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1.0 Project Summary    
 
 
PROTOHOME is a collaboratively built housing project which was temporarily sited in the 
Ouseburn area of Newcastle upon Tyne from May-August 2016. The project involved a 
partnership between Crisis, the national charity for single homelessness, xsite architecture 
and TILT Workshop. It was in affiliation with Newcastle City Council and Wunderbar and 
forms part of a research project by Julia Heslop at Durham University. 
 
Between February and May 2016 Heslop and TILT worked with members of Crisis 
(individuals who are homelessness, have been homeless in the last two years or are at risk 
of homelessness) two half days a week, to train them in woodwork and design skills. 
Individuals also acquired qualifications. During this time the group collectively constructed a 
housing prototype (4.8 metres x 9.6 metres) based on a method of building which is 
specifically designed for untrained self-builders. This was built both in the workshop at Crisis 
and on site. PROTOHOME is a test – a prototype - so is a ‘shell’ of a building without 
insulation or services, but shows the potential to be extended into ‘working’ housing after 
the project.  
 
PROTOHOME opened to the public for 11 weeks and exhibited the documentation of the 
project as well as hosting a range of events, from film screenings, to artists residencies, 
public forums, workshops, talks and performances, examining the themes of the project 
such as housing crisis, homelessness, austerity, the politics of land and development and 
participatory alternatives. We invited cross sectoral actors to contribute to these events, 
including project participants, local authorities, architecture/housing professionals, 
academics, and the wider public.  
 
A publication and a website (www.protohome.org.uk) were created for the project and the 
whole process, from workshops to conception, was documented through film and 
photography and a blog was created which Crisis members contributed to. 
 
 
 
 
 

  



PROTOHOME: A Participatory Housing Project 

	   8 

 
2.0 Terminology 
 
 
2.1 Self-help 
It is recognised that we have a poverty of language to describe some very different self-
provided housing processes. Traditionally, and particularly in the global South, the term 
‘self-help’ is used for housing which is truly built and managed by the dweller, without any 
aid from local authorities, agencies or charities. In most cases it occurs where there is little 
state support in housing, so self-help is the only option. However, in the UK, self-help 
describes a way of bringing empty properties back into use, which usually involves training 
programmes, as this definition from the Self-Help Housing website states: 
 

“Self-help housing involves groups of local people bringing back into use empty 
properties that are in limbo, awaiting decisions about their future use, or their 
redevelopment. It differs from self-build housing which involves constructing 
permanent homes from scratch”. 
  

 
2.2 Self-build 
The term ‘self-build’ is also unclear and contested. It can signify the buying of land by an 
individual homeowner but the contraction of all other work (design, build and project 
management), or it can indicate a process by which the homeowner undertakes the whole 
project including land procurement, planning, design and build through what is called ‘sweat 
labour’. In this case specialist contractors are only used where necessary (such as for 
electrical work).  
 
 
2.3 Participatory build and participatory housing 
Both terms ‘self-help’ and ‘self-build’ inadequately describe the PROTOHOME project. Whilst 
individual self-build may perpetuate housing market relations (Burgess, 1982: 60; Macleod, 
2011: 2646), collective self-help may challenge and change this imbalance of power - 
redistributing power and giving wider access to resources (Fiori and Ramirez, 1992: 29). 
We have been working on a project that involves a full collective (as opposed to individual) 
design and build process, whilst the individuals we have been working with have gained 
skills and personally developed. The project therefore lies midway between ‘self-help’ and 
‘self-build’. So, for the purpose of this report, we have decided to use the terms 
‘participatory build’ and ‘participatory housing’ to describe a full collective build process 
which involves agencies/charities, architects and joiners working with untrained self-
builders to help build the skills and capacity of people that most need them. 
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3.0 Aims and Objectives 
 
 
3.1 Aims 
1. To co-produce a housing prototype, developed over the course of 13 weeks and then 
sited for another 11 weeks in the Ouseburn area of Newcastle upon Tyne, working with 
members of Crisis, a researcher at Durham University, TILT Workshop and xsite 
architecture.  
 
 
3.2 Objectives 
1. To test a timber frame building method which is specifically designed for untrained self-
builders. 
 
2. To create a project that has the potential to be replicated and extended into full ‘working’ 
housing.  
 
3. To build the skills and capacity of individuals who may have been historically marginalised 
or may lack confidence and give them the tools to better understand their situation. 
 
4. To examine the impact (both ‘soft’ and ‘hard’) of participatory build projects on individuals 
and groups, examining how learning, gaining skills and building social ties occur through the 
co-production of housing.  
 
5. To offer an increased awareness about participatory housing alternatives and to 
stimulate a cross-disciplinary discussion on this through a range of events that help to 
create a space of dialogue, knowledge exchange and lasting connections between targeted 
individuals and groups (local authorities, Crisis and other charitable organisations, 
architecture/housing professionals, academia and the wider public).  
 
6. To contribute to the work and knowledge of the Fairer Housing Unit at Newcastle City 
Council on self-build housing. 
 
7. To analyse how participatory housing might be enabled through connecting different 
scales of governance (from the individual, to the community, to the local authority and 
housing professionals and beyond). 
 
8. To contribute to the development of innovative participatory research methods in design 
and build. 
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4.0 Key Findings and Impacts 
 
 
4.1 Merging scales of impact 
This report indicates that there have been a range of outcomes from PROTOHOME, both 
personally for members of Crisis involved in the build process, but also in terms of a much 
broader learning and engagement process with participatory housing from housing and 
architecture professionals, local authorities, charities, academia and the general public. In 
this report I attempt to merge scales of impact and in doing so I wish to emphasise the 
impact participatory housing can make to housing provision and to individuals by widening 
the diversity of housing on offer through providing alternative, affordable housing at a time 
of ‘housing crisis’, offering more control over housing for low income groups, and providing 
a mechanism to aid potentially marginalised individuals to access training/education and 
improve their wellbeing. All of these impacts have a wider effect on the local society and 
economy of a place and make a significant contribution to the wider welfare of citizens. This 
point is stressed heavily throughout the report. 
  
Many studies use the terms ‘hard outcomes’ and ‘soft outcomes’ when evaluating 
participatory projects. Hard outcomes are easy to define or measure - for example the 
number of people gaining qualifications, or the number of people engaged in the project. On 
the other hand, soft outcomes are those that are less easily quantifiable. They might 
indicate changes in behaviour, growth in confidence, raised aspirations or self-esteem of 
individuals: 
 

“Hard outcomes only provide half the picture. Sometimes given a lower profile 
because they are more subjective, soft outcomes provide the important detail 
that gives a real insight in to the experiences of those who access your 
service. They describe the journey rather than the destination and chart 
changes that occur and the progress a person makes towards reaching their 
goal.” (www.homeless.org.uk)  

 
Although this study makes use of these terms, the aim here is not to separate the two 
outcomes, or place one above the other in terms of importance, but provide evidence for 
how they are co-dependent on each other. In this sense the micro (individual) outcomes of 
the project cannot be separated from the macro (institutional or policy facing) outcomes.  
 
 
4.2 Key findings 
1. The involvement in participatory build projects that combine learning/training and 
personal development can have hugely positive effects and transformational potential for 
homeless and/or unemployed individuals who may lack confidence or be potentially 
marginalised. These effects include increased confidence, motivation, aspiration, the 
overcoming of social isolation and the creation of peer support networks. Participatory 
projects may also help individuals to better understand their situation and the wider 
structural causes underlying this.  
 
2. Participatory build projects that work with individuals who may be socially isolated and 
have deeply embedded health, addiction, employment or housing problems, throw up issues 
that other self-build projects might not, such as the ability to keep to strict timescales and 
the important role that support mechanisms/organisations must play in projects. 
 
3. There is a strong case, based on the evidence of this report, for participatory housing to 
be fully supported and advocated for by local government. This is necessary if we are to see 
the emergence of participatory housing as an alternative to mainstream social housing, the 
precarious private rental sector, hostel accommodation and/or street homelessness for 
those seeking shelter and work. However, this report identifies some key barriers to the 
extension and expansion of participatory housing, which include issues of land acquisition, 
political support, finance, support mechanisms, planning and organisational collaboration. 
 
4. We need to better understand and evidence the social and economic value that 
participatory build projects can have on a city/region. This means that we need to assess 
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how we can challenge the current preoccupation with economic value as the principal logic 
for new housing developments and instead understand how wider social value can be the 
starting point for projects, highlighting that economic and social value are inherently linked 
and reproduce each other.  
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5.0 Housing in Context 
 
 
5.1 Homelessness and welfare reform 
Although housing has often been seen as the ‘wobbly pillar’ of the welfare state (Torgersen, 
1987), access to housing has been a key area within recent welfare reforms and cuts.  
The benefit cap means that more individuals are at risk of falling into rent arrears and the 
Bedroom Tax (the Under-Occupancy Penalty) penalises social housing tenants who ‘under-
occupy’ their homes by having a spare bedroom, even when there are no smaller social 
homes available in their locality. A survey by the National Housing Federation in 2014 found 
that two-thirds of households in England effected by the bedroom tax had fallen into rent 
arrears since the policy was introduced (NHF, 2014). Furthermore, a joint research 
project (NFA, ARCH, CWAG, 2011) showed that tenants in the North of England are more 
likely to be affected by the Bedroom Tax (13% compared to 5% in London).  
We are also seeing a rise in homelessness. Crisis’ 2016 Homeless Monitor reported that 
rough sleeping in England doubled between 2010 and 2015, whilst placements in 
temporary accommodation have increased by 40% in the same period and two thirds of 
local authorities reported that welfare reform was directly responsible for rising 
homelessness in their area (Fitzpatrick et al., 2016). So often considered in relation to 
family breakdown, a lack of familial networks, drug, alcohol and mental health problems, the 
relationship between housing policy, property relations and precarious lives is becoming 
increasingly clear through austerity policies.  
At the same time, we have also witnessed a return to the ‘punitive state’ through the rise 
of Public Space Protection Orders which, in many cases seek to criminalise begging. We 
have also seen the (re)emergence of the terms ‘deserving’ and ‘undeserving’ poor and 
‘scroungers’ and ‘skivers’ where worklessness, benefit dependency and lifetime tenure of 
social housing is seen to act as a brake on social mobility (Boles, 2010: 72) instead of a 
mechanism of security (see Wacquant, 2008; Tyler, 2013).  
 
 
5. 2 The 2016 Housing and Planning Act 
The 2016 Housing and Planning Act is intended to boost homeownership and help the 
government reach a target of building 200,000 new homes per year, whilst at the same 
time it hugely threatens the future of the social rented sector.  
The Act particularly targets housing associations, who have been forced to take up Right 
To Buy (RTB). Threatened with losing their independence and being designated ‘public 
bodies’ (the government sets their rules and rents and most social housing tenants receive 
housing benefit), larger housing associations agreed to a ‘voluntary’ deal on RTB in October 
2015, only to be designated as public bodies by the end of the same month by the Office of 
National Statistics.  
To encourage the extension of RTB the Act levys councils for keeping their higher value 
stock – so the expectation is that more council houses will be sold off. There will be no one-
for-one or like-for-like replacement of these homes with Bob Kerslake, a crossbench peer, 
saying that, “Local authorities will have to draw on their very own scare resources if 
replacements are to be built” (Inside Housing, 2016). 
Although arguably the most devastating measure for the provision of social housing will be 
the decrease of 1% in social housing rents year on year for four years. Touted as being 
‘good for tenants’, this will have little impact on them as most social housing tenants 
receive housing benefit (Gershon, 2015). Instead this decrease is first and foremost an 
attempt by the government to decrease the housing benefit bill (Osborne, 2015). However 
it will drastically limit housing associations’ ability to build more houses, pushing more 
people into the private rental sector (at a time when private rents are increasing and 
housing in this sector is increasingly precarious in nature and condition), and may 
therefore actually increase the housing benefit bill, with local authorities footing the bill for 
renting in the more expensive private sector. It will also significantly limit housing 
associations’ ‘added value’ activities in social care, training and employment, pastoral care 
and more.  
The Act also ended lifetime tenancies of social housing, bringing in a five year limit on new 
secure council housing tenancies, or up to ten years for those with a disability, or up to 19 
years for those with children up to nine years of age. Local authorities will review contracts 
at the end of the term. Inevitably, many tenants will have to find alternative, cheaper 
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accommodation in the private sector, further increasing the residualisation of social 
housing as an “ambulance service for the poor” (Harloe, 1978). It is likely that this will not 
generate the amount of money the government believes it will, and instead will create 
further bureaucracy and administration costs for local authorities and will generate anxiety 
and insecurity for tenants. Furthermore, without security of tenure, people will repeatedly 
be forced to move. 
 
