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Welcome to the LPD 
Technical Guide

WORKING WITH 
URBAN DESIGNERS  
& ARCHITECTS The first time we sat down with urban designers to plan a 

community, we didn’t know what we were doing. We’d done our 

research and showed up with the most information possible, but 

there were still a lot of questions in our heads: 

 > How do I tell them exactly what we need?

 > Do I even know what I need?

 > What are our responsibilities, and what are theirs?

 > How long should this process take?

 

While we can’t anticipate every single question you may have, we 

hope this short guide will make working with skilled volunteers 

a little less ambiguous. We want to tell you all the things we’ve 

learned, so you can have as much confidence as possible walking 

into the process of designing community concepts. 
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CONNECTING 
WITH DESIGNERS

COMMUNICATING 
DETAILS

In the online course resources, we provide a series of cold emails 

for reaching out to volunteers about working with you. We can’t 

stress it enough that, in our experience, urban designers and 

architects are excited to work on high impact projects. While you 

may not get a positive response on the first try, persistence is 

key, and we are confident you’ll ultimately connect with the right 

volunteers for your project.

Once you’ve received a ‘yes’ from an urban designer or architect, 

you’ll need to schedule a meeting to get together and talk about the 

project. In this meeting, you’ll communicate the details of the project: 

 > What are you building, and for whom?

 > Where is the project, and how much space are you 
working with?

 > What details do you know so far about the 
community’s needs?

 

This is also a good time to summarize the Lean Participatory Design 

process, so your volunteers will know exactly what you’re expecting 

of them. To be clear, you’ll need 2-4 initial design concepts for the 

community, which will be based on the initial conversations you 

have in the informal site visit. These will be followed by another 

round of design after the workshop, incorporating all the input you 

received from workshop participants. 
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Before you meet with the urban designers, you should have the 

following documents ready to share with them. Typically, if you 

don’t already have the information, you can find it by asking the 

city hall, land owner, and local leaders: 

 > DWG file of the property perimeter

 > DWG files of the topography (sometimes this is the 
same document as the property perimeter)

 > KMW file or GPS coordinates of the land property

 > Important information such as access roads, 
nearby landmarks, water wells, etc.

 > Size of home and property per family

 > Local building codes, including widths of vehicular 
roads and pedestrian sidewalks

 > Ideal percentage of shared community space (at 
New Story, we aim for 70% land occupied by home 
properties and 30% community space + roads)

 > Targeted number of homes to fit inside community 

 

Remember, this list is the ideal list we’ve compiled after years of 

experience. When we walked into our first meeting with an urban 

designer, we did not have all of this information. We recommend 

doing your best to get your hands on what you can, and once 

that’s done, moving forward with what you have. The more you 

have, the better positioned for success you will be, but you don’t 

have to have it all. Once you’re armed with as much information as 

possible, it’s time to meet with the urban designers. 
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BL ANK SITE MAP:
 > Best to have printed on 24x36 paper (A1: 59.4 x 84.1 cm)

 > The workshop organizer will send you a DWG file with the 

property outline.

 > Taking the property outline from the DWG file, overlay 

the lines on a screenshot taken from Google Maps. The 

topography helps the participants of the workshop to gain 

better insight of the surroundings from an aerial view.

 > The easiest way to do this is to take the property line work 

from the DWG file, import into Illustrator to edit the line 

weight and color, save as a PNG file, and import the PNG file 

into InDesign to overlay a scaled satellite image taken from 

Google Earth

 > Include information about major landmarks such as 

neighboring buildings, major roads, churches, and 

community buildings. This helps the participants orient the 

size and location of the property. 

 > Include any important information regarding the site, such as 

trees, high flood zones, off-limits areas, etc.

DESIGNING THE COMMUNITY CONCEPTS:
 > These drawings should ideally be printed on A3 paper or larger.

 > Include 3-5 design concepts that represent a variety of ideas. 

Remember that these design concepts are not “options” for 

participants to choose from, they are simply design concepts 

to inspire and provoke conversations. 

 > Ideas can include, but are not limited to, large shared 

communal open space vs. more private space, 1 vs. 2+ access 

roads into the community, clusters of homes vs. rows of 

homes, etc.

 > In our past experience, hand drawn drawings are better 

perceived than CