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REFLECTION 
reflection of the graduation

10.3

Urban fabrics

This project carried out within the department 
of Urbanism as a part of the Design of the 
urban fabrics research group. This year, the 
studio focused on the topic of Automated 
mobility, exploring the possible impact 
of technological and societal innovations 
on the built environment within different 
scenarios. This theme is explored through 
three lenses, Living quality, Intensification 
(growth & densification) and Segregation 
and social sustainability. This thesis is related 
to the first two lenses the living quality and 
intensification as it addresses both the 
livability and expected population growth in 
Amsterdam. 

 
Introducing Future mobility x livability

In the backdrop of this studio, this project 
investigates the relationship between the 
future of mobility and livability in Amsterdam. 
The current mobility network in Amsterdam 
has a negative impact on the livability in 
the city. Amsterdam continues to grow, an 
increased population means there are more 
people seeking to travel. This ultimately 
increases the pressure on the impact of the 
current mobility network. This project seeks to 
counter the negative impacts of its current 
mobility network by introducing automated 
mobility to preserve and enhance the livability 
in the city.  This research project seeks people 
to think how automated mobility can be 
used to improve the living quality of urban 
areas by showing a possible future for the 
case of Amsterdam. Further, this project also 
explores the possibility of creating a healthy & 
sustainable living environment for the growing 
population of Amsterdam. The project can 

be understood by positioning it against the 
studio’s objectives  to grasp its academic 
relevance. Design of the urban fabrics research 
group aims to foster a sustainable livable 
urban environment, which is also an objective 
of this research project. Future mobility x 
livability looks at opportunities to enhance 
and preserve the livability of Amsterdam 
through introducing automated mobility.  

Role

This graduation project takes on the role 
to explore and critically analyze the various 
possibilities automated mobility introduces to 
the urban environment. The role of the urban 
designer in this project is to understand the 
spatial implications which this new shift in 
mobility brings to society and how to use this 
as an advantage.

Relationship between research and design

Research and design both played a crucial 
role from the start of the project. In the first 
semester the relationship of research and 
design was mostly visible through the spatial 
translation of general knowledge and theories 
into a site analysis. According to Nijhuis 
(2017) this process is described as research 
for design, research is utilized to feed the 
design process. The research in this phase 
mainly consisted of mapping, literature and 
translating data into maps. Amsterdam has 
a broad range of data and maps available 
which made it easy to research certain topics. 
However, this also made it more difficult to 
narrow the research and choose a guiding 
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theme of the research project.  
“Designing is exploring and deciding within 
a potentially endless number of possibilities, 
to come up, in the end, with an internally 
coherent whole. To be able to create a 
coherent whole, a designer needs an inspiring 
direction or order. Using a guiding theme or 
qualities not only gives the design its character 
and identity in the complex and open design 
process, it also helps in making choices. 
The guiding theme is the way in which the 
designer sees or frames the design situation at 
hand. "(Van Dooren et al., 2013, p.8)

When reflecting on my own process, I 
have to mention that this research project 
started with a focus on the spatial impacts 
of automated mobility in Amsterdam, but it 
evolved in an attempt to create e new urban 
living environment by introducing automated 
mobility. It unravels the importance of 
the relationship between the urban living 
environment and the future of mobility. The 
mapping process started with a number of 
maps regarding mobility in Amsterdam, but 
this was quickly transformed into a series of 
layers which shows the impact of the current 
mobility network of Amsterdam. The guiding 
theme has changed after literature, mapping 
and data has been collected which according 
to Van Dooren et al. (2013) is a common 
process while designing. The guiding theme 
has changed because o series of information 
and interests were made aware during the 
research. During the research process I could 
affirm that in the first semester the ‘research 
through design’ method was used more than 
the research through design . It was until after 
P2 that the switch was made from research to 
design, I found it difficult to bring an end to 
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to consider designing as a step-by-step exploration, as experimenting, as a process of trial-and-error, 
of ‘making mistakes’ and learning from them. 
In general, students work in a more linear way and are focused on one solution. Newstetter & 
McCracken (2001) observed among other characterizations of typical student behaviour, that students 
tend to stop considering alternatives, once they have an idea, and that students act as though 
designing is a linear, not an iterative process. Also Atman & Turns (2001) found that students might 
get stuck in scoping out the problem and spending much time (or too much uninterrupted time) in 
modelling a single solution.  
Expert designers have more sophisticated skills in their exploration and in gathering and structuring 
information. They frame or perceive problems in terms of relevant solutions. In an overview of 
different research studies, Cross (2001) concludes that experts, being more experienced, have a 
better feeling for distinguishing relevant and irrelevant information. Their decision-making is based on 
more considerations. Students may become stuck in gathering lots of information, without moving on 
in the process of experimenting and testing of ideas. Experts move more rapidly to potential solutions 
and use these as a means to further explore and understand the problem.  
For example a student is exploring a more or less chaotic site with different building masses and a 
park, to come up with a building ‘fitting in with the context’. He analyses all building masses in the 
site, hoping this will logically lead to a fitting building mass. An expert designer, in this case the 
teacher, demonstrates the trial-and-error approach: putting a building mass in the site and testing 
what it brings about. 
 