Starter Homes were a main feature of the Act and have been lauded by the government. 
This policy replaces other forms of affordable housing, intending to help people aged 40 or 
under get onto the housing ladder by offer discounts of 20% on market rates. This is 
perhaps a huge use of government resources which will only benefit one section of the 
population, at the expense of people whose needs are still not being met by an over-inflated 
housing market and a dwindling social rented sector.  
Additionally, building for affordable rent now exists only for specialist housing provision (for 
example housing for older people or supported housing). Consequently, there seems to be 
only one policy pursued by the government: a widening of owner occupation at the expense 
of the social housing sector.  
 
 
5.3 A change in the imagination of housing 
As well as the increasing marginalisation and residualisation of social housing and the 
precarious nature of the private rental sector, developers, estate agents, builders and 
financial services have become “predatory” (Glynn, 2009: 33) in their focus on profit 
maximisation through housing rather than addressing housing needs. This can be seen 
through the growth of the private rental sector (funded by housing benefit) as it takes on 
the role of the shrinking social housing sector. Yet a lack of regulation in private renting 
means that poor and overpriced housing is often given to poor people. At the same time 
that inequality in housing grows, and the crisis worsens, the housing market is bound so 
tightly to national economic stability that the preservation of it has become a big political 
concern requiring increasing government intervention, whilst the fluctuation of property 
purchasing power is a key determinant of consumption. This increasing financialisation of 
housing has become deeply embedded in the national psyche – housing is now so tied to 
national economic growth that it is now a financial asset, collateral, a pension, an 
inheritance. This change in the meaning and use of housing has had large effects on the 
wider social imagination of housing - it is no longer just ‘home’.  
But whilst the government continues to look to home ownership and new house building as 
a solution both to the economic crisis and the growing housing crisis (Dorling, 2014) they 
do this without tackling the root causes of housing poverty or inequality.   
 
 
5.4 Participation in housing 
The concerns of PROTOHOME are deeply embedded within the national housing context: of 
the effects of austerity measures and recent government policy and the ensuing growth of 
homelessness and the economic pressures facing local authorities. PROTOHOME seeks to 
critique and propose a new value structure for housing - one that may offer opportunities 
for capacity building in low income communities. It seeks to examine how participation in 
housing might redress the balance of power between the state, private housing developers 
and the resident, by redistributing power to the individual and giving wider access to 
resources for communities. It also attempts to confront the spread of the urban 
‘blandscape’ - the proliferation of huge identikit development sites, many with unsustainable 
and ill conceived housing. Overall the project examines control of housing – who decides 
what gets built and where. 
 
Much of the inspiration for PROTOHOME has been taken from the so-called ‘informal’ 
(illegal) housing sector in Eastern Europe and the Global South, and particularly the work of 
architect John Turner who believed that the West had a lot to learn from self-organised 
housing provision in Latin America. Turner emphasised the limitations of state and market-
based housing solutions writing that, “Only too well do we know that ‘solutions’ to ‘housing 
problems’ often generate yet more and even worse problems” (1996: 339). He critiqued 
the centralised administration of housing, believing that housing was best built and 
managed by those who are to live in it: 
 

“The complexity of housing, understood as an activity, defies any attempt to 
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plan a centrally-managed housing supply system that could match the variety 
of priorities that must be met if people's homes are to be vehicles for personal 
fulfillment, motivating the responsible use of basic resources and generating 
genuine culture.” (1996: 343)  

 
Thus Turner believed that we must begin a dialogue that connects housing to participation, 
capacity building and human flourishing. 
 
Although PROTOHOME is only a prototype, one of the focuses of this study is to analyse 
how collaboration in housing might occur between differently placed groups (for example 
from the individual to the local authority level), in order to increase the feasibility of scaling 
up participation in housing for low income groups. In this sense we can see how learning 
can occur between formal institutions of power and the individuals active in participatory 
housing, and how participation can be a tool to enable rather than burden individuals 
(financially, for example).  
 
 
5.5 Criticisms of participation in housing  
However, the ideological dimension of participatory housing must not be ignored (see 
Ward, 1982), particularly at a time when ‘participation’ has moved from the margins to 
the mainstream.  
We can see public participation being drawn upon in government policy – in New Labour’s 
celebration of ‘social capital’ and Anthony Giddens’ (1998) ‘Third Way’, and more recently 
in the Conservatives’ Localism and (now defunct) Big Society agenda. The 2011 Localism 
Act aimed to devolve decision-making powers from central government to individuals and 
communities, becoming a key piece of legislation in the government’s drive for 
decentralisation. The measures set out in the Localism Act include new rights and powers 
for communities and individuals (if they could, or had the inclination to exercise them), 
reforms to the planning system and reforms about local decisions made in relation to 
housing through the Community Right to Build1, Neighbourhood Planning2, Community Right 
to Challenge3 and the Community Right to Bid4. Self and Custom Build have been heavily 
promoted through this Act, however this has not translated into a blossoming of this 
sector, nor has it offered any kind of solution to the housing crisis faced by those in 
precarious urban housing circumstances that might lack social resources 
(social/knowledge capital and/or time) or economic capital (physical resources and/or 
money). 
Furthermore, critics stress that it is often only those with the time, money, agency and 
skills that are enabled to participate (Barritt, 2012), and much has been written about how 
participation has become diluted, institutionalised and neoliberalised through government 
policy (Mohan and Stokke, 2000; Williams, 2004). Critics suggest that this use of 
participation has ignored power differences and instead focused on enforced consensus 
(Cochrane, 2007). Morison (2000: 12) suggests that this reconfiguration of the state-
citizen relationship is particularly active in an austerity context where devolvement of 
services, and therefore responsibility, operates as a neoliberal tool for crisis management 
(see Cochrane, 2007: 51). So civil society becomes a “resource for the state, a reserve 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 The intention of the Community Right to Build is to enable communities to build small-scale, site 
specific projects without going through the normal planning process. 
2 Through a neighbourhood plan a community can create a plan that allows them to develop planning 
policies that reflect the priorities of their area and have legal weight. So far, neighbourhood plans 
have overwhelmingly been taken up outside of urban areas, where a defined ‘neighbourhood’ can be 
delineated. Neighbourhood planning cannot be used to block the building of the homes and 
businesses considered to be necessary to meet the town’s current and future needs and which are 
already included in local Development Plans or Planning Policies.  However, you can use it to 
influence the type, design, location and mix of new development. 
3 The Community Right to Challenge gives community groups, voluntary sector organisations and 
council staff the right to ‘challenge’ local authorities by putting forward an Expression of Interest to 
run a council service. A successful challenge may result in a procurement exercise in which the 
challenger would be able to take part along with other interested organisations. The Act does not 
give an automatic right to the organisation expressing an interest to deliver the service, nor is it 
guaranteed that the organisation will be successful in any procurement exercise. 
4 The Community Right to Bid gives eligible community groups and voluntary sector organisations 
the right to register an asset of community value and the opportunity to bid to purchase it should it 
come up for sale. The Act does not give an automatic right to the organisation to purchase the 
asset, nor is it guaranteed that the organisation’s offer will be accepted.	  
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army of potential” (Morison, 2000: 12) at a time of economic uncertainty. Furthermore, 
Perrons and Skyler (2003) believe it is not so much a lack of social capital that is the issue 
in communities but rather the depth of poverty which these policy initiatives often gloss 
over.  
 
Thus participation “has, in political terms, a doubled-edged character” (Ward, 1982: 20); it 
can be a means to empower communities, widening democratic processes, or it may be a 
reactionary process of crisis management through which notions of ‘community’, ‘localism’, 
‘collaboration’ and ‘empowerment’ are used by governments to ‘off load’ state 
responsibilities to the community/voluntary sectors and then onto individual households 
(Fiori and Ramirez, 1992: 28, Healey, 1997: 208; Mohan and Stokke, 2000; Williams, 
2004). 
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6.0 Methodology 
 
 
Throughout this project we have been working within the field of Participatory Action 
Research, as well as using more traditional methods of qualitative data capture, such as 
interviews and participant observation.  
 
 
6.1 Participatory Action Research 
Participatory Action Research (PAR) is: 
 

“a form of knowledge co-production that involves partners working together to 
examine a problem with the goal of improving it for the better. PAR involves a 
political and ethical commitment to challenging social hierarchies – both in 
how research is done, and in ensuring that beneficial outcomes result for 
those with least power in society” (Pain et al., 2015: 4). 

 
PAR is therefore research that is done with people, not on them through a reflexive, 
dialogic approach that thrives on self-critique and is open to changing the boundaries of the 
research once it is in motion. It involves the co-production of knowledge, where research 
participants become co-researchers. PAR seeks to enable people traditionally regarded as 
excluded or disadvantaged to have a voice, 

 “to forge a more direct link between intellectual knowledge and moment-to-
moment personal and social action, so that inquiry contributes directly to 
human flourishing, communities and the ecosystems of which they are part 
rather than simply contributing to knowledge in a field” (Armstrong and Banks, 
2011: 8). 

Working with PAR, the researcher must “relinquish control” (Kindon et al, 2007: 17), and 
allow for multiple word-views. Instead of ignoring possible power relationships that might 
occur between the ‘researcher’ and the ‘researched’, PAR attempts to highlight and focus 
in on these, understanding that power relationships will always be present, and at times 
can be productive. So there is a focus on both a personal and collective transformative 
experience through PAR. 
 
Although this project did not wholly follow the methodology of PAR (the research 
participants did not set the boundaries of the project or the research objectives), the 
project did follow the philosophy of PAR. Throughout the project participants made 
decisions on the methods and activities used in the workshops, offering new suggestions 
for the design and build process. There was a constant collective cycle of planning, action 
and reflection (Kesby et al, 2007) through which we could, as a group, analyse what was 
working and what wasn’t and change the course of action accordingly.  
In this project, using this philosophy, we could more clearly analyse the impacts of 
participation on the individuals involved, querying whether participation can aid in building 
capacity and confidence, and whether it can be a transformative process for individuals 
and groups.  
 
 
6.2 Participant observation, interviews and focus groups  
Throughout the process we undertook 10 individual interviews and 10 focus groups on 
topics ranging from the build process (tracking what was working and what wasn’t), to 
individual journeys and personal histories, to more focused discussions on homelessness 
and self-build housing.  
The evaluation of the project was completed in two phases. The first was a group 
evaluation which took place immediately following the opening of PROTOHOME and the 
second involved individual interviews which took place four months later, when we 
dismantled the building. These individual interviews helped us to gauge the progress 
participants had made since the beginning of the project (by analysing the new data against 
the initial individual interviews) and also aided in understanding how their work, education, 
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housing or personal situation had changed during this period (see the full impact 
statement later in this report).  
 
The areas of enquiry that were focused on in interviews and focus groups included: 
 

• Understanding the relationship between participatory housing and learning, 
confidence building, empowerment and ideas of ownership. 

