. Notable projects 
this included are: 
 

• The Kennedy Centre by Machado 
• Viby Culture House by Christensen & Co 
• Roskilde High School by MVRDV + Cobe 

 
In coordination with the data collected, experimentation with digital and physical 
prototyping has been conducted to evaluate the potential of architectural design to 
facilitate interaction between different social groups. The research-by-design will be 
concluded with a design proposal of a public building that incorporates socially 
stimulating spaces with a functional program that incorporates a wide range of 
activity. 

  



Literature and general practical references 
 
Academic papers in the literature review are from sociologists who have focused on the 
relationship between the built environment and social science. This includes Senior 
Researcher Rikke Skovgaard Nielsen of Aalborg University who has been involved in 
multiple studies analyzing diversity in Bispebjerg. The topics of her research include: 
diversity and local businesses; ethnic segregation in schools; perceptions of diversity; and 
creating social cohesion and social mobility in hyper-diversified cities. 
 
Another key source of inspiration for this project is the work of Jan Gehl who has focused 
his career researching how architecture and urbanism can influence public life. Jan Gehl’s 
work is recognized globally for improving the performance of urban spaces to facilitate 
social activity. Gehl’s publication Life Between Buildings has been studied in the first part of 
this project and will include publications such as Public Spaces, Public Life in the next stage 
of the project. 
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Reflection 
What is the relation between your graduation (project) topic, the studio topic your master 
track (A,U,BT,LA,MBE), and your master programme (MSc AUBS)? 
 
The research explores hybridity through functional integration by condensing mixed 
program that is relevant to the surrounding neighbourhood into a single volume with the 
intention of maximising encounters between residents of different backgrounds. In one of 
my previous studios, the aim was to incorporate human centred functions with the 
conditions that support the habitat of the surrounding ecosystem. This challenged more 
traditional approaches of addressing nature within the built environment and emphasised 
hybridity as an essential principle in sustainable design. Monofunctional buildings create 
inherently segregate urban spaces which in the modern context is no longer suitable 
because proposals must take a holistic approach to meeting the requirements of a 
spectrum of users. And finally, the project incorporates sustainable technical design 
principles that are a key component of the built environment tract. 
 
The research explored hybridity through functional integration by condensing mixed 
program that is relevant to the surrounding neighbourhood into a single volume with the 
intention of maximising encounters between residents from different social groups. The 
master’s architecture tract in TU Delft establishes that architectural design is more then 
purely focusing on elements of the built environment. It incorporates knowledge and data 
from other fields of knowledge. This project follows this philosophy by investigating topics 
that are within the sociology field such as the factors that influence social interaction and 
diversity within Bispebjerg.  
 
How did your research influence your design and how did the design influence your 
research? 
 
In the end the research covered a broad range of topics both directly related to the built 
environment and topics that are more towards sociological research. This included paper’s 
examining diversity within Bispebjerg to human spatial behaviour and how this translates 
into architectural design. These topics could be the subject of a thesis themselves ,and 
have been, therefore one of the hardest challenges I encounter during the project was 
converting the information gathered into design strategies that could be directly applied 
into the project. Incorporating these strategies into the design led to further research to 
investigate how the strategies have already been utilised in other buildings. 
 
An example of this would be Irwin Altman’s privacy regulation theory where he states that 
humans regulate their social contact depending on their needs at any given time. This 



meant that the design required spatial affordances that would allow users either to retreat 
to gain privacy or to become involved in activity to prevent feelings of isolation. 
 
As the design progressed, it became clear that in order to preserve individual or group 
privacy, users need to be able to adapt the open-enclosed properties of certain spaces for 
specific situations. This lead back to further research what methods are used to divide and 
open spaces with element such as moveable or folding partition walls. 
 
How do you assess the value of your way of working (your approach, your used methods, 
used methodology)? 
 
For every topic of my research I dove deep into research papers, books and studies to 
really gain an understanding of each topic. With access to online databases there is a 
abundance of rich information at our finger tips and the majority of the topics I found really 
interesting. 
However, I spent countless weeks delving into subtopics within the research when the 
reality was that I had gained the information I needed for my design mush earlier. An 
example of this would be looking at various studies that investigated various seating 
preferences during different scenarios. Yes this was useful, but I didn’t need to understand 
all of the repeated studies and their methodology. 
Inevitably, this left more limited time for design related process. Most notably generating 
images that visualised the design studies I had been carrying out. This meant that too 
often than not, I struggled to present my ideas and design steps at tutorials. This was a 
real waste because when I was able to convey my ideas to my tutors, I received insightful 
feedback that really helped me direct my design to the position I was taking.  
As a result I have two principles that I will follow during my career as an architect. The first 
is to not get hyper focused on specific topics, but to know that it is needed to research or 
design something else which will make the solution to the problem I am struggling with 
more clear. And the second is to take time to produce diagrams, perspectives…etc before 
any discussions not matter how informal they may be - don’t describe it, draw it. 
 
What is the relevance of your graduation work in the larger social, professional and 
scientific framework? 
 
In the post-modernism era, there has been a paradigmatic shift away from massive clean 
cut volumes placed on open horizontal planes that neglected human scale to produce bleak 
and empty environments to design approaches that focus on how human interact and 
operate within the built environment. With this in mind, my project positions itself as an 
example that demonstrates how human behavioural patterns, with specific attention to the 
dimensions of social interaction, can be utilised to create an environment that facilities 
interaction between its users. 
 
This project identifies the principles of privacy and intimacy regulation, movement and 
intersections, edges and thresholds and finally props and triangulation as a design strategy 
for socially stimulating spaces in a building focused on cultural exchange of arts and crafts. 
This strategy  can act as a starting point for new buildings that require interaction between 
the surrounding community with further design principles derived as a result of that 
building’s specific function. 



 


