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This is what we’ll cover in this chapter: 

 > Gathering information about 
land before a workshop

 > How to conduct a site visit for 
families

 > Working with urban designers, 
architects, and engineers

 > Planning the workshop day

PLANNING A WORKSHOP Welcome to Chapter 2! This is where the real fun begins. You’re 

committed to learning how to bring Lean Participatory Design into 

your workflow—now we get to find out what that actually looks like.

Here’s the good news: it’s easier than you think. Preparing for a 

workshop can be a breeze, and once you know all the steps, you’ll 

be bringing them to life in your organization in no time.

This will be the most information-heavy chapter of this series. Here 

are a few tips for making the most of what this course has to offer:

We’ve built this guide to be easily referenced throughout your 

learning process: you can re-read it, print it, write on it, and take it 

with you anywhere!

Remember to check out the resources on the course page. In the 

pages ahead, you’ll find a prep checklist, cold email templates, site 

visit worksheet, and more!

Keep track of the questions you have as you read. If we don’t 

cover them in the FAQ at the end, then please reach out to us and 

let us know how we can help.

CHAPTER

2
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PHASE 1: GATHERING  
INFORMATION ABOUT  
THE LAND

Have land already?
Building in-fill homes, or already have land 
you’re planning to build on? Keep in mind, it’s 
still a good idea to learn as much about 
the location as possible. These steps aren’t 
just for new land, they ’re for anywhere you’re 
planning to build!

Depending on your experience, you may be familiar with good 

practices for vetting land. While this phase may not seem like it 

has much to do with participatory design, keep in mind there’s 

more than one way to think about acquiring land for a project. 

Here are the two main mindsets we’ve encountered in home-building:

MYTH

Any land is good land, because 

land is hard to get.

TRUTH

Even if we like this land, the 

home recipients may not, so  

we need to ask them.

While we can totally empathize with the difficulty of acquiring land, 

we never want it to be a barrier to building with empathy. Not to 

mention, building a community in the wrong place, on the wrong 

kind of land, might mean building a ghost town where no one will 

want to live. Even though it adds some effort to the process, vetting 

land thoroughly is the only way to make sure we’re giving the 

community the best possible chance to thrive, and that our time 

and resources don’t ultimately go to waste.

Part of learning Lean Participatory Design is learning how to make 

sure the land we’re using is best suited to the needs of the families 

who will inhabit it. 

Planning a workshop 
happens in four phases. 
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WHAT DOES THAT  
PROCESS LOOK LIKE? Realistically, it’ll look a little different depending on where you’re 

building. Every country, city, and region will have their own ways 

of keeping track of the information you might need. Additionally, 

you might need to know different types of information in different 

places. For example, in some regions, families will have strong 

preferences about how close they would be willing to live to a 

burial site. In other places, their preferences will be different. We’ll 

tell you a few things we typically look for on every build, but keep 

in mind there will be area-specific items that aren’t on our list. 

The best way to learn those is to ask a local, which we’ll talk about 

more later. 

Here are some things we always try to find out about the land 

before we build. 

SITE MAP OF THE PERIMETER OF THE PROPERTY
This one’s pretty intuitive: you need to know where you’re building. 

More specifically, you need to have a clear map of the property, 

including exact boundaries of the property, any major site 

features, and adjacent roads or buildings. This is the baseline 

information you’ll need to have before you build. A site map with 

clear measurements will also help you begin to determine how 

many homes you can build and how many families you’ll serve.

Additionally, knowing the exact boundaries of the land is critical in 

preventing future displacement of families. If there is any dispute 

over the property, it may even be a good idea to walk around to 

neighboring homes to verify whose land is whose. In the end, by 

the time families are in their homes, there should be no doubt 

about land ownership.

TOPOGR APHY AND SOIL CONTENT
When we first started building, we didn’t think about topography 

as an important element for community construction. Fast forward 

to the end of that project and we were building massive, expensive 

retaining walls to ensure the structural integrity of the community 

we had built. It would have saved us so much headache to consider 

hills and valleys ahead of time, instead of being forced to later.

Likewise, knowing the type of soil we’re working with allows us to 

ensure we can build safe foundations made to last. If we build a 

whole community in a place where the soil is mostly sand, we may 

be creating problems we won’t see until much further into the 

process. The more we know about the land and soil ahead of time, 

the better we understand what we’ll be able to build.