• Tracking personal histories and understanding how housing issues (such as 
homelessness) had framed group participants’ lives. 

• Tracking the progress of the project – analysing what was working and what 
needed to be changed. 

• Critically appraising participation: Did group members feel that they had control 
and ownership over the process? Did they work well as a group? Were uneven 
power relationships present? 

• The legacy of the process for group members: What did they go on to do after? 
Had their housing, employment, work or personal situation changed? 

• The strengths and limitations of the project and participatory build projects more 
generally.  

 
Throughout all interviews and focus groups open questions were used and interaction was 
not controlled. Interviews were informal, which aided in creating a more “conversational, 
fluid form” (Valentine, 1997: 111) offering a “freer exchange between interviewer and 
interviewee” (Esterberg, 2002: 87), allowing the participants to explore their thoughts and 
experiences openly without being nervous or inhibited (Esterberg, 2002: 87).  
 
However, much of the most valuable data into the project process and the experience of 
the participants came not from formal interviews or focus groups but from ‘in between’ 
times, unplanned conversations over a cup of coffee, or when group members and tutors 
were attempting to deal ‘on the spot’ with issues that were currently framing individuals’ 
lives (such as housing, health, work, family or money). Moments when there were no 
specific questions, just conversations about day-to-day life. So it was vital to nurture and 
open up informal space for these discussions to occur. 
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7.0 Ethics 
 
 
7.1 Approach 
We used a participatory ethical framework during the project. Due to the fluid and ever-
changing nature of the project, the ethical framework was designed to be reflexive in order 
to respond to shifting needs and situations, instead of being a fixed practice (Manzo and 
Brightbill, 2007; Armstrong and Banks, 2011): 
 

“in participatory research the ethical dilemmas are best understood in a 
process-orientated way. Participatory research is flexible, socially responsive 
and emergent so questions and issues that require ethical decisions may only 
materialise during the collaborative process” (Armstrong and Banks, 2011: 
27). 

 
This approach differs from standard professional or research ethics which tend to focus 
“on the articulation of principles of action and some more specific rules of conduct” 
(Armstrong and Banks, 2011: 24) and is therefore a more generalised, ‘box-ticking’ 
exercise. Instead, participatory research works with people and thus tends to raise more 
complex ethical issues which are beyond the scope of institutional guidelines (Khanlou and 
Peter, 2005; Leadbetter et al, 2006; Manzo and Brightbill, 2007; Pain, 2008; Armstrong 
and Banks, 2011). Unique challenges with regards to ethics in collaborative research 
means that it can be “riddled with dilemmas” (Armstrong and Banks, 2011: 25), unlike 
other forms of more traditional research. In addition, the researcher is not just 
accountable to an ethical review panel, but to participants, which, in the case of this 
project, could be potentially vulnerable.  
 
In PAR the ethical approach is designed with the participants. In this project we didn’t do 
this at the start, however we did go on and discuss ethical issues throughout the project. 
The formation of a Group Contract for the site build is a good example of this. We 
collectively created a contract about what was expected of each other during the site build. 
Aspects like respect for each other and tools, and to look out for each other’s wellbeing on 
site were included here: “sharing responsibility… responsibility for each other, for the 
equipment, for the wood, for the whole build and for the project itself” was vital. In 
undertaking the Group Contract we recognised that ownership of the project was 
collective, as was responsibility. This meant that group members represented themselves, 
in the words of one of the group members: “it has to come from us” (as opposed to the 
researcher or the tutors representing them). This helped members to own and direct the 
process.  
 
 

  PROTOHOME group contract (Photo credit: John Hipkin) 
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7.2 Collective decision making 
Throughout the project participants were able to influence the process. During the 
workshops, instead of instructing members fully, the tutors asked members how we should 
proceed in sessions. So development of the project was open to change, taking into 
account different suggestions and points of view. Although we tried to make sure that each 
member’s voice was heard, inevitably some voices were louder than others. In these cases 
we would ask direct questions to the quieter members of the group in a situation that they 
felt more comfortable with.  
Through this communal decision making process collective ownership and self-
determination of the project was cultivated. 
 
 
7.3 Support networks 
Throughout the project we were especially sensitive to working with potentially vulnerable 
individuals who may have been historically marginalised, and perhaps lack confidence.  
A support network was built into the project: we worked in close collaboration with Crisis 
which provided personal support to all participants. Each participant has a progression 
coach who offered advice on work, housing and other issues as well as offering pastoral 
support.  
Care was taken in group meetings and interviews to ensure that participants were 
comfortable and not in distress, whilst participants were free to leave or to decline to 
participate at any point. 
 
However, informally, pastoral care was also offered by the tutors as personal issues often 
framed sessions. Tutors made sure that personal and collective problems weren’t glossed 
over but were fully discussed, these discussions often taking up half of each session. We 
also made time to host group discussions on issues that framed members’ lives, like 
homelessness. This was a good chance to draw on and share experiences, to bond 
together as a group and to attempt to understand personal lives and histories.  
 
 
7.4 Recording data 
In the workshops we recorded discussions using a digital voice recorder, a video camera 
and took photos. A sessional tutor employed by Crisis documented the process. Before 
using the material in public we checked the content with participants.  
 
The project has a website and a Facebook page. The blog on the website followed the 
process of the project and was written by the group members.  
Due to the very public nature of this project (the project featured on the local news, in the 
press, as well as in other publications and online), anonymity was not always possible, 
however prior to beginning the project participants signed photo release forms (provided 
by Crisis) and also signed confidentiality forms (provided by the researcher). 
In line with participatory ethics, members have equal access to the data from the research. 
 
 
7.5 Power Relationships 
The project attempted to deal with “asymmetrical and potentially exploitative power 
relations” (England, 1994: 243) by aiming to shift much of the power over to the 
participants. Although this cannot completely remove power relationships it can go some 
way to dispersing them across and through the group. In some cases power relationships 
did emerge. As mentioned above, there were points when some voices were heard more 
than others. However the idea was not to gloss over power relationships but to actively 
highlight and antagonise potentially exploitative or manipulative relationships that occur 
either within or through the project or which frame participants’ lives in a wider sense 
(such as their relationship to the welfare state, or to homeless services) (England, 1994). 
Foucault (2008) writes that power and knowledge are not abstract but are grounded and 
all encompassing, meaning that power is concretely felt and lived and shifts. There has 
been a tendency to see power as negative and oppressive (see Healey, 1997), thus many 
studies have attempted to conceal the effects of power in participatory contexts. Yet, as 
mentioned above, whilst it is impossible to remove power relationships completely, power 
can spread across many people. Furthermore, through participatory processes, we might 
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embrace power as a productive force, where knowledge generation by a group of people 
creates ‘empowerment’ (Freire, 1970; Nelson and Wright, 1995; Chambers, 1997), 
where members grow in confidence and in their knowledge. 
 
A last note on power needs to be made about research that aims to collaborate between 
many groups and individuals. There were many organisations and individuals that aided in 
bringing this project to fruition. Conflicting interests could have created tensions, however 
we were lucky that the core purpose of the project was never compromised and all parties 
understood and took on board both the aims and the philosophy of the project. 
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8.0 Project Process  
 
 
8.1 The Segal Method 
We undertook the project using the Segal Method, named after the architect Walter 
Segal, who developed a system of self-build which is specifically designed for untrained 
builders. Whilst rebuilding his family home Segal built a temporary structure in his garden 
using standard cladding materials, with no foundations other than paving slabs. It took two 
weeks to build and cost £800. He felt that this building was more interesting than the 
family home he eventually went on to build, and developed this system of building in the 
1970s in Lewisham through a series of council-led self-build schemes. 
 
Flexibility of use and ease of construction are at the heart of the Segal system, which is 
reflected in the design of PROTOHOME, developed by xsite architecture. The frame of the 
structure is on a dimensional grid, making plans easy to follow, and all construction is done 
using dry jointing techniques with bolts and screws, so there are no wet trades involved 
that might require more enhanced training. The use of a core structure means that the 
walls and partitions are not load bearing, so the ‘in fill’ can be done incrementally over time. 
In the Segal method this infill is completed using modular panel walls held in place by 
wooden batons that can easily be unscrewed and moved around to change room 
formations or even to make spatial additions. So the potentials for Segal houses to change 
and grow as needs change, as families get bigger or smaller, or as more wealth comes 
into a household, makes this system of building very practical. This also means that ‘in wall’ 
services such as electrics and plumbing can be easily accessed and repairs and alterations 
simply made. Like Segal we made use of standard ‘off the shelf’ material sizes, each 8 foot 
in length, so there is less cutting and waste, making the process more economical and 
saving the time and energy of the self-builder. This system really makes self-building 
achievable (we erected our building in two weeks), even for those without any previous 
woodwork skills - learning and training being at the core of this project. It also offers an 
approach through which learning can occur whilst building. 
 
 

 
 
The process of building a Segal house 
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8.2 Workshops 
The process of the project operated within a broad framework, however this was reflexive 
to manage changing circumstances or needs of group members. It was important to use 
an adaptive methodology, adjusting the parameters of the project to the changing 
conditions and challenges. Thus the course of the project changed as we tried and tested 
different methodologies (for example building methods or use of certain materials). This 
was key to creating an inclusive participatory process. This did however require “a 
broadminded openness to methodological experimentation and pluralism” (Latham, 2003: 
2012). Methodological innovation was central to this project, where the act of building, 
merges with theory and more traditional research methods. 
 
The project began with a launch at Crisis. The launch was open to all members of Crisis 
who were homeless, had been homeless in the last two years, or at risk of homelessness. 
Here we presented the project to members more formally and then after a refreshment 
break we offered two hour-long taster sessions. The first was in woodwork, where 
members worked with the two project joiners from TILT to create a video booth based on 
the method of building used for PROTOHOME, and the second was working with two 
architects from xsite architecture who offered an introduction to the simple design 
software Sketch Up, which was used to design PROTOHOME. This helped give members an 
indication of what was to come, as well as to get them doing hands-on work straight away.  
 
 

 
 
Learning the design programme Sketch Up (Photo credit: Hev Johnson) 
 
 

  
 
Testing the building method (Photo credit: Julia Heslop) 
 
 
The launch was successful and the week after we began the workshop process in Crisis’ 
wood workshop with joiners from TILT, a sessional tutor from Crisis who was responsible 
for the documentation of the project, and Crisis’ woodwork tutor. Workshops took place 
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two half days a week for 11 weeks. In the workshops participants learnt basic woodwork 
skills (working with hand tools, jointing techniques) as well as being introduced to Sketch 
Up. When learning the techniques they undertook small projects, such as designing and 
making the furniture for PROTOHOME. Working towards small goals helped to energise the 
group to develop their skills efficiently. Many of the members learned more effectively 
through practice, through tacit, hands-on methods instead of through linguistic methods. 
This was an essential component and principle of the project (see Mohan, 1999; McIntyre, 
2008). Sennett (2008) writes that making, crafting and building – the work of the hand - 
can inform the work of the mind, writing that first, “all skills, even the most abstract, begin 
as bodily practices; second, that technical understanding develops through the powers of 
imagination” (Sennett, 2008: 10). He writes that co-operative rituals that connect people 
with making and people with people are formed through these processes. During the 
workshop process we attempted to engage participants in the more creative aspects of 
the project – such as designing a sign to be placed on the roof, and some individuals that 
felt they weren’t creative thinkers, emerged as leading the more creative aspects of the 
project. In addition, although the design was completed by xsite architecture, we tasked 
group members with visualising the homes that they would create. This aided in highlighting 
the flexibility of the Segal Method and how it can accommodate many different visions of 
home, but also helped to tap into individuals’ aspirations as well as enabling them to get a 
greater understanding of how design and function of space can be integrated. These 
designs were translated into Sketch Up and exhibited in PROTOHOME once it was 
completed and open to the public.  
 
 

   
 
Making joints (Photo credit: Julia Heslop) 
 
 
Group members also undertook qualifications (working with hand tools, health and safety 
and lifting and handling) which were administered by Crisis. It was important that there was 
a formal educational component for members - not only were they working towards 
creating a physical building but were also personally developing in an educational capacity.  
We made a site visit, to measure the area, and to begin to visualise how the building would 
sit in the landscape and to get an understanding of the environment (both physical and 
social) in which is was to be placed. We also made a visit to see an example of a Segal 
House built by two architects in Northumberland. This visit helped the group to better 
understand the build process but also how the individual building parts that they were 
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creating worked together to make the whole. This visit acted as a real catalyst for the 
group – helping to inspire them and boost their confidence prior to the site build. Visits 
were also used as an attempt to displace members from their everyday lives and 
environments and helped the group to bond. 
 
 

   
 
Visit to a Segal House and Bamburgh (Photo credit: Hev Johnson) 
 
 
Unconsciously we used a cycle of planning, action and reflection (Kesby et al, 2007) 
through group meetings/discussions once a week. This enabled an on-going dialogue to be 
maintained, encouraging a continual collective decision making process.  
 
During the workshop period new members of Crisis were free to join and others were free 
to leave. The process needed to be as flexible as possible for members, whose lives were 
often complex, many needing to take time away from the project. In this sense, the project 
was able to fit the individual needs of members, and this is a key recommendation for 
furthering participatory build project with individuals who may have a history of 
homelessness. 
 
 
8.3 Site build 
Temporary use of the site was offered by the Ouseburn Trust and we received planning 
permission for five months. The site build took place over the course of 12 working days. 
We had volunteers that came periodically to help with the site build and there was a group 
of seven Crisis members who were on site every day from 10am-2pm. Unfortunately these 
times were limited due to insurance constraints as well as the capacity of Crisis to have a 
member of staff on site at all times. (At this point tutors were still waiting for their 
Disclosure and Barring Service (DBS) checks.) In the evaluation with group members, most 
vocalised that they would have liked longer on site. However, time pressures were a key 
issue with this project as it had a deadline to open to the public.  
 
The site build largely went to plan. The process being: 
 
Phase One - Preparation 
-‐ Prepare and clear the ground (level it as much as possible) 
-‐ Map the building on the ground with string and stakes 
-‐ Create a level using string 
-‐ Put the concrete slabs in place 
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Phase Two - Frames 
-‐ Build the frames one by one on the ground 
-‐ Raise them up collectively  
-‐ Fix frames in place with crosspieces 
 
Phase Three – Floor joists 
-‐ Add in floor joists  
-‐ Fill in the gaps between the joists by adding in noggings  
 
Phase Four – Floors and walls 
-‐ Cut the floors to size and screw them into the joists 
-‐ Cut the walls to size and screw them into the frame 
 
Phase Five – Roof 
-‐ Seal roof panels with sealant paint 
-‐ Cut roof fins to size and place them into the frame 
-‐ Add in support sections to the fins on the interior 
-‐ Slide roof panels over the fins and fix in place 
-‐ Add roofing felt to the apex 
-‐ Seal felt with bitumen 
 
Phase Six: Build decking 
-‐ Build the frame 
-‐ Add in joists 
-‐ Add in noggings between the joists for support 
-‐ Screw in floor panels 
-‐ Build  a one metre high fence around the decking 
-‐ Build steps and a ramp up to the building 
 
Phase Seven: Doors and windows 
-‐ Cuts doors to size 
-‐ Hinge the doors into their frames 
-‐ Build window frames for windows 
-‐ Fix in glass with glue and sealant 
-‐ Fix in windows to wall and door panels 
 
Phase Eight: Interior 
-‐ Screw wooden batons between the wall and floor panels and between the wall panels 

for weather proofing 
-‐ Install exhibition 
 
We used standard material sizes (in line with the Segal Method described above) which 
saved time, energy and money, although in many cases these needed to be cut slightly 
down to size.  
 
Health and safety was paramount on site. We made sure that all members were equipped 
with personal protective equipment and there were site fences around the site. However, 
the Group Contract we wrote collectively aided in regulating the site and behaviour on site. 
This was (largely!) respected and adhered to.  
 
We worked in small teams. Each team was led by a member of TILT, for safety, but also so 
learning could still occur. The learning process did not end in the workshops but carried 
through into the site build. At the beginning of each day we had a group briefing about what 
jobs needed to be completed and the roles of each team. 
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(Photo credits: Julia Heslop, John Hipkin and Hev Johnson) 
 
 
8.5 Building group relationships 
Relationships between group members were at the core of the project. In practice, the 
project was about much more than creating a product in the form of a prototype house, 
but was about the process – how relationships were created and thrived. Time was 
needed at the beginning of the project for the building of interpersonal relationships. The 
workshop period was not only when individuals gained skills, but when they built 
relationships, gelled, and became a group. This collectivity was an aspect that emerged 
strongly in the project evaluation with the members and staff from Crisis – how the project 
was able to build longstanding friendships as these quotes from members exemplify: 
 

“to me it was like learning to work with other people. You know people that you 
haven’t really met and known as long, so you kind of get the… gist of the ups 
and downs of people never mind just yersel, it’s how other people… work 
around yer and how [you] would work with other people.” 
 
 “You need to get to know how people work first.” 

 
As mentioned above, these relationships were nurtured by including plenty of time for 
informal conversation and never underestimating the importance of listening, providing an 
ear, when there was stress or emotion or when someone had an interesting idea for the 
project. Rather than being ‘designed into’ the project process from the start, this emerged 
through practice (see Heron and Reason, 1997). It was important that every voice was 
heard, so dialogue was central to the workshops.  
 
Drawing on the work of Yalom (1970) into interpersonal theory and small group 
development, we saw an initial phase of hesitation, whilst members of the group oriented 
themselves both physically in the workshop and also with other members and tutors, a 
second phase in which individuals felt they could open up to others and perhaps offer a 
viewpoint (sometimes one that might clash with others’!), where trust and confidence was 
being built, and a third phase where the group became extremely close, supporting each 
other on an emotional and a technical level, not just in the workshop but also outside of this 
space. One member mentioned: 
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“I think that’s the sign of something good going on… when people are 
connecting, because when something not right’s going on, like problems with 
mental health or problems with housing or whatever, that’s when things 
fragment or isolate... It’s like that social glue. It’s like these are dry joints with 
no glue necessary, and this is a project with no glue necessary.” 

 
 

  Group photo (Photo credit: John Hipkin) 
 
 
Emotion was never suppressed and was often dealt with openly. There were however times 
when external factors in members’ lives effected the atmosphere of the whole group, and 
these were particularly difficult moments, as one member stated, “not a one of us hasn’t 
had some kind of like hellish struggle to do with health,… money, benefits, our housing 
situations… I mean every one of us has had problems but coming to this gave us the 
strength to deal with them”. So there was a certain therapeutic aspect to the workshop.  
On occasions tensions did emerge in the group, particularly with individuals who worked 
less well in the group scenario or were going through a difficult period personally: 

  
“Well personally for me speaking it was just like any other family. There were 
moments that were tricky… there were moments when there was a bit of 
miscommunication or there were moments when people were just upset and 
because of that whole supportive environment, because of that openness, 
because it was never at any point ‘them’ and ‘us’ like tutors and people 
attending a course, because it was family, we all supported each other through 
those tricky moments so they never lasted you know.” 

 
By the end of the project certain members had developed certain roles. One member for 
example was particularly good at jigsawing, another was really interested in design. Other 
members preferred to learn many different roles instead of being “part of an assembly line 
of one thing like the woman that puts the stamp on the biscuit”. Again it was important to 
tailor the project to the needs and interests of each group member.  
 
Inevitably power relationships were apparent in the group, some voices were heard more 
than others, however, as mentioned above, questions were often directed at a quieter 
member of the group so they could offer a view (if appropriate).  
 
And of course, building group relationships and friendships also meant a lot of fun and 
laughter as well. Keeping spirits up was essential, and luckily we had some entertaining 
members of the group. One member said to another one day: “you can just brighten up a 
room with the words you come out with”. 
 
 
8.6 Role of tutors 
The role of the tutors (two joiners from TILT, the workshop technician from Crisis, a 
sessional tutor from Crisis responsible for documentation and the researcher) was as 
group enablers, but also mediators. It was important that tutors were not seen as distant 
professionals, but instead with a light touch, guiding manner, managed to enable members 
to gain skills and knowledge. Horizontal power relations between tutors and participants 
were vital – instead of an imbalanced relationship of ‘teacher-student’ as these quotes 
from group members exemplify: 



PROTOHOME: A Participatory Housing Project 

	   28 

 
“‘You’re doing it wrong’… Nobody in the whole time in the Crisis woodshop… 
once said to me ever… it was more in a gentle way: ‘Have you tried this?’” 
 
“you’re always supportive, you’re always constructive with any kind of ideas, but 
you also include us” 

 
The lead joiner, Dean Crawford from TILT, expanded the analytical skills of group members 
by allowing them to assess and change the course of the process, and to problem solve. So 
instead of leading members directly, he led them indirectly, and was always open to how 
the process could be amended and improved by members. He also taught through trial 
and error – getting members to learn by doing and by making mistakes. In this sense there 
was a certain materiality to the learning process – instead of textual or verbal it was action 
oriented. The success of this teaching methodology was realised when members started 
teaching other – highlighting that through the teaching methodology there were 
opportunities for deep learning and capacity building. 
 
 

 
 
Members of Crisis engraved their names into the furniture of the building (Photo credit: Julia 
Heslop) 
 
 
The academic researcher (Heslop) had the overview of the project, was present at every 
workshop, joining in with the activities, but also organised meetings, trips, liaised with TILT 
to buy materials and administrated the website, press and publication. The role of the 
researcher in this project was not to be detached and objective, but to be open, 
empathising and supporting members and other tutors.  
 
The tutors attempted to break down and critically analyse the dichotomy between the 
‘expert joiner/researcher/architect’ and the ‘amateur-builder’. This was vital to create a 
participatory building process which was deeply embedded within processes of learning 
and personal development. De Carlo (2005: 33) writes that “This does not mean the 
relinquishment of knowledge, but the redeployment of it in another mode” as an enabling 
force, as a group mediator. This also indicates that the ‘amateur-learner’ should have the 
opportunity to actively transform the knowledge of the ‘expert-tutor’, so it is a two-way 
process of learning and engaging (see Mohan, 1999). 
 
 
8.7 Events programme 
PROTOHOME opened to the public in mid May 2016 at the Late Shows which is a free 
annual late-night culture crawl/events programme in Newcastle and Gateshead. The 
opening was attended by over 700 people and PROTOHOME was then open for 11 weeks 
to the public and hosted a series of events (film screening, exhibitions, artist residencies, 
workshops, talks, public forums, performances) examining the themes of the project, such 
as housing crisis, homelessness, the politics of land and development and participatory 
alternatives. (A full list of the events can be found below).  
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The PROTOHOME group presenting the project  
 
 
Most importantly, the group presented the project on two occasions: at a public forum on 
housing and participation and at a meeting organised by the Homes and Communities 
Agency. It was critical that the group was able to vocalise their experience of the project 
(positive and negative) in a public setting. Crisis as a charity is focused not just on learning 
and education but also on personal realisation, to help individuals better understand the 
issues framing their lives and the catalysts for these. It was a central aspect of the project 
that the participants were able to offer their stories in public and to be given a voice. 
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9.0 Outcomes, Impacts and Evidence 
 

 
 
The completed building (Photo credit: Julia Heslop) 
 
 
Through this report I bring together both ‘hard’ outcomes (elements that can, with degree 
of precision, be recorded, counted or measured) and ‘soft’ outcomes (those elements that 
are less tangible for example, changes in confidence or mentality). Here, these more subtle 
outputs are not considered less important, but are crucial points of evidence in the 
evaluation process. Here I present ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ outcomes and impacts together to 
make a serious case for participatory build projects that seek to emphasise the 
importance of creating social value as opposed to mere economic or quantitative outputs. 
As Pain et al (2015: 9) state: 
 

“Co-produced research may throw up impacts iteratively, on different 
timeframes, at different scales, and of a more or less tangible nature. The 
issue of demonstrating these impacts presents challenges. The quantitative 
measures and predictable pathways and mechanisms that are commonly 
used at present are unlikely to reveal more than a partial picture of impact”.  

