
[ 331 ]

Alessandra Marino*

Integrated Design Features in 
University Public Spaces: Community 
Benefits & Developer Appeal – 
Two European Best Practice Cases.

Integrated Design Features in University Public 
Spaces: Community Benefits & Developer Ap-
peal – Two European Best Practice Cases.
Appropriate design of public spaces contributes, within schools and uni-
versity complexes, to increasing well-being, productivity and alleviating 
stress of the community (He et al., 2024). An in-depth review of literature 
and design cases shows how the prevailing design approaches for this pur-
pose include the provision of green public areas, flexible open spaces ac-
commodating activities of different purposes and the integration of green 
and public space within the buildings. Therefore, while the methodological 
design approach appears to be – at least theoretically – set for designers, 
on the other hand, on the side of the developers who draw up the project’s 
functional programs, it seems to strongly persist the reticence in putting 
the community well-being in terms of livability, inclusion and accessibility 
standards at higher level than the minimum regulatory base, when this in-
volves a partial sacrifice of the project volume (Zallio and Clarkson, 2023).
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In cases where yet an appropriate, but not performatively quantifiable, 
open public space design does not on its own convince the investor in 
renouncing to internal built square meters, the adoption of Integrated 
Design Process1 (IDP) strategies, and often consequently, of international 
environmental certifications such as the German system Deutsche Ge-
sellschaft für Nachhaltiges Bauen (DGNB), can intervene to partially stem 
this trend, putting emphasis on quantifiable results achieved through the 
implementation of integrated design choices where environmental, so-
cial and governance (ESG) efficiency supports the achievement of several 
points within the certification scheme, which in fact, being increasingly 
requested on the real estate market, does also increase the economic po-
tential of sale and rental of certified sites and assets (Holtermans & Kok, 
2017); this can motivates institutions and investors to commit in pursu-
ing urban and architectural projects of high well-being and ESG stand-
ards that is either outdoor or indoor.

Therefore, regarding the purpose of this work, particular attention will 
be dedicated to the analysis and comparison of two best practice cases 
of integrated design measures applied to public spaces within university 
campuses, which enhance the livability of the space: the case of the Cam-
pus RO - a residential student campus built in 2023 in Rosenheim (Bavar-
ia) by architecture firm ACMS - Architektur-Contor Müller Schlüter, togeth-
er with landscape architects FSWLA Landschaftsarchitektur, and DGNB 
certified with the highest level of recognition, as well as the case of Karen 
Blixens Plads – a urban plaza at the core of the University of Copenhagen 
– built in 2019 by Danish landscape and architecture firm COBE, with no 
environmental certification pursued. The focus of both analyses will be 
put on the design features of their open and collective spaces, showing 
how, by adopting an integrated design approach, the implementation 
of public space interventions can combine high standards of urban liva-
bility in university campuses with market and investment needs, which 
make virtuous projects reality.

Integrated Design Process (IDP) and integrated design strategies linked to 
developers interests which enhance public space liveability

1  The Integrated Design Process, often referred to as IDP, is a methodological approach 
to architectural design originally used in the early 1990s, by Canada’s C-2000 program 
and IDEAS Challenge competition to describe a holistic approach to design (Sarhan and 
Rutherford, 2014). Over the decades many practitioners of IDP have developed their 
own perspective to be applied to sustainable design, not leading to a single specific 
definition, but they all have in common to be goal-driven, holistic, technically validated, 
collaborative and iterative (Sarhan and Rutherford, 2014).
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The Integrated Design Process (IDP) is a methodological approach used in 
sustainable design practice since the early 1990s, originally by Canada’s 
C-2000 program and IDEAS Challenge competition, to describe a holistic 
approach to design (Sarhan and Rutherford, 2014), and it is of particular 
interest that in Denmark, the very same country where several of now-
adays most influential landscape and architectural firms that work on 
public space come from, such as BIG – Bjarke Ingels Group, COBE, Henning 
Larsen and more – this has become, since the early 2000s, the didactic 
framework used in academic teaching for architecture and urban design, 
especially at Aalborg University (Knudstrup, 2004). In fact, even though 
it is not possible to assert that the methodological framework that was 
developed in 2004 by Mary-Ann Knudstrup at the Department of Archi-
tecture and Design at Aalborg University, is consciously applied by the 
afore mentioned landscape and architecture design firms, it is for sure 
to consider that the cultural background that the IDP has got the chance 
to set in the professional development of Danish architecture and urban 
architecture students over the past two decades, can be definitely seen 
in today’s architectural production of major Danish and North Europe-
an architecture firms (Gramkow et al., 2022), including COBE and ACMS 
together with FSWLA Landschaftsarchitektur, who have signed the best 
practice cases that will be described in the following pages. Based on this 
assumption, to give a context overview of what it is hereby considered to 
be the methodological framework behind the genesis of the two refer-
enced urban interventions, some key characteristics of Mary-Ann Knud-
strup’s Integrated Design Process will be described.

Knudstrup design method’s principles can be indeed summarised by an 
atom diagram (Knudstrup, 2004) formed of four ellipses which revolve 
around “the project”; each of the ellipses stress the need for considering, 
while designing, four parameters categories that all equally concours to 
the project “final form and expression” (Knudstrup, 2004) where architec-
ture and aesthetic related forms are strictly linked to the functional and 
technical solutions as well as the quality statements requested for in the 
project program (Knudstrup, 2004). To reach for this aim, the IDP method 
puts high emphasis on the relevance of early involvement of different 
stakeholders during the design process, including not only architects, 
landscape architects and engineers, but also possibly the final users and 
developers. This holistic perspective on architectural and urban planning 
calls for the early involvement of key figures and various elements in the 
design process, considering them in their entire system rather than iso-
lated components, and thus allowing them to reach results that not only 
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preserve the developers’ economic interest, but first and foremost the 
urban quality and liveability.

The first practical application of Mary Ann Knudstrup’s IDP was tested on 
a masterplan design of ca. 3000 square meters, entitled “Citylife” (Hansen 
et al. 2004), whose aim was to redevelop a dismissed industrial area in the 
Danish city of Aalborg, so that this could become a new site of prosperity 
and public gathering (Hansen et al. 2004). Several technical design pa-
rameters and requirements – such as acoustics, sun and winds consider-
ation, ventilation strategies, choice of pervious materials and heat island 
effect considerations – were integrated in the design process at different 
stages as tools drivers instead of obstacles, becoming a natural part of 
the project (Hansen and Knudstrup, 2004). Most of the same design crite-
ria can also be found in ESG requirements that are included in real estate 
environmental certifications for exterior spaces, such as DGNB Criteria 
Set – “Biodiversity Promoting Exterior Spaces”, in credits categories “Envi-
ronmental Quality” and “Socio-cultural and Functional Quality” and they all 
have in common to be performatively quantifiable, making it possible 
for users and developers to easily tackle their effectiveness in terms of 
perceived comfort and economical savings (DGNB, n.d.).

Therefore, in the following paragraphs, it will be presented how the se-
lected best practice cases have engaged, through an early integrated de-
sign approach, the projects developers to reach a high standard of ur-
ban quality within university communities. Depth will be put in the ESG 
strategies applied – and similarly required by IDP and DGNB standard 
– against heat island effect and against the waste of drinking water for 
irrigation purposes, as well as through the implementation of pervious 
surfaces for rainwater management and through the appropriate design 
of external lighting.

Best practice: Karen Blixiens Plads
Karen Blixens Plads is an urban plaza of approximately 20.000 square me-
ters, built in 2019 at the hearth of the University of Copenhagen South 
Campus, which is gradually connected to the natural reserve of Amager 
Fælled, merging the built public space to the natural landscape through 
its human-made hills and valleys, and hosting 2.000 bicycles storages 
(COBE, n.d.). The program requirement set by the clients – the Danish 
Building and Property Agency as well as the investment found A.P. Møller 
Fonden – was primarily of infrastructural nature: to have covered and un-
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covered bicycle parking lots for the university community. Starting from 
there, the landscape architecture firm did not limit itself to the execu-
tion of the infrastructure program but used the request as an integrated 
design opportunity to transform the spatial hierarchy of the square: the 
three main entrances of the university have been spatially connected by 
a three-dimensional design of the pavement, which alternatively acts 
as roofing to the parking spaces, as well as connection bridges to the 
building’s entrances. In between this altitude alternation, the gathering 
yet flexible use is highlighted by the urban furniture. In this way, the nec-
essary infrastructure is being turned into a student hang-out (COBE, n.d.). 
The integrated design approach used by COBE is therefore displayed in 
the final design merging technical and aesthetical requirements, not only 
solving the primary client’s program intention, but also enhancing the 
liveability experience of the users, without being expressively requested 
on a first instance, also in terms of accessibility: the architectural intuition 
of the three-dimensional hills does in fact allow for gradient transition 
which are suitable for physically impaired community users. 

Figure 1 -
Aereal view 
of Karen 
Blixiens Plads. 
Photography 
Courtesy of 
COBE.dk. 
Architect and 
Landscape Ar-
chitect COBE, 
Photographer 
Rasmus 
Hjortshøj.
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Similarly, other integrated design strategies that have been applied and 
which also enhance the community perception of the place, belongs to 
the microclimate approach: the light colours used in the concrete pav-
ing have very high SRI values, which are scientifically demonstrated for 
contributing to the management of the heat island effect in urban areas 
(Alchapar et al., 2014), avoiding local overheating in summer season and 
consequently encouraging the users in using the outdoor space for its 
intended gathering use, in spite of any extreme climate event that might 
happens due to climate change. Also, it should be noted that in Karen 
Blixens Plads, the microclimate approach is also beneficially used in the 
maximization of the site pervious surface: the pedestrian paths gradu-
ally leading to the natural reserve of Amager Fælled are in fact of natural 
cobblestones that allows the rainwater infiltration, avoiding episodes of 
flooding during extreme weather conditions and storms. Furthermore, 
the project makes use of native vegetation, which, at an identity level, 
places the intervention in its place of belonging, and at the same time 
makes it possible to minimize the consumption of drinking water, other-
wise necessary for irrigation purposes of alien species. It is scientifically 
proven that the use of native species, in harmony with local meteorolog-
ical conditions, increases water saving (Sorte et al., 2012).

Strategies of this kind, put into practice at the early stages of the design 
process, the core intention of the integrated design principles, stream-
lining the project technical and economic requirements – satisfying the 
developers interests – and at the same time increasing the perceived ar-
chitectural value for the community.

On a different perspective, Karen Blixens Plads is again confirmed as a best 
practice case in student community projects, also regarding the design 
precautions taken in terms of public lighting: each individual bicycle stor-
age station has widespread night lighting which both resolves a primary 
issue of perceived safety and does also contributes to an integrated ar-
chitectural effect consistent to the design language of the plaza.

Due to the spatial and urban qualities described, Karen Blixens Plads won 
the Dezeen Award 2020 as Landscape Project of the Year, seeing recogni-
tion of the “innovative and multi-functional design that accommodates 
and promotes green transportation, climate change adaptation and bio-
diversity” (Dezeen, n.d.).
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Best practice: Campus RO
Campus RO is a mixed residential district primarily aimed at student ac-
commodation, with an integrated smaller area destined to elderlies res-
idences, built in 2023 in close proximity to Rosenheim University. The 
design of this relevant urban intervention was since its first intentions 
of strengthens social interactions between the two user groups, and, in 
the designers’ words, to be of inspiration for students, in such an impor-
tant and formative phase of their life, promoting collaboration (Architek-
turwettbewerbe, 2022). In this contribution, it is hereby considered of 
particular interest to delve into the design features of Campus RO as in 
fact a district on its own, miming the functions of a city; the focus will be 
specifically put on its external public spaces features, which make it a best 
practice case in terms of students’ community well-being.

Indeed, by shifting the focus from indoor design and technology require-
ments, the outdoor public design makes use of a new volumetric configu-

Figure 2 -
Aereal view of 
Campus RO. 
Photography 
property of 
acms-archi-
tekten.de. Post-
production by 
the author.
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ration of a stacked village, which promotes a three-dimensional develop-
ment of interconnected outdoor meeting spaces, emphasizing the social 
function of the terraces and of the galleries, transforming them from mere 
connection walkways into opportunities for enabling a variety of encoun-
ters (Architekturwettbewerbe, 2022). From the ground floor to the rooftop, 
these hosts functions as cafes, fitness areas and urban gardens.

Making use of an integrated design approach, these spaces provide ben-
efits to the well-being of the users as well as to the local microclimate 
and to the economic management of the structure: numerous cooling 
green areas with lawns, trees and shrubs, are designed at the core of the 
open plan courtyard, cooling down temperatures during extreme weath-
er conditions while enhancing the user’s connection to the natural envi-
ronment, which is scientifically proven for having a positive impact on 
humans’ well-being (Bratman et al., 2019). Similarly, the rainwater man-
agement is dealt with green roof areas and via the green courtyard areas, 
which are all accessible and where social activities can be held.

These and other strategies were successfully applied early in the design 
process, following the requirements set by the DGNB rating scheme for 
reaching Platinum level; the rating scheme, in its turn, does makes use of 
the methodological approach of the IDP (DGNB, n.d.), and is made up in 
such a way that, in order for developers to reach a Platinum level, they 
cannot only apply engineering-based ESG strategies, but it is also neces-
sary to cover social benefits for community users. For this reason, the ac-
tive involvement of the developer in the design process is highly encour-
aged. As in the designers’ words, “the fact that the economic issues are also 
the basis of sustainability assessment significantly increases the willingness 
of the client to support this standard”, making it possible for the architects 
and landscape architects to apply green design criteria that enhance 
students’ urban liveability, while helping the developers in achieving an 
environmental certification which increases the economical sale value of 
the asset. (Architekturwettbewerbe, 2022).

Conclusions
In consideration of the outdoor design strategies hereby outlined for 
both Karen Blixiens Plads as well as Campus RO, and in consideration of 
their internationally recognized value in terms of urban planning and 
architecture, it is unbiased to stress how both projects share some in-
tegrated design actions in terms of mitigation of the local microclimate 
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and enhancement of the perceived outdoor space quality from the refer-
ence community. Therefore, on top of the design evidence that has been 
provided, it is assumed that the adoption of integrated design strategies, 
such as those aimed at the control of urban heat island effect, at the se-
lection of native plant species and the appropriate rainwater manage-
ment on site, can be considered beneficial not only in terms of technical 
and environmental requirements, but also in the architectural perception 
of the public space design in university campuses.

These design actions are also assumed to be particularly effective when 
accompanied by the early involvement of the developers in the design 
process: in fact, the economic and management value that these ESG ac-
tions benefit to the investors, can play a crucial role in positively engag-
ing developers in pursuing actions that are finally aimed at the enhance-
ment of urban livability and well-being.
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