Typically, this will be a DWG file of the site 
map, which can come from the land owner or 
the city hall. If the DWG file is not available, 
you’ll need to hire a land surveyor or engineer 
to get the file.

Typically, this will be a DWG file of the topography 
map + SOILS report for soil content, which 
can come from the land owner or the city hall. 
There are also alternative soil tests you can 
look into depending on the local knowledge of 
the soil content and size of the property.
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Typically, this information will come through 
verbal knowledge from the land owner or 
municipality engineer.

CONNECTIONS TO WATER,  ELECTRICITY,  & SE WAGE
Fundamentally, we consider a community incomplete if it lacks 

access to any basic human needs. Because we believe water, 

electricity, and sewage are basic needs, we always check to ensure 

the land has the capacity for these things to be added. In some 

locations, this may mean realizing we can’t add a septic system. 

In those cases, we know we need to make sure families are 

comfortable with using latrines. In other cases, it may mean 

acquiring a partnership with a solar company, to make sure the 

community will have power. Remember, your organization is not 

responsible to provide everything, but it’s important to explore 

what’s possible, and bring in partnerships or secondary solutions 

as needed. Looking into the potential for utilities helps us know 

what’s possible and enables us to rule out a plot of land if it can’t 

be equipped in even the most basic ways.

One important thing to note: since the early days of using LPD, we’ve 

been asking for help from local governments to get land that suits the 

needs of the community. Don’t hesitate to look to local municipalities 

and housing authorities as potential resources for land.

ROAD ACCESS AND NEIGHBORING BUILDINGS
Roads and public transportation access can be critical components 

to community success. If a place is inaccessible, ultimately it won’t 

provide the job and education opportunities families need to thrive. 

Roads open up opportunities and provide access to important 

amenities; it’s critical to consider the surrounding transportation 

and road options when looking at land for a build. Additionally, roads 

can give us a picture of what’s to come in the near future. By 

collaborating with governments and local leaders, we may be able 

to learn whether this land will eventually be near a major highway, 

or if it’s likely to become a thriving metropolis. If we’re building single 

family homes, will they likely ultimately be replaced by apartment 

buildings? It’s important to get an idea if we can.

Likewise, we have to take neighboring structures into account. We 

once took a group of families to visit a piece of land in Haiti, which 

we’d begun vetting and liked. It didn’t take very long for the families 

to point out that the land is extremely close to a landfill, and even 

a light breeze could make the whole community smell like trash. 

Considering the larger picture enables us to see the land in context, 

 so we can make empathetic choices about where to build. 

Typically, this will be a KMZ file of the location via 
Google Earth, which you can access publicly online. 
Knowledge about public transportation can also 
be provided by locals from the area. 
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Typically, this information will be in a PDF 
document found by researching online. It’s 
usually published on government open resources.

LOCAL BUILDING CODES
Last, but certainly not least, you’ll need to look into local building 

codes before construction begins. You can work with a local 

architect to ensure everything is up to spec, but you still want to 

make sure you are familiar with these requirements before you 

begin to build. 

WHERE TO LOOK
Every country will be different — in some places you might not 

even be able to find all the information you’re looking for — but 

these are a few basic ideas for what information you need to 

gather. To find all this, we recommend starting by visiting the 

local city hall. You can almost always find at least some of what 

you need there. Once you’ve gotten your hands on a site map, it’s 

also a good idea to have a local engineer survey the property. 

Do your best to find someone who lives in the area to capitalize 

on their inside information as much as possible. While you could 

hire someone from anywhere, keep in mind the knowledge a local 

person has is indispensable. This will also save you money, as it 

can be expensive to fly someone in just to survey land. When we 

talk about urban designers and architects, we’ll also touch on how 

to get a great local engineer to work with you. For now, just know 

it’s easier than you think!

And just like that, you’re done with phase 1: everything you need 

to know about the land, you’ve gathered into one place. Once you 

have all the information you need, it’s time to move on to phase 2.

Can’t find something you need? 
Check out the FAQ at the end of this course for 
more info, and know that we’re here if you need us.