 
So a key issue here is measuring the less concrete or less visible impacts of co-produced 
research – elements that may not be fixed in time or space, may be “gradual, porous and 
diffuse” and “may not be linear, one-way or quantifiable” (Pain et al: 4) and which may only 
become apparent after many months or years: 
 

“People getting support through a project may only be moved partly towards 
quantitative results such as jobs. People on employability projects, for instance, 
often don’t move straight into jobs as a direct result of the support but they 
move closer to the labour market as they undergo positive changes” (Hall 
Aitken: 1) 

 
9.1 Impacts on participants 
 
9.1.1 Educational/learning: Not only did the participants achieve formal qualifications 
during the process, they also developed interpersonal skills, confidence, motivation, raised 
aspirations and self-esteem and overcame social isolation through the creation of peer 
support networks.  
Here capacity building and helping individuals to better understand their situation and the 
wider structural causes underlying this was just as important as the construction of more 
formal skills. However, in at least one case this has led to a group member gaining paid 
employment in construction, whilst two more members are undertaking voluntary 
placements in painting and decorating. 
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Participants spoke of a “need to think differently” about how they approached the 
woodwork tasks they were given and their engagement with materials. Initially, many 
members took a ‘gun ho’ attitude to the woodwork sessions, prioritising speed over quality, 
making simple mistakes - sometimes not using the correct tool for the job or not 
measuring up precisely, in order to finish quicker and move onto the next task. As a result, 
we had many conversations about the advantages of “measuring twice, cutting once”. 
Eventually members learnt the merits of slowing down and thinking through a task before 
jumping straight into it. The process of fully ‘thinking through’ before acting was 
emphasised not just in woodwork but also in terms of life choices or social situations. One 
of the real merits of the project was that tutors were able to emphasise, through the act of 
making and building, skills that could be applied to far broader life situations.  
 
The concept behind the Segal Method is: 
 

“that with very limited tools we can build something quite substantial… just with 
a saw and a chisel, you see that’s the point… that’s how they’ve done it for 
thousands of years. So it’s more interesting because you’re actually getting 
skilled up” 

 
The use of simple tools, standard component sizes and easy jointing techniques is able to 
really democratise building processes, meaning that it is not just those with the money that 
can self-build, but those that might be cash poor and time rich.  
In the group we had many discussions of the merits of using hand tools over more 
expensive power tools and the opportunities using hand tools created for deeper levels of 
practical learning: 
 

“I’d… be quite happy just doing [it] by hand because then you know you’ve done 
it and if you keep practicing with the hand tool then you’ve learnt how to make 
it properly by yourself… You can’t really learn how to make a thing properly with 
a machine cos it’s going to be perfect every time but if you [do] it with hand 
tools you can make it perfect your own way.” 
 
“I made that, it wasn’t done by a machine!” 

 
We saw, through the length of the project, a significant growth in members’ confidence in 
their own woodwork and creative skills. Some members vocalised how wonderful it was to 
“discover a new passion at 46… I feel that this is the beginning of a life-long love”. Some 
members have since carried on using these skills at home and in their new work life: 
 

“I could dee a nice magazine rack… It would be an achievement, something that 
I can sit and look at in the corner of the room and say ‘I made that’.” 

 
At one point in the process the group actually started teaching each other. Showing that 
the process had managed to embed elements of deep learning and capacity building, that 
participants felt confident enough to work together and share skills and approaches to the 
work. Dean Crawford, the head joiner from TILT mentioned: 
 

“I’ve noticed that you’re actually teaching each other now, which is amazing 
really. So you could, to be honest, pretty much do this on your own, and you’ve 
all slowed right down which is amazing. Everyone comes in gun ho but now 
you’ve got it, and you all work like a team, like a really good team.” 

 
 
9.1.2 Personal development: Above all, a mentality change and the development of 
interpersonal skills was the most extraordinary aspect of the project. The tutors witnessed 
not only a change of lifestyle and habits in members, but also of aspirations. At the 
beginning of the project almost half of the members stated, in one manner or another, that 
their days were mainly spent watching television or sleeping with little or “no motivation” to 
do anything different: 
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“I wasn’t getting out of bed til dinnertime… cos… I didn’t have nothing to do or 
nothing to look forward to so I was just sleeping til dinnertime and I don’t like 
doing that, just kind of knackers my day up.”  
 
“I’m getting better at getting out than just sitting in the house looking at the 
walls and watching the same repeat over and over again on the telly… That 
becomes your whole world you know. That gets you out of perspective… 
because it fills your whole world, it seems to overwhelm you. I’d rather get out 
and do something like this” 

 
Members mentioned that the project aided them to “have something to get up for in the 
morning”, “It’s made us want to actually get out and do something”, “I was always in front of 
the telly. It’s opened the world a bit more for us.” This ‘opening up of the world’ through 
engagement in new activities was a key aspect of the project. This happened not just 
through hands-on tasks, but also through the group discussions that we had into issues 
that were framing members’ lives and beyond, whether this be about homelessness, who 
and what they felt responsible for their housing troubles, relationships with the law, feelings 
about the council and also how they could imagine their own homes. These discussions 
managed to create a space for critical and also aspirational conversation into participants’ 
lives. It is through these discussions that we can see changes in attitudes, and a certain 
process of empowerment happening, as members gradually saw their lives from the 
outside in, and analysed their problems and the reasons for them differently.  
In the case of one member, the project opened up a moment of self-discovery after health 
problems and experiences of homelessness: 
 

“I’ve realised that I’ve never put my whole heart into being me and finding out 
who I am. And this project’s changed that, it really has cos I don’t know 
whether it’s the circumstance of being homeless or ill or whatever it is, but I’ve 
had a lot of time to think, but I’m starting to think constructively about how I 
want to shape my life. How I want to be with people and what kind of things I 
want to be doing.” 
 
“I think I’ve spent a lot of my life supporting and encouraging family, friends, 
colleagues and never myself, and the biggest thing to come out of Crisis… and 
PROTOHOME was really turning it back, and looking at the core me, working on 
the core me… I never did that ever, I didn’t really know who on earth I was and I 
think.” 

 
Thus for some members it was a process of personal realisation: “It’s showing me that I 
can do what other people are saying I can”, one through which self worth emerged, instead 
of feeling a burden on society, as one who is homeless, or living on benefits, or having 
health troubles:  
 

“yesterday I went home and I was knackered and exhausted but I felt this new 
sense of ‘I love myself, I value myself’”. 

 
In the evaluation growth of confidence seemed to be key aspect for members, whether this 
be the confidence to build a piece of furniture for the house, leave the house, do something 
new, speak in public and how this new found confidence was shaping their everyday lives: 
 

“unfortunately I was on the streets… for just under a year before I actually 
signed up for Crisis… It’s not actually very nice being on the streets but now I’m 
back to be honest with you. I’m feeling confident, I’ve got a bit more experience 
and, touch wood, I’m never back there in that situation again.” 
 
“What PROTOHOME is to me, if I had to sum it up in one sentence and Crisis 
too to be honest, is that it gets rid of your self-limiting beliefs… it gives you the 
right catalytic environment for you to remember what you felt like as a child, 
that you could do anything.” 

 
 
9.1.3 Building of friendships and support mechanisms: One of the main areas of 
research interest for this project was to trace the relationship between physical building 
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processes and the creation of social ties, particularly for individuals that may be socially 
isolated. During the project we witnessed that group dynamics developed gradually. At the 
beginning, participants would work alone and some were quite wary of each other as this 
quote from one of the participants highlights: “I think… we put on a lot of layers, don’t we?” 
However, gradually, through making space for group conversation, people opened up, made 
connections and eventually friendships: 
 

“we all stuck together and acted like a proper team, looked after each other, 
instead of arguing and squabbling.” 
 
“The people that were involved… gave me the confidence to be able to do it and 
it definitely shone through.” 
 
“PROTOHOME’s been all about the people, as much as it’s been about 
housing… and how people work together to empower each other to make 
some kind of change, make some difference, make some kind of progress” 
 
“the best part of it is watching people come together and share a task and 
think about their place when this thing comes together and opens, but it’s not 
just that end thing, it’s the process of doing it.” 

 
The team work described by the participants above came out most apparently in the site 
build, in which collective lifting, holding and supporting each other was paramount for the 
safety of the site. Crawford described how we needed to be “an extension of each other”, 
so if someone was struggling, then we needed to make sure that we were supporting 
them. If someone “put[s] their hand out, I’ll put the right tool in their hand and vice versa, 
because you’re kind of always watching what other people are doing”. These collective 
working practices were of great importance because in large scale builds “if one thing 
stops functioning then the job wouldn’t get done.”  
 
During the project there were many ups and downs for participants. All the individuals we 
were working with had issues with either housing, family, money or health. But the group 
aided each other through these difficult times and informal mechanisms of support were 
founded. Because individuals had extremely complex lives time needed to be given for 
talking, supporting and dealing with unexpected issues. This is a key recommendation to 
take into account if participatory housing is to grow as a housing and training option for 
individuals that have experienced homelessness. Timescales need to be more flexible and a 
light touch approach is important if support mechanisms, friendships and social ties are to 
be created through the process:  
 

“I’ve always loved people and loved being around people and the homeless part, 
however temporary it is kind of isolates you. Whether it’s intentional or not, it 
does, whether it’s a mixture of your feelings or just circumstances or 
whatever, and this whole participatory experience, you know… I feel recharged 
every time I come here.” 

 
 
9.1.4 Changes in housing, work and personal life: When we completed the final 
evaluation as PROTOHOME was being deconstructed we were able to trace changes in 
individuals’ lives and how their housing or employment situation had (or hadn’t) changed. 
One of the members was now in further education, two had found voluntary work painting 
and decorating, and another person had found paid work in construction: 
 

“I’ve actually enrolled at the college. Through the Jobcentre first doing English 
and Maths as well as an ICT course two days a week… I’m actually able to do… 
calculations and things I forgot. I forgot… what I was capable of doing.” 

 
So we can see members taking their new skills, both in joinery and their wider 
interpersonal skills into other areas of their lives.  
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The project also helped to raise aspirations for work and life and to offer a space for the 
individuals involved to discuss futures and realistic aspirations - moving forward, being 
active and having agency over the future: 
 

“Having me own business up and running with my partner hopefully, as a 
gardener/bike repair man hopefully… in the future.” 
 
“I’d love to live out there in the trees and the wildlife, in a proper house, it’d be 
nice. A couple of balconies, just perfect with the wood, instead of brick and 
that. I’d be different, it’d be a change... Like getting up in the morning and 
getting motivated to come here… It changes your life, it’s just not living the 
same lifestyle, open to try new things like that.” 

 
So it is, in another sense, the ability to take back control of future options: 
 

“for me now it’s about taking the reins back and I’m grateful for the way I am 
and I will always be grateful and I need that control on a situation and I think 
you lose it when you get into the system.” 

 
In terms of housing, one member had moved from hostel accommodation into a housing 
co-operative, yet other members were still in the same situation. One member who was 
‘hidden homeless’, living in overcrowded conditions, was so frustrated by the inability to get 
a council house, that they are now strongly considering looking to the private rental sector 
for housing: 
 

“I’ve been on it [the council house waiting list] for donkies [a lot of time] now 
and I just don’t seem to be getting anywhere… giving them all the information 
that they need, all the references they need and it just doesn’t seem to be 
getting anywhere quick… It just makes me feel like giving up and going private.” 

 
This highlights the limits of change that these kind of projects can make in people’s lives. 
But it does make a case for finding housing solutions beyond the state and the private 
sector. 
 
 
9.2 Public engagement the issues that concern the project 
Once PROTOHOME was open to the public it hosted a range of events which were designed 
to engage the wider public in the themes of the project. Three public forums took place on 
participation and housing, homelessness and austerity, and the politics of land and 
development and devolution. These forums created a space of dialogue and knowledge 
exchange between targeted individuals and groups (including local councils, architecture 
and housing professionals and academia) as well as the general public. Not only did the 
forums increase awareness about these issues, they also brought people together to 
challenge the status quo and to bring the public into the debate to offer a more multi-
faceted view.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
PROTOHOME events programme 
(Photo credit: John Hipkin) 
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There was also a focus on how we might use creative thinking and artistic practice to think 
through some of the issues at hand, therefore many events were hosted by artists working 
in socially engaged art practice, to think about how we might creatively deal with issues of 
housing and homelessness and offer a fresh lens through which to view them.  
 
PROTOHOME was attended by over 1,700 people with over 700 guests on the opening 
two nights of the project (at The Late Shows). Other events included a series of film 
screenings, a children’s workshop with the local Woodcraft Folk, two networking events, 
two artists residencies which included talks, workshops and film screenings examining the 
dualism between the amateur and professional builder, a performance of the interactive 
theatre piece The Town Meeting by Cap-a-pie Theatre Company, an event hosted by 
Ouseburn Futures examining past, present and future housing issues in the area, a drop-in 
event bringing together two participatory arts projects - Archive for Change and Dingy 
Butterflies CIC - in a presentation of their work about the effects of urban regeneration 
processes on communities, one music and spoken word performance about the effects of 
large scale housing demolition, a week of public artist classes in collaboration with the arts 
organisation Wunderbar, an event on participatory housing hosted the HCA and another in 
collaboration with Newcastle and Gateshead Councils and a talk by the New Economics 
Foundation. All events were free (except for the theatre performance) and were open to all. 
 
 

      
 
Dwelling and its Discontents: Art, home and economy event (Photo credit: Julia Heslop) 
 
 

 
 
 ‘Have Your Say’ board (Photo credit: Julia Heslop) 
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PROTOHOME also received high satisfaction ratings in feedback forms which was also 
seen through the numbers attending events and how these numbers increased as the 
project went on and as more people became aware of it. Many people mentioned that it 
offered a different view of self-build which is about capacity building instead of ‘Grand 
Designs’. The project also had a good following online and on social media, whilst the 
publication (which traced the process of the project and included articles examining the 
themes of the project) and the film made of the project will offer both physical and digital 
documentation of the project for the future. The website documented the process of the 
project and provided a place where members of the public could get information on it. The 
website also hosts a blog which the group members contributed to and which followed 
their journeys. 
 
 

 
 
‘Archive for Change’ and ‘Dingy Butterflies’ event (Photo credit: Julia Heslop) 
 
 
9.3 Increased political awareness in participatory housing  
One of the key aims of this project was to develop not just public but political awareness of 
the role that participatory and self-help housing could and should play in the region, and to 
understand some of the obstacles and opportunities for this. We worked in close 
collaboration with the officer responsible for self-build housing at Newcastle City Council 
who offered huge support during the organisational phase of the project. However, this 
relationship went further and we collaborated with both Newcastle and Gateshead Council 
on a learning workshop for council officers about self-build in order to expand the councils’ 
knowledge about participatory housing and to assess the challenges and opportunities for 
it. This workshop also helped us to better understand how we might make a case for 
community-led housing solutions through assessing social impact and helped to extend the 
impact and reach of the research as well as opening up a discussion into the legacy of the 
project – how it could be scaled and up and replicated into ‘working’ housing. Through this 
workshop we highlighted some key barriers to the expansion of participatory housing which 
are included in the recommendations section of this report. 
At all three public forums we had a member of the council or an MP to present on the 
topic that was being covered. Other officers from local councils also attended as audience 
members.  
The participants presented the project and their experience of it twice at different events. 
These presentations showed how far the group had come confidence-wise – the ability to 
speak in public and to articulate the project and it’s aims and results to others. We also 
invited groups and charities from around the country who had undertaken other self-build 
or collaborative build projects to present their projects.  
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Chi Onwurah MP giving a plenary at a public forum (Photo credit: Julia Heslop) 
 
 
The Homes and Communities Agency’s (HCA) Community-Led Development Network also 
hosted a very well received event. The assistant director of housing for the Greater London 
Authority spoke, alongside the Head of The Tees Valley region at the HCA. There were 
many representatives from local authorities present, as well as housing and architecture 
professionals. Again, the participants presented the project and the event ended with 
suggestions from the audience as to the next steps for the project, what support there 
might be to scale the project up from local authorities and the HCA. 
 
The forum and the event hosted by the HCA not only offered increased public and political 
awareness about participatory and self-help housing for low-income groups, it also 
triggered a call to create a regional self-build action group which has been taken up by a 
housing officer at Gateshead Council in collaboration with Heslop. This network has been 
created from existing contacts and new contacts made through the events at 
PROTOHOME, but it also feeds into the work of the HCA’s Community-Led Development 
Network. The focus for this new network however is not just on support, but action – first 
to map all the community-led housing schemes in the North-East region and then tend to 
some of the challenges of doing community-led housing (see recommendations section).   
 
These events were also an attempt to disengage with notions of self-build as ‘Grand 
Designs’ only for people with the money, time and agency, and notions of ‘participation’ as a 
box-ticking exercise, but to begin to understand how a case can be made for participatory 
housing which is deeply embedded in people and place, which attempts to democratise the 
house building process and which offers a chance for capacity building for those at the 
margins of our cities. However, it is difficult to tell whether the above activities will have an 
organisational effect. There are many economic pressures on local authorities in the 
North-East region, and little capacity for funding new projects, learning about new housing 
alternatives, or offering a huge amount of officer time. However, a case can be made, and 
has been exemplified in these events, to change the value structure of housing, to 
challenge the current emphasis on costings, savings and economic outputs, and focus 
instead on people, employment/training opportunities and neighbourhood sustainability. 
 
 
9.4 Development of new design-build methods in participatory action research  
As mentioned above, the process of the project didn’t wholly reflect the manner in which 
participatory action research (PAR) projects are carried out (for example the concept and 
research questions for the project did not come from the participants themselves). Yet the 
project does have a contribution to make to the development of PAR methods in design-
build projects. The process and methodology of the project has the potential to be 
replicated, as does the building typology.  
 
The workshop process has shown that a safe and durable building which can be heavily 
used by members of the public, can be created by a team of untrained self-builders. The 
project particularly highlights how a process can be created in which the ‘professional’ 
builder/joiner/architect becomes the enabler. The Segal Method, as a modular system, is 
notable for its flexibility and for its openness to user interpretation, both in the building 
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process itself and in its future use. It empowers the user-builder to take control of their 
environment and offers a critique of housing which does not offer any capacity for 
participation or personalisation. Instead it offers an opportunity to create environments 
that are more responsive to their inhabitants' and users' needs and aspirations, whilst the 
building process can also be the site of this, as a space for skills building and the 
generation of new aspirations.  

 
There is however an issue of how you provide a PAR tool-box approach for participatory 
housing. The Segal Method can offer this for the building system but each project will have 
different challenges with regards to acquiring land, skills, planning, funding and negotiating 
with the local authority, so the variable factors are many. In addition, working with 
potentially vulnerable groups whose lives are often in flux means that it is difficult to have a 
rigid process of action and reflection as in PAR - instead the inquiry and the collection of 
data needs to occur in the midst of the emergent and experimental structure. 
 
However we can also see how the participatory nature of this project could be extended 
further by getting participants to be fully involved in the design and planning process from 
the beginning, and so the project could become a site for a more varied learning process.  
Overall though, the project has highlighted that within the field of self-build or self-help 
housing there is a potential for participation that isn’t artificial or assumed as we so often 
see in projects that involve ‘participatory design’ or ‘participatory planning’. 
 
 
9.5 Further anticipated impacts and project legacy 
1. Providing a unique physical legacy (a building), so the impact is not one-off or locally 
bound, it can be broadened after the project and in response to the project. After being 
disassembled the building was gifted to the Ouseburn Farm 
(http://www.ouseburnfarm.org.uk/) to used as a training and educational workshop for 
the teaching of woodwork and carpentry skills, so the building has a life beyond that of the 
project and the ethics and concerns of the project carry on into its new life as a site for 
learning and education. The Ouseburn Farm also intend to teach school groups and other 
visitors about the Segal Method of self-build. 
 
2. Because the project was so successful and transformational for their members, as well 
providing a platform to discuss some of the pertinent themes of the project, we may 
discuss extending the project with Crisis in the future. 
 
3. The project has been nominated for a Festival of Learning Award. 
 
4. The project has been presented on a number of occasions at different events: at a 
European Community-led Housing meeting in Brussels, at the ESRC Seminar Series: 
Governance and Self-Governance organised by the Architecture, Planning and Landscape 
Department at Newcastle University, at the Co-Housing Durham day school and at The 
Maverick City symposium in Liverpool. The methodologies for the project are also going to 
be used in a module on Digital Civics in the Planning Department at Newcastle University 
from September. 
 
 
9.6 Press 
On the launch day the project featured on BBC Radio Newcastle as well as Tyne Tees 
News. These reports included interviews with myself as well as the project participants 
from Crisis. 
The project has also been featured in: 
The Big Issue: http://www.bigissue.com/the-mix/news/6585/homeless-people-build-
innovative-prototype-home-in-newcastle 
The Self-Build Portal: http://www.selfbuildportal.org.uk/latest-news/488-protohome-
launches-newcastle 
The Northern Correspondent: http://northerncorrespondent.com/2016/05/13/home-
truths/ 
NARC magazine: http://narcmagazine.com/feature-protohome/  
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10.0 Key Findings 
 
 
10.1 The involvement in participatory build projects that combine learning/training and 
personal development can have transformational potential for homeless and/or 
unemployed individuals who may lack confidence or be potentially marginalised. 
Although there have been some key transformations witnessed and recorded in 
participants’ lives through this project (such as growth in confidence and motivation as well 
as transferable skills such as problem solving, time management, team work and social 
skills), it remains to be seen whether these transformations will have longevity. Whilst 
participatory build projects can empower and transform participants’ lives, it must be 
remembered that there are multiple and complex external factors that also affect their 
ability to change and grow. Participatory projects like this, with a short lifespan, must 
attempt to follow up with participants over a period of years in order to fully assess the 
impact. This could be enabled through ongoing relationships which can facilitate a 
continuing evaluation of participants’ pathways.  
 
The emphasis throughout the project, in line with the methodology of PAR, ensured that 
the group had shared goals and a shared purpose. This vision affected the way that the 
project process developed, what tools and methods we used, how we managed conflict and 
how ideas were generated. And because ownership was collective we took shared 
responsibility for the project. We can therefore infer that if this project was to be replicated 
and scaled up into ‘working’ housing new residents would be significantly invested within 
their community because they had a hand in building it.  
 