 

 
Fig. 3  Designing is experimenting: a process of exploring and deciding, of trial-and-error. 
 
 
In the 15 minutes’ ‘design a chair’ workshop, at the outset, a process of experimenting or exploring 
and deciding started. Even in the short time available, the process consists of a series of small 
experiments. Often implicit, sometimes explicit, it looks like a process of questioning and answering. 
What if I do this? What do I want to achieve?  
A designer who connected an easy chair to meditating, followed a train of thought like: ‘For 
meditating a quiet, minimalistic space is needed.’ / ‘A concrete block will do, in an enclosed, small 
garden with stones, some plants and a tree.’ / ‘Some wood will be there as well, for: ‘my partner 
doesn’t like all the concrete and stone’.’  
One of the designers asked himself: (1) ‘is lying in the grass comfortable?’ (2) ‘what makes lying in 
the grass uncomfortable?’  (3) ‘what can we do to make lying in the grass (more) comfortable? and 
came up with the idea to make some kind of shape in the grass.  
The interpretation of lounging as ‘finding your way’, sitting in a flexible, springy shape, led to the 
following train of thought: (1) ‘So, it has to be a large, soft, massive volume, to use in all kinds of 
shapes. (2) ‘However, I cannot make that in paper, so how can I produce something like it?’ (3) ‘I 
have to make a bended shape, on top of a resilient, zigzagging structure.’ Then, in the process of 
making it, the designer concluded that it would be much better to integrate the resilient structure in 
the vaulted shape; he was very satisfied with the result. He now saw an open volume, soft on top, 
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Sources 
10.1 Designing is  
experimenting: a 
process of exploring and 
deciding, of trial-and-er-
ror. (van Dooren et al., 
2013)

this analysis phase. This was mostly because 
of the construction of the scenarios, it was 
difficult to come to the point to make certain 
statements about the future because of the 
endless possibilities. Statements were made 
and the design phase was completely in 
motion. The research beforehand provided 
a clear path for the design, it highlighted the 
bottlenecks and attention areas which the 
design would address. After P3 there was 
a moment of realization, several questions 
were raised. Why am I making these design 
decisions? How does this specific design 
intervention contribute to the aim of the 
project? How does it contribute to the larger 
context? It was an attempt to start formulating 
a coherent story of the graduation project.  
This attempt however, was not clear to the 
audience as the questions above were raised 
after the P3 presentation. It forced me to sit 
down and create a coherent story line where 
all aspects are linked to each other. This 
provided some clarity. The phase between 
P3 and P4 is identified as the experimenting  
phase in the design process. According to 
van Dooren et al., (2013) a designer looks 
at the design problem and experiments in 
multiple ways with a variety of solutions. The 
designer collects a ton of information about 
the problem and the possibilities to come up 
with a specific design to address the problem. 
“It’s a process of thinking, experimenting, 
and learning from the results, a process of 
sketching, modeling, and critical rethinking 
the results, a process of continually changing 
and developing until a satisfying solution is 

found.” (van Dooren et al., 2013) This process 
is described as a research by design method. 
(Nijhuis, 2017). The figure below describes 
the experimenting phase where the results 
are critically reviewed and developed until a 
desired solution is found.  

During this process, I've learned to critically 
view my design and if my drawings are 
communicative enough. After the P4 
presentation the design had to be refined. 
Especially the design of the street profiles 
in the city centre. Because of the scale and 
complexity of the Sloterdijk location, I have 
neglected the design of the street profiles of 
the city centre. The contrast between the two 
locations was quite challenging throughout 
the project. Looking back at the process, I 
should have started on the city centre design 
earlier as the detailing and small scale of 
the city centre demanded a great amount of 
focus and understanding. However, given the 
little time I had left for the city centre design, I 
managed to zoom in quite a lot. 

Finally, to conclude my reflection, this 
graduation project gave me a chance to 
enhance my capacities as an urban designer 
and has made an enormous impact on my 
intellectual development.
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