We’re here for you. 
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PHASE 2: SHARING  
INFORMATION IN A  
SITE VISIT All the information we’ve gathered about the land is for one 

purpose: to make sure this is a good place to build a community. 

Once we’re through phase 1, however, we’re still missing one 

gigantic piece of information — approval from the families. Even 

with all of our research, we still don’t know if this land is the kind 

of place the community members actually want to live. Since 

they know things we don’t know, and can understand the context 

for the community so much better, the best next step is to take 

community members to the site and show them the land. 

Unfortunately, it’s easy to skip this step. Especially once we’ve 

vetted the land, we tend to feel pretty confident about the 

community we’re about to build. It’s critical to remember the 

heartbeat of LPD here: inviting stakeholders to give meaningful 

feedback in order to create a better outcome. Here are some 

reasons why not to miss the site visit:

MA JOR FORESIGHT
Site visits begin to show us the shape of the community the families 

have in their minds. They may already have thoughts about homes, 

plot sizes, and which busses they may take to work, which we can 

then communicate to the urban designer and architect before they 

draft their first designs. Site visits are also a chance for us to 

alleviate some nervousness the families may have by providing more 

information — how will their kids get to school, or how will they get 

to work? Local leaders can help us learn and communicate these 

things to families.

CRITICAL INSIGHT
Site visits may also reveal a major flaw in the choice of land. 

Families may not want to move so far from their current home, or 

they may not feel safe in the location we’ve chosen. Regardless of 

what we think, the families who will live in this community have the 

clearest insight into what they want and need. Getting their feedback 

early on can prevent us from wasting our investment later. 
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It’s simple. You’ll gather a sample size of the population you’re 

planning to serve, making sure to include diverse ages and family 

structures in the mix. Typically, you’d want 10-20 people total for the 

site visit in order to manage the conversation pretty easily. If you 

have the capacity to bring more, that’s great — just make sure to do 

it in shifts, so you can ensure you’re hearing all the voices involved. 

Once you’re onsite with the families, the visit can be extremely 

informal. Your goal is simply to give them all the information they 

need to know about the land to decide if they want to live there. If 

possible, it’s best to have the site visit before you’ve secured the 

land, to give the families a chance to speak into the decision. In 

that case, you can approach the conversation more freely, letting 

families know you’re planning to secure the land and asking them 

what they think. If the land has already been secured, you still want 

to make sure families understand they have an option to drop out of 

the program if this isn’t a place they’d like to live. Overall, the goal  

is for them to speak into the decision, and understand how this move 

might affect their daily lives, even if it means they choose not to 

move at all.

Make sure to have someone taking notes during the site visit. As you 

debrief after the visit, think through what you may need to change 

or consider as a result of the feedback from families. If families 

don’t want to move to this land, don’t lose heart. The information 

you’ve just gathered is critical for finding another piece 

of land that’ll work better for the families’ needs. Once you’ve done 

this, you’re ready for phase 3.

WHAT DOES A SITE  
VISIT LOOK LIKE?
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This guide will be helpful to keep in mind 
as you take the potential home recipients 
to the proposed land for the community. 
In asking these questions, we want to 
understand willingness of families to 
relocate to the new piece of land, as well 
as the level of disruption for work, school, 
and daily life for families if they 
move here.  Ask follow-up questions as 
needed, and be open-minded, keeping in 
mind they may see things we don’t see in 
the land. If you have a large group, divide 
into smaller sections to make it easier to 
get feedback from everyone. 

If possible, it’s a good idea to have someone 
present who is a local leader and can 
provide context for the land, such as 
nearby roads and public transit. Inviting 
the contractor for the project can also 
be helpful, to get them involved in the 
project from an early stage. Before you 
ask the families for feedback, take a walk 
around the site wherever possible, and 
talk through features of the land. 

Family Relocation - Site Visit Questions

 > Think about an average day for you last week. How much 

time does it currently take you to go to work or the place 

where you earn a living? 

 > How long would it take you to travel to work from this new 

location? How about for other members of your family? 

 > If you have children, can you tell me about where they go 

to school? How much time does it take them from your 

current home to their school? 

 > How long would it take your children to travel to school 

from this new location? 

 > Thinking about your current home and community, do you 

know your neighbors where you live currently? Do you 

trust your neighbors where you live currently?