This project has found that strong interpersonal relationships, peer support networks and 
other informal mechanisms of support are key to participatory building projects. The ability 
to work through differences or disagreements, when tensions might be high or frayed was 
central to the success of the project. We made sure not to suppress any emotion, 
frustration or tension, but to negotiate these on a moment to moment basis through 
relational forms of working. Pain et all (2015: 8) write that “The emotional dimensions of 
co-production are not as side-effects, but are active in generating impact”, so emotions can 
be productive - they might stimulate changes in working practices and closer bonding 
through the development of care and empathy. In this project potentially disruptive periods 
when emotions were high helped bring people together (for example when one member 
got very ill, or another became street homeless again). In these cases, an ethics of care 
that had been built up over the preceeding sessions enabled participants to respond to 
these difficult and emotional situations together.  
 
In depth processes of group formation also allowed for a wider form of empowerment 
whereby individuals began to understand the wider structural causes of their situations. 
There is some evidence to suggest that this project did enable a more nuanced 
understanding of the problems that had framed individual’s lives, however this could have 
been more heavily focused on in this project.  
 
It must also be emphasised that it is not just participants that undergo transformational 
processes in participatory build projects, but the tutors too. This experience was also an 
opportunity for tutors and ‘professionals’ to examine their own actions and working 
practices in collaboration with others (see Heron and Reason, 2000). 

 
10.2 Participatory build projects that work with individuals who are potentially 
vulnerable, socially isolated and have often deeply embedded problems throw up issues 
that other self-build projects might not, such as the ability to keep to strict timescales 
and the vital role that support mechanisms such as charities and organisations must 
play. 
During this project we had to be especially sensitive to working with people who were 
perhaps vulnerable, lacked confidence and in some cases had mental health problems as 
well as deeply embedded housing issues. These issues had often framed their lives over 
many years. There are some particular difficulties that this contextual framework throws 
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up for participatory housing projects, namely the difficulty of working to strict design-build 
timetables and the need for deep collaboration between project partners, which are both 
able to take on a formal and informal role as support mechanisms for participants.  
 
It is vital that timescales can be flexible to accommodate the often complex lives of those 
involved in the project. In this project the teaching and building process happened together 
which aided in the efficiency of the project. However, the project would have benefitted from 
more open timescales (we had a deadline to open the building to the public). As in any 
participatory housing project, there are unexpected issues that arise, which could be a 
mixture of external factors, such as planning, insurance or land permissions and internal 
factors, such as issues that could arise within the group.  
In addition, time is needed to foster trust and close group relationships. So having a long, 
slow lead up process in the workshop before the site build was vital - not just to gain formal 
woodwork skills but also to build these networks of support and friendship between 
participants and between participants and tutors. Pain et al (2015) highlight that good co-
production requires a long initial phase in order to embed relationships, but also processes 
of working (this is key when the project can have health and safety risks associated with it). 
It is also important that the methods and processes of working are adaptable and open to 
changing the course of action once it is in motion in order to accommodate unforeseen 
issues. 
 
The role of Crisis was immeasurable. Not only did they provide a formal support framework 
for participants, they also offered advice to tutors and aided the project as a whole. Our 
methodology of working also impacted upon their working practices, and they have since 
employed our joiner to work on similar collaborative build projects. So new ideas and 
relationships were sparked through the process.  
The formal mechanisms of support that Crisis offered each participant included them 
having access to a Progression Coach whose aim is to support members and offer 
information, advice and guidance on appropriate services of support (both internal and 
external to Crisis) and to monitor the progression of members and to provide pastoral 
care, support and motivation to help them achieve their goals.  
Crisis also provided the institutional infrastructure, including administrative and marketing 
support which was vital for the wider legitimacy of the project and engaging with the local 
authority and other institutions. They also managed the insurance for members, 
refreshments on site and were responsible for organising the visit to the Segal House. They 
administered the qualifications and provided a member of staff to document the process. 
Beyond this, the enthusiasm and informal support offered by employees of Crisis was huge. 
Crisis manage to provide a safe, welcoming, supportive and non-judgmental environment 
for members, volunteers and tutors as this quote from one of our members emphasise: 
 

“this is a hidden gem really, it’s an amazing place, it’s a community, it’s a 
support network and it’s a kind of beacon of light for people that are really 
struggling. I think the thing I love most about Crisis… is the fact that you 
wouldn’t know who was a member and who was staff. That’s how much of a 
family I think it is and I get just as much from other members as I get from 
staff and I’d like to think that eventually I’d be able to give something back as 
well.”  

 
Many of the individuals involved in this project were also fairly new members to Crisis. And 
so it was interesting to hear what impact the organisation was already making in people’s 
lives who had perhaps been lacking support mechanisms: 
 

 “I’m not alone anymore. They can’t just let us drop through the cracks 
because it’s going to be spotted by other people”.  
 
“I don’t really feel like I’m by myself. Like I’ve just got no-one to help or talk to. 
Ever since I joined Crisis it’s like if I’ve got a problem, or something to ask, I can 
speak to a member of staff from Crisis”. 

 
The importance of mutually beneficial and supportive collaborations - people working 
together for a common purpose - was really the key to the success of this project and how 
smoothly each individual and group took on their own role. This suggests the importance of 
finding the right collaborative partner for a project. Crisis’ values of being fearless, 
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inspirational and taking risks to do exciting and innovative projects were why they were 
such a good fit for this project, even though this was the first project on such a large scale 
they had been involved in. The value of these kind of productive collaborations is huge as 
Pain et al (2015: 7) state: “When collaborators from different backgrounds (e.g. 
academics, actors, producers) come together with a common purpose, transdisciplinary 
effects can create additional value-added.” So collaborative projects can be capacity 
building and transformational across scales, for all involved. 
 
 
10.3 There is a strong case, based on the evidence of this report, for participatory 
housing to be fully supported by local government.  
This report identifies some key barriers to the extension and expansion of participatory 
housing (see recommendations section). Yet if we are to see the emergence of 
participatory housing as an alternative to mainstream social housing, the precarious 
private rental sector, hostel accommodation and/or street homelessness for those 
seeking shelter and work there needs to be more formal support offered by local 
government and local politicians. As highlighted in this report, participatory housing can 
create huge amounts of added value, as this quote from a member of the group makes 
clear: 
 

“I think it’s good for people who are looking for work, if you building anything it 
creates jobs for people, so that’s another plus side to the project”.  

 
This project has not only highlighted the benefits of participatory housing for the individuals 
involved (specifically for people that are perhaps ‘hard to reach’ or those that are in need of 
employment, or have deeply embedded housing issues), but also how participatory housing 
could have a wider impact on the vitality, sustainability and wellbeing of a city and its 
residents by creating more varied housing options and by putting the control of housing 
into the hands of its users. Participation in creating housing may also build better 
relationships with existing communities through long term build processes. A full design-
build project which makes use of the Segal Method is also a financially advantageous form 
of housing, when compared against the housing typologies on offer from large-scale 
housebuilders. In the case of Newcastle, the city has the wrong housing in the wrong 
places with hundreds of empty council houses, yet thousands of people on the waiting list. 
This indicates that current social housing options are not meeting the requirements of 
people that need housing. So at a time when public authorities are facing a period of 
unprecedented cuts and councils are looking for value for money, alternative housing 
projects should be at the forefront of creating new housing options for those that most 
need them. However it must be stated that the capacity of local authorities to help 
community led housing groups will differ from place to place, with many not having 
expertise in some areas of planning/development/housing anymore due to large scale 
cuts and redundancies.  
 
Political support would aid in legitimising new housing forms and may help concrete 
support mechanisms to be put into place which link individuals and groups to charities, 
organisations or housing associations, as well as local authorities and the HCA. Local 
authorities could also offer support in identifying land, providing officer support and offering 
pump prime funding. (See recommendations section for an in depth discussion of this.)  
 
 
10.4 We need to better understand and evidence the social and economic value that 
participatory build projects can have on a city/region.  
Building housing which supports strong community interaction should be key, however this 
is usually an addendum to housing policy, rather than a practical structuring mechanism 
for it. Furthermore, ‘secured by design’5 codes can isolate communities and box people in 
to certain types and designs of homes. But we especially need to look to alternative housing 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 Secured by Design (SBD) is the title for a group of national police projects focusing on the design 
and security for new and refurbished homes, commercial premises and car parks as well as the 
acknowledgement of quality security products and crime prevention projects. It supports the 
principles of ‘designing out crime’ through physical security and processes. 
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types in times of economic uncertainty. This project has found that we need to be more 
efficient at collecting and evaluating the evidence that highlights the role that community-
led housing solutions can play in the sustainability, cohesion and vitality of a wider area. It 
offers a different logic to narrow interpretations of monetary ‘value for money’. But we do 
need to challenge the current preoccupation with economic value as the starting logic for 
new housing and instead observe the wider social value that alternative forms of housing 
can offer (for example, getting individuals into employment/training, creating healthier 
communities – how we might, for example link the issue of reduced adult social care and 
homelessness budgets to community led housing, to understand how strong communities 
can support each other - and building more convivial housing for sustainable communities) 
and the impact it can have on the longer term social and economic sustainability of the 
wider community and city. This means that we must highlight that value is not always 
created immediately, but might only become present at a later stage and may also be less 
easy to quantify. As mentioned elsewhere in this report, ‘soft’ impacts such as behavioural 
changes in participants, raised confidence, aspirations and learning are equally important 
as those that are able to be concretely quantified. These elements might be less tangible 
or may be subjective but are no less important. Pain et al (2015: 12) write that “the 
tendency to attribute higher value to larger scales of impact – e.g. to ‘national’ over ‘local’, 
‘wide reach’ over ‘deep’, ‘institutional’ over ‘personal’ – legitimises some social changes 
rather than others” which is extremely problematic. Instead, as mentioned elsewhere in 
this report, these scales are co-dependent on each other so shouldn’t necessarily be 
considered alone. So in De Carlo’s words, we need to “expose the imposed value system” 
(2005: 17). 
But as the popularity of self-build and participatory design increases, we also need to make 
sure that these projects are fully evaluated through interviews, discussion groups, audience 
surveys, and other measures and manage to emphasise the additional value-added for 
participatory projects that other non-participatory projects lack (see Blundell Jones et al., 
2005).  
 
We must also recognise as well that our current focus on the exchange value of housing 
and getting ‘value for money’ through large scale housebuilders also creates longer term 
economic problems, as the Barker Review identified: “Inadequate housing means (that) the 
UK will become an increasingly expensive place to do business, with high housing costs and 
reduced labour market mobility” (Barker, 2004: 14). So whilst participatory housing 
projects may play a qualitative role in improving the general quality of life of participant-
builders, they can also generate quantifiable long-term savings  in welfare spending which 
might result from getting people into work and off benefits and improving their health, as 
well as creating sustainable and affordable housing types in a time of ‘housing crisis’. Parvin 
et al (2011: 17) write that: 

“although the monetary wealth and employment generated through the 
construction of property is significant, it is ultimately self-defeating if it over-
prioritises the role of homes as financial assets, and under-prioritises the role 
of homes as providers of social and economic welfare; as places to live and 
work from which enable us to productively engage in communities and the 
economy. It may well prove that the hidden cost to the national economy of 
poor housing supply is actually far greater than the total value of the 
speculative housebuilding industry or even the inflated property market.” 

 
It must also be highlighted that it was largely the housing bubble that created the banking 
crisis, founded as it was on the supply of cheap credit for mortgages. So we really need to 
scrutinise the term ‘value’, and expand it to include other forms of value beyond economic, 
whether this is short term, long term, immeasurable or not. 
 
 
 
 
  



PROTOHOME: A Participatory Housing Project 

	   43 

 
11.0 Recommendations 
 
 
There are some key challenges to expanding participatory build projects, however outlined 
below are some recommendations that observe how these might be mitigated. Some of 
these recommendations have stemmed from the discussion events and workshops that 
were held in PROTOHOME, and some from less formal discussions with housing 
professionals and officers at Newcastle and Gateshead Councils.  
 
11.1 Land Acquisition 
Without doubt, the main challenge to the expansion of participatory housing is the question 
of land acquisition. In a market that is dominated by large-scale housebuilders that have 
significant buying power over smaller investors, it is a struggle to compete for sites. Land is 
key because there is a constrained supply of it (particularly in cities), however below I make 
some suggestions to how we might make land available for participatory housing.  
 
Recommendations 
1. Use of local authority land 
Austerity has forced many local authorities to review their public assets, and as a result 
many have chosen to dispose of land and buildings. But what if small or difficult to develop 
sites (sloped, with poor ground conditions or an awkward shape/infill position) were 
provided for participatory housing projects? It must be acknowledged, however, that 
difficult sites might make projects more problematic to get off the ground . 
In order to enable this, local authorities would need to map all available small sites on the 
brownfield register (5 units plus) in the city. Once identified, the local authority could lease 
the site to a group for participatory housing. The lease, however, would need to be long 
enough for the group or organisation to acquire a mortgage.  
Local authorities can’t give another organisation financial advantage because of EU 
procurement legislation – there are rules about distorting competition. However, if the 
group are building for affordable rent, or if the local authority gets nomination rights, they 
are getting a financial advantage or incentive to sell at less than best.  
 
If the group are interested in purchasing the land (at the beginning or later) but don’t have 
a huge amount of capital, there could be an option for a slowed ‘geared’ land purchase, or 
the provision of a local authority mortgage.  
 
Local authorities could ‘create’ a new class of land specifically for participatory housing and 
other forms of community-led housing.  This would begin simply by including self-provided 
housing as a recognised class of development in their Strategic Housing Market 
Assessments (SHMAs) and identifying a proportionate allocation of land for self-provided 
housing through their Housing and Economic Land Availability Assessment (HELAA). 
 
To do this local authorities, or preferably the community led housing sector, would need to 
come up with a criteria for groups to bid for plots of land. This could be loosely based upon 
the criteria that already exists for housebuilders/developers that are on councils’ 
frameworks, which includes elements such as quality of design, ability to deliver, cost, 
timescales and community benefit. 
  
2. Work with large scale house builders and the Section 106 requirement6 
Rather than trying to develop entire sites in an uncertain market, large-scale housebuilders 
may identify a portion of the site which will be less profitable to develop (for example it 
might be sloping, or might have other constraints, such as being next to a railway line or 
close to a main road). As part of a Section 106 agreement, part of the site could be gifted 
or offered at a reduced price, or potentially leased, to a participatory housing group.  
 
Local authorities may also look to make a requirement on large sites that a proportion of 
land is made available for participatory housing and other community-led forms of housing 
through a right-to-build approach.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 Section 106 is a planning obligation for developments which might attempt to secure affordable 
housing – on the site or elsewhere – or secure financial contributions to provide infrastructure or 
affordable housing. Sometimes this is a cash contribution from developers to a local authority. 
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3. Land zoning 
Self-build zones could be created (as in Almere, in Holland) on established on under-used 
agricultural land or ex-industrial sites. These zones could be a version of the ‘eco-towns’ 
model, but for self-builders.  
 
4. Use of Green Belt land  
The growth of many cities is constrained by the Green Belt. Newcastle City Council 
undertook a Green Belt reassessment in 2014, finding that the boundaries of the previous 
Green Belt were imprecise, outdated and often include underused agricultural land. Using 
parts of the Green Belt, Newcastle has made more space for new housing development. 
However this would need to be assessed on a case by case basis. 
 
5. Build upwards 
Use better use of land available by building upwards. This could work particularly well for 
elderly communities. 
 
 
11.2 Planning 
The process of securing planning permission is often long and complicated, and delays can 
be expensive. In addition, the system has a natural bias towards handling fewer, larger 
developments which incur less administrative strain. Planners may also be more hesitant 
to offer permission for alternative developments, which may offer new housing typologies, 
are unconventional and where the building process may be longer than for a standard 
development. Planners often fear that diversity is unmanageable and time consuming.  
 
Recommendations  
1. Section 106 
A local authority could have a planning policy whereby a certain percentage of Section 106 
contributions would go towards the provision of participatory (or community led) housing. A 
case could be made for this through including participatory housing into a housing needs 
assessment and providing evidence that this type of housing is needed.  
Or a community led housing organisation may offer to meet a developer’s section 106 
obligation to provide affordable units and so acquire properties which are part of a larger 
development (see Arun District Council as an example of this). 
 
11.3 Support Networks 
The complexity of organising and project managing a workable participatory housing 
project requires that support mechanisms are in place to connect groups to professional 
advisors (in, for example, design, building, planning, finance, technical advice). This may 
require a network of professionals, organisations and peer-to-peer support mechanisms 
which may aid in the process as well as share outcomes and models to help spread 
knowledge of the these participatory housing. 
 
Recommendations 
1. Management of project 
Participatory build projects may need to work in collaboration with local charities, 
registered social landlords, such as housing associations or other community-based 
organisations or local educational institutions. These collaborators may provide forms of 
expertise required in the design-build process, such as architectural or technical advice, 
financial backing, training and educational programmes and pastoral care.  This may 
require linking up with local colleges to provide training and qualifications for participants. 
Eventually the creation of a new organisation such as a local development trust might be 
needed, which would be a collaboration between many groups and individuals.  
Projects would need a construction manager who would assess skills, appoints tasks, and 
provide basic training where possible. They would have in depth knowledge of the whole 
process, including costings, phasing and construction. 
 
2. Creating a model for a replicable construction process 
In this project we used the Segal Method which offered a construction process that makes 
use of a standard palette of materials and components, so many formations and typologies 
of the Segal System can be designed and the buildings are economically advantageous to 
construct. Because it is a system specifically designed for untrained self-builders, it is a 
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process that maximizes opportunities for the use of sweat labour and for training and 
learning opportunities on site. However, in a group situation, a key set of decisions must be 
made around the degree of customisation which will be afforded to each individual 
household. Too standardised, and self-providers may feel the design does not fit their 
individual needs. Too loose, and costs can quickly escalate for minimal benefit. 
 
3. The creation of a new network/agency  
The creation of new support mechanisms is vital if participatory and community-led housing 
projects are able to be replicated. Drawing on the Community Technical Aid Centres that 
were set up in the late 1970s to provide development assistance to communities, I 
propose to create a new network of locally based professionals and organisations that can 
advise on design, planning, materials, engineering, land acquisition, surveying, financial 
planning, legal issues, training and skills building, project management and administration 
as well as individual pastoral care to participants. This would create not just a network of 
professionals but one of peers, so that participatory builders could share knowledge and 
skills. The network would also establish relationships with local authorities, banks and 
lenders, the HCA and educational institutions. So the network would enable groups to 
acquire professional advice that they could then go on to use.  
 
 
11.4 Political Support and the Role of the Local Authority 
If participatory build projects are able to grow and be replicated political support is vital. 
Local authorities must play a role in offering support where there is aptitude for 
participatory housing to have long-term social and economic value. Furthermore, 
community based approaches are rising and are gaining credence in political policy. 
 
Recommendations  
1. Funding  
Local authorities could lend money to groups or offer a mortgage for buying land (this 
would however be at market rate).  Councils often have some pump prime funding so a 
group could do an assessment of the land to see whether the site is feasible or not. 
As mentioned above, a percentage of Section 106 money could be directed towards 
participatory and other community-led forms of housing.  
 
2. Support 
Local authorities can offer free officer time to advise on land acquisition, funding sources, 
planning and technical issues. However, collaboration with local authorities demands that 
public service staff shift from fixers who focus on problems to enablers who focus on 
abilities and to encourage people to put these abilities to work.  
It must be stated that the help that local authorities can offer groups will differ from place 
to place, and many local authorities may not have the skill set anymore to help with some 
aspects of a project due to local authority cuts and redundancies. 
 
3. Political willingness 
If participatory housing is going to become a real alternative for people that most need 
access to housing then there has to be political support, which may require an MP or a 
Cabinet Member responsible for housing to advocate specifically for participatory housing. 
This would provide a platform for participatory housing and would help to legitimise 
community-led forms of housing.   
 
 
11.5 Finance 
At a time when funding is limited and when banks and building societies are extremely 
cautious in their lending, finding the finance needed for participatory housing projects could 
be difficult. However, the economic threshold for participatory build projects needs to be 
lowered and we must harness its potential as an affordable mechanism for those in most 
need of housing. 
 
Recommendations 
1. Design in cost savings 
Design-down using an affordable and flexible system of building (like the Segal Method). In 
order to build on a large scale groups could make use of an even more efficient type of 
system build/flat pack approach.  
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Make use of sweat labour (a system of time-banking could even be used) and build in 
stages (as the project/individual brings in economic equity). Or start with a small house 
and then add onto this gradually as the household’s finances improve. This means that the 
project can borrow against each completed phase to finance the next.  
 
Work as a co-operative so that money, knowledge and skills are pooled. This can lead to 
lasting care for the neighbourhood and each other.  
 
2. Accessing funding 
Look to new financial products and funds, such as those on offer from the HCA, Locality, 
Power to Change, the Community Land Trust Network or local authorities (for example a 
council mortgage or pump prime funding) or from ethical banks such as Charity Bank, 
Triodos, or work in collaboration with charities or other agencies that have a commitment 
to the social benefits that participatory housing can offer. Ultimately if community-led forms 
of housing were going to increase in scale and scope, setting up a local development fund 
specifically for this would be wise, so potential groups could apply to it. This could be made 
up from donations and social investments.  
It must be highlighted that funding models would work better if they were not 
housing/governance model specific.  
 
Work in collaboration with registered social landlords like housing associations who have 
access to credit. 
 
Developers, architects and builders might be willing to give time in kind, cash or materials 
to projects, covered through Corporate Social Responsibility.   
 
3. Use of Section 106 money (see above) 
 
 
11.6 Participation in design-build projects 
As mentioned above, participatory build projects are more complex that normal self-build 
projects due to the nature of participation as well as the issues that frame participants’ 
lives. Participatory build projects require that deep group relationships are formed through 
a common purpose, and that learning and capacity building that has transformational 
potential are at the heart of the process. This is a process that is open and reflexive and so 
timescales might not always be adhered to - delays might occur due to the nature and 
scope of the project.  
 
Recommendations 
Design in more time than is considered necessary (especially for the initial, skills building 
and group building process) and take into account a drop-out rate. Remember that 
personal relationships are fundamental to the participatory process and therefore time 
needs to offered to enable these. 
 
Make sure there are exit strategies in place for tutors after the project completion. 
Consider next steps for each participant.  
 
Tailor the project as much as possible to fit the needs, interests and aspirations of 
members. 
 
Make sure that there are core support mechanisms in place to provide pastoral care and 
support in personal development for participants. 
 
Don’t ignore power relations. There will inevitably be disagreements and tensions within the 
group but this can be productive and can be mitigated through a hierarchy-free group 
structure. 
 
Use the structure of the project to help individuals to better understand their situation and 
the wider structural factors that may be responsible for the issues that frame their lives. 
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PROTOHOME is a self-build housing project created by members of Crisis, the national 
charity for single homeless people, temporarily sited and open to the public in the 
Ouseburn, Newcastle upon Tyne.  

A group of individuals who have experienced homelessness have developed a timber-frame 
self-build housing prototype using a method of building specifically designed for untrained 
self-builders. The aim wasn’t to create a full housing model with services, but a ‘shell’ 
structure that offers a vision of how this model could be developed into ‘working’ housing in 
the future.  

PROTOHOME was open to the public to visit and played host to a programme of events 
including talks, exhibitions, public forums, film screenings, artist residencies, performances, 
workshops and more, examining the collaborative design/build process and wider issues 
concerning housing and homelessness in an austerity context, participatory alternatives 
and the politics of land and development.  

See the website for more information: www.protohome.co.uk // 
www.facebook.com/protohomenewcastle // info@protohome.co.uk  
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