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CASE 1

DEVELOPING 
THE RESEACH 

APPROACH
Studying Housing and Dwelling 

as a Systemic Product
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MY DOCTORAL 
THESIS

Pirinen, Antti 2014. Dwelling as Product: Perspectives on Housing, Users and the Expansion of Design. Helsinki: Aalto University.



HISTORICAL 
BACKGROUND

Pirinen, Antti 2014. Dwelling as Product: Perspectives on Housing, Users and the Expansion of Design. Helsinki: Aalto University.



AN EMERGING 
PHENOMENON



How to study housing 
and dwelling as a 
heterogeneous artefact
that extends beyond 
built form and is 
controlled by many 
different actors?



METHODOLOGICAL 
PREMISES

• Applying methods and approaches from (user-centred and 
collaborative) design studies to the field of housing

• Approaching the urban dwelling as a systemically embedded, 
composite “product” rather than architectural space or place 

• Analysis framework combining theories on the hierarchic 
structure of built environment (Habraken, Brand) with definitions 
of product in marketing studies and industrial design

• Dwelling as bundle of designable material and immaterial 
properties that conjoin to provide value to the resident

• Focus on the reciprocal relationship between housing and 
residents: residents as active and creative individuals with value-
seeking strategies of their own (de Certeau, Hill, Shove)

• Interest in the use phase of housing – the dwelling as a meeting 
point of the strategies of regulators, producers and residents

• Input to conceptual and strategic level housing design and 
residential product development



Objects

Apartment

Building

Area

City

ANALYSIS 
FRAMEWORK

Core 
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Actual 
Product

Augmented 
Product



USER CONTROL 
John Habraken, 
Stewart Brand



Architect Pia Ilonen, Tila housing, Arabianranta, Helsinki. Photo Stefan Bremer..

DESIGN FOR
USER CONTROL



Architect Pia Ilonen, Tila housing, Arabianranta, Helsinki. Plan of the 3rd floor mezzanine as built by the 
residents.tila_kalustettu pohja 3.krs yläosa_1-200

DESIGN FOR 
USER CONTROL

DESIGN FOR 
USER CONTROL



HOUSING 
CONCEPTS

• Commodification of housing and demand for qualitative diversity 
have led to the emergence of duplicable housing concepts and 
brands targeted at various resident segments

• A housing concept is a novel, intentionally differentiated housing 
solution where the core idea is duplicable (Pirinen 2014)

• The housing concepts aim at offering the resident a clearly 
communicated set of benefits that meet their particular needs

• A housing concept provides a template from which multiple 
locally adapted housing projects can be derived

• Commercial concepts typically rely on technological innovation 
such as mass customisation and aim at extensive duplicability

• User-initiated concepts seek to solve the unmet residential needs 
of a known group of people via local, one-off housing projects 

• Resident-led housing innovation is risky, slow and requires special 
skills and commitment from the resident-developers



DESIGNABLE 
ELEMENTS

Pirinen, Antti 2014. Dwelling as Product: Perspectives on Housing, Users and the Expansion of Design. Helsinki: Aalto University.



Pirinen, Antti 2014. Dwelling as Product: Perspectives on Housing, Users and the Expansion of Design. Helsinki: Aalto University.

THE REALISATION 
OF USER NEEDS
REALISATION OF 

USER NEEDS



CASE 2 

COMPARATIVE 
RESEARCH

Housing Concepts For and By the Elderly



Elderly people are typically seen by the housing 
system as homogeneous and passive –housing 
provided for the elderly by experts 

Upsurge in resident-initiated urban housing 
projects for seniors in Finland challenges this 
view – novelty in housing created by the elderly
themselves, suggesting “ageing as a culture to 
inspire social innovation” (Yanki Lee)

What can be learned from comparing the 
resident-driven senior housing concepts 
(designed by the elderly) and the producer-
driven concepts (designed for the elderly)?



Aktiivikoti marketing material highlighting the assistive features. NCC Housing Finland 2008. Published in Pirinen 2014.

CONCEPT 1
AKTIIVIKOTI



An early design for the area concept of the Virkkula Senior Village. Architect Tero Wéman. Wéman 2013.

CONCEPT 2
VIRKKULA 



CONCEPT 3
ARS LONGA

Early design sketch for the Ars Longa house in Kalasatama, Helsinki. Architect Eric Pollock. Ornamon Senioritaloyhdistys
ry 2014.



Common spaces in the Loppukiri House in Arabianranta, Helsinki. Architect Kirsti Sivén 2006. Photographs by Antti Pirinen 2013. 

CONCEPT 4
LOPPUKIRI



 AKTIIVIKOTI VIRKKULA ARS LONGA LOPPUKIRI 

Target	group	 LIFE	STAGE	
Empty	nesters	wanting	
easy	living	

LIFESTYLE,	ABILITY	LEVEL	
Active	and	social	seniors	
preparing	for	the	future	

PROFESSIONAL	IDENTITY	
Designer	and	artist	
seniors	

VALUES,	IDEOLOGY	
Seniors	interested	in	a	
communal	way	of	living		

Promise	or	
benefit	

I	can	live	in	a	regular	
urban	dwelling	as	long	
as	possible	despite	the	
eventual	deterioration	
of	my	physical	ability	

I	can	live	the	rest	of	my	
life	in	a	comfortable,	safe	
and	socially	active	
environment	where	I	can	
easily	get	services	based	
on	my	individual	need	

I	can	live	together	with	
old	colleagues	in	a	
community	where	
aesthetics	and	creativity	
are	valued	and	where	I	
can	continue	working	

I	do	not	need	to	spend	my	
old	age	in	loneliness	and	
passivity	

Strategy	for	
delivering	the	
promise	

ADDED	FEATURES	
Assistive	technical	
equipment,	physical	
accessibility	or	
readiness	for	
modifications	

CONCENTRATION	
A	varied	housing	complex	
with	mix	of	dwelling	
types	and	degrees	of	care	
provided	by	the	same	
operator	

SIMPLIFICATION,	IDENTITY	
BUILDING	
Affordable	rental	flats	
with	optimised,	flexible	
common	facilities;	strong	
aesthetic	identity	

NEW	OPERATIONAL	MODEL	
Services	provided	by	the	
residents	themselves,	
common	facilities	

 

COMPARISON OF 
THE CONCEPTS



 AKTIIVIKOTI VIRKKULA ARS LONGA LOPPUKIRI 

Role	of	the	
resident	

Passive,	mere	
customer	
	

Semi-active,	mainly	
choosing	among	
alternatives	in	the	preset	
service	offering	

Dominant,	defining	the	
house	attributes	and	
acting	as	developer;	
bringing	in	design	skills	

Dominant,	defining	the	
attributes	of	the	house	
and	acting	as	developer	

Relationship	of	
the	concept	to	
architecture	

Does	not	substantially	
determine	
architecture	apart	
from	accessibility	
requirements	

A	complete	architectural	
concept	with	design	
principles	for	the	area	
and	locally	variable	
building	types	

Determines	the	spatial	
programme	of	the	
building	(dwellings	and	
common	spaces),	also	
addresses	cost	
requirements	

Determines	the	spatial	
programme	of	the	
building	(common	
spaces)	

Initiator	 A	housing										
developer	

A	senior												
entrepreneur	

A	few	elderly										
designers		

Seniors	interested	in	
communal	living		

Source	of	
innovation,	
external	
references	

SPECIAL	HOUSING	
Introducing	features	
of	assisted	living	into	
mainstream	housing	
production	

TRADITIONAL	RURAL	LIVING		
Modern	interpretation	of	
(idealised)	village	
architecture	to	avoid	
institutional	feeling	

AVANT-GARDE	DESIGN	
HERITAGE	
Professional	experience	
and	skills	of	the	
residents,	avant-garde	
design	as	inspiration	

SOCIAL	INNOVATION	
Based	on	examples	of	
communal	senior	living	in	
Sweden	and	elsewhere	

 

COMPARISON OF 
THE CONCEPTS



HOUSING CONCEPTS 
FOR THE ELDERLY 

RESIDENTS AS    
SUBJECTS OF DESIGN 

 

HOUSING CONCEPTS      
BY THE ELDERLY 

RESIDENTS AS A          
DESIGN RESOURCE 

Technological	innovation,	
differentiation	in	the	market,	

efficiency	and	savings	

DRIVERS	FOR	
INNOVATION	

Social	innovation,																													
unmet	residential	needs,	quest	
for	dignity	in	old	age	

Value-neutral	solutions;	
emphasis	on	functional	and	
pragmatic	issues	in	housing	

VALUE	BASE	
Value-laden	solutions;	emphasis	
on	identity,	lifestyle	choices	and	
self-actualisation	

Experts	know	what	is	needed	
by	the	elderly	and	how	to	

provide	it	
MINDSET	

The	elderly	are	a	design	
resource	with	valuable	skills	and	
knowledge	

Passive	subjects	without	
design	control,	abstract	

representatives	of	a	target	
group,	consumers	

PERCEPTION	OF	
THE	USER	

Active	individuals	endowed	with	
design	power	drawing	on	their	
personal	residential	experiences	
and	needs	

Traditional	expert	design,	
(design-driven	innovation)	 DESIGN	MODE	 Co-design,	user	innovation,	

experimental	methods	
 

CONTRASTING 
DESIGN LOGICS



• A similar turn towards user-centredness and co-design than
elsewhere in the design field can be recognised in housing

• Elderly people as a potential design resource for the qualitative 
diversification of senior housing with in-depth experiential 
knowledge and capability to innovate (cf. von Hippel, Lee)

• Laypeople undertaking concept level design and development 
activities aiming at duplicable housing solutions that ideally benefit 
broader markets of elderly residents

• Challenge to architects, developers and other professionals to build 
methods to better support user-driven residential development: 
requires new competences and skills

• Need for better balancing of the elderly people's needs and the 
requirements of industrial housing production (mass 
customisation, co-configuration, joint building ventures as service)

CONCLUSIONS AND 
IMPLICATIONS



CASE 3 

LONGITUDINAL 
RESEARCH

Following Ars Longa



FLEXIBILITY
Versatile shared 
spaces that also 

enable provisioning 
of various services

BIRTH OF 
THE IDEA

Aims of the Ars Longa concept, based on discussions with Ornamon Senioritaloyhdistys ry 2014

COMMUNALITY
Based on shared 

professional 
background

AFFORDABILITY
Lower than 

average income 
and living on art 
grants typical to 

many elderly 
designers

WORK+LIVING
Continuing 

creative work 
even in old age

AVANTGARDE
Sharing of cultural 
impact, knowledge 

and skills to the 
broader community, 

the house as 
pioneering testbed

GOOD DESIGN
Aesthetic and 

functional living 
environment 

despite 
economic 
constraints



INTERNATIONAL 
BENCHMARKS

Färdknäppen senior housing collective in Stockholm, www.fardknappen.se & Bovieran concept, Sweden, www.bovieran.se



ACQUISITION 
OF A PLOT

Early design sketch for the Ars Longa house in Kalasatama, Helsinki. Architect Eric Pollock. Ornamon Senioritaloyhdistys ry 2014.



SEEKING FOR 
FUNDING



CO-DESIGN 
EFFORTS

XX



Building plans for the Ars Longa house in Kalasatama, Helsinki. Kristiina Hannunkari, Architects Hannunkari & Mäkipaja, 2016

BUILDING 
DESIGN



FINISHED BUILDING
IN EARLY 2020



POST OCCUPANCY 
EVALUATION

• Post Occupancy Evaluation (POE): 
The process of evaluating buildings
in a systematic and rigorous
manner after they have been built
and occupied for some time
(Wolfgang Preiser)

• Diagnostic tool that can be used for 
identifying problem areas in 
existing buildings, for co-improving
the building, for testing
prototypes/concepts and for 
developing further design guidance

• Observation, interviews and 
surveys to gather knowledge about
the occupants’ everyday
experiences + monitoring of user
behaviour, use of spaces and 
technical performance



• Example of resident-driven housing development by a group of elderly
people, aiming to fill in a qualitative gap in the market

• Joint design and development of the three adjacent apartment blocks
as novel approach that made shared spaces economically viable

• Managed to realise extensive shared spaces and facilities within the
tight economic constraints of state-funded ARA production

• Clever ”moves” in building design as source of flexibility in use and 
going around the constraints, e.g., use of a space officially designated
for bicycle storage as a gallery run by the residents

• Following the case revealed systems level barriers and enablers to 
resident-driven housing development in Finland

• Urban planning and plot allocation policy by the city specifically
targeting resident-driven and group construction as key enabler

• Main barriers were difficulties in obtaining private funding and systemic
resistance to true resident impact in development and design

PRELIMINARY 
FINDINGS



Questions or 
comments based on 
the cases and 
readings?



Kiitos!