 > How often do you have neighbors or friends over to your 

current home?

 > Would you be willing to relocate to live on this new land? 

Aside from receiving a new home, how would the location 

of this home affect your daily life? 

 > Do you have any questions or concerns if you were to 

move to this new community?  

NOTE S:

SITE VISIT WORKSHEET
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Getting introduced
In the course resources online, we provide a 
guide for early conversations with your urban 
designer and architect. We know this can be 
new territory, and we want to make sure you  
feel fully equipped.

You’ve vetted the land. You’ve shared it with recipients. Time to 

begin the process of imagining exactly what you will build. Keep 

in mind, this phase is still just the beginning. Once you have 

designs in hand, they’re only ideas until you have feedback from 

stakeholders. Still, it’s exciting to begin to see the project come to 

life at this stage. 

First things first, you’ll need to secure an urban designer and an 

architect to work with you on the project. If you’re just building 

one structure, rather than a community, you may only need the 

architect — but it never hurts to have an urban designer working 

with your team. 

Most of the time, talented people love the idea of using their skills 

on a passion project — something they really believe matters. 

Whenever you’re asking someone to join you in working on this 

project, remember it’s an opportunity for them to be involved in 

something amazing. Always stay humble, but don’t feel like you 

need to apologize or beg for free services. It may take a couple 

of tries, but you’ll eventually come across a talented person who 

can’t wait to donate their efforts to something amazing like this. 

This goes for working with engineers, urban designers, architects, 

and anyone else you might loop into the project!

Once you’ve assembled your dream team of volunteers, you’ll need 

to fill them in on everything you’ve learned up to this point: the 

site map, the feedback from the site visit, and anything else they 

might need to know. Let them know you’d love to see two or three 

ideas for both community and home designs, and then step back 

and watch them in action.

You should come out of this phase with two or three solid ideas for 

the community plan as well as the home design. Make sure the 

designer and architect know they can expect to hear from you after 

the workshop — and then you’re ready for phase 4!

PHASE 3: CREATING  
HOME AND COMMUNITY 
CONCEPTS
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Architect / Urban Designer Direct Ask

Hi Luigi!

 > intro & context for your email

My name is Sam García and my great friend Tess shared your 

contact information with me! 

 > brief background and history of your organization 

I work with an incredible team at New Story. Since our 

nonprofit’s founding about 3 years ago, we have funded more 

than 1500 homes for the most vulnerable populations in the 

world. You may have read about our work in Haiti, El  Salvador, 

Bolivia, and Mexico.

 > asking for help - specifically

To build hundreds of homes in large communities, we are 

very lucky to work with amazing volunteers. Currently, we are 

looking for more volunteers with a background like yours to 

help us with  a very exciting new project in Mexico, with the 

potential to impact hundreds of lives:

Zacatepec, Morelos, Mexico - a community of 61 homes that 

were destroyed by the 7.1-magnitude quake about 6 months 

ago. We’re aiming to begin construction in two months and to have 

the community completed within 6 months from now.

To do this work, we need skilled urban designers to create 3-5 

conceptual community plans to be used at the upcoming 

Participatory Design Workshops. We’ll need a volunteer for a 

total of 15-20 hours spaced out over about 8 weeks. 

 > invitation for further conversation

If you are interested in joining us in creating life-changing 

impact for families, please let me know and I would be more than 

happy to hop on a call to share more information. Please feel 

free to share this email along with anyone in your network who 

may be interested as well. I look forward to hearing from you!

Cheers,

Sam

We know it can be intimidating to send 
a cold email, so we’re including some 
templates for you to modify and use as your 
own — there’s one here, and more in the 
course resources online. 

This email is a direct ask to architects 
or urban designers, inviting them to 
volunteer on your project. We want you 
to know, doing this work is a privilege 
and it is important to find volunteers who 
are excited to partner with you. It’s okay 
if not everyone says yes — all it takes is 
one good volunteer to get things started. 
Remember, it’s our job to make sure 
potential volunteers know how exciting our 
work is. Make sure to communicate with 
enthusiasm!

COLD EMAIL TEMPLATE
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Before you breeze right into phase 4, take a moment to celebrate. 

Once you’ve made it this far in the process, you’re so close to 

leading your first LPD workshop — only a few details to take care of 

first. Here’s a quick snapshot of what’s left to plan:

 > Workshop size and attendees

 > Day, time, and location of the workshop

 > Providing childcare and food

Each of these decisions will be critical in determining how 

successful your workshop will be. Let’s dive right in!

WORKSHOP SIZE AND ATTENDEES
There’s no perfect workshop size. Usually, how many people attend 

will be relative to the size of the community you’re building, but 

not always — sometimes the entire community will want to be 

involved, and sometimes they won’t. To make sure every person 

attending the workshop can be heard, you may need to do a series 

of workshops, depending on the number of people who show 

interest. Typically, we aim for small groups of 8-10 people at one 

table. There could be 10-12 tables in a workshop, totaling 100 

people or more — or there could be one table, with just those 8 

people and the facilitators. In either case, be sure it’s possible for 

every voice to be heard.

The good news is, all feedback is helpful, no matter how many 

people you have. In fact, diversity is more important than size: 

aim to have everyone, from elderly to young, men and women, 

married and single. Every different perspective will contribute in a 

meaningful way to the overall design of the community.

PHASE 4: PLANNING  
THE WORKSHOP DAY

Running the show
A note about workshop facilitators: you’ll need 
to choose your facilitators and train them ahead 
of time. Don’t worry, we’ll go over this in detail 
in chapter 3, and we also provide a facilitator ’s 
guide in the resources.
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DAY,  TIME,  AND LOCATION
Deciding when and where to host your workshop should always 

be an act of empathy. Learn the schedule and way of life for the 

community you’re serving, and determine the plan based on what 

works best for them. Where we work in Haiti, we learned market 

days are on the weekends, so we were highly unlikely to have 

anyone show up if a workshop took place on a Saturday. On the 

other hand, in our communities in El Salvador, families have a 

Monday through Friday work schedule, so a Saturday is really the 

most ideal day for a meeting. In deciding on a day and time, you 

always want to look for the option that’s accessible to the most 

people in the community.

Likewise, decide your location with care. Many families may not 

have readily available transportation, and it can be hard for them 

to make their way to a place far from their current shelter. The 

workshop location can be as informal as the space beneath a shady 

tree — getting there with ease is more important than having a 

building with walls. Schedule the workshop at a time and place 

where they’ll easily be able to join, keeping in mind that local 

leaders may be willing and able to help with transportation. In 

some cases, you just need to ask.

PROVIDING CHILDCARE AND FOOD
Last but not least, you’ll need to take into consideration any 

obstacles that might keep participants from focusing in on the 

workshop itself. For example, how many children under the age of 

8 will be present? It’s likely you won’t have a final head count until 

the day of, which means you need to prepare for the possibility 

of having a whole bunch of kids around. To allow parents — and 

specifically mothers, who are often the primary caregiver — to 

focus on the workshop, it’s very important to designate someone 

ahead of time who will keep the kids busy. If you have the 

bandwidth, ideally you’d have 2 or 3 people available to do this job, 

as well as some toys on-hand, like soccer balls or construction 

paper and markers. 
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Once you’ve got childcare covered, you also need to think about 

potentially feeding the group. Workshops tend to take a few hours, 

families and facilitators will all be able to be more present if 

they’re not worried about leaving to go find lunch. Additionally, 

food can be celebratory and make the atmosphere come to life. 

If you’re not able to provide food for everyone, try to plan the 

workshop at a time when folks have already eaten, and be sure to 

wrap up before the next mealtime. 

There you have it! You’re well on your way to hosting your first LPD 

workshop. To review, here’s what we learned in this chapter:

 > Gathering information about land before a 
workshop

 > How to conduct a site visit for families

 > Working with urban designers, architects, and 
engineers

 > Planning the workshop day

Next, we’ll provide a clear picture of what it looks like to successfully 

run a workshop day. But before we jump right in, take a moment 

to soak in what you’ve learned and think of any questions you may 

have. Then take another moment to celebrate— because we’re 

more than halfway there.

Print & prepare
Another important piece of preparation for the 
workshop is printing off all the materials you 
need. In the course resources, we’ve included a 
checklist of everything you need to remember  
to take with you.
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You’re ready to get started.  
Keep going to Chapter 3!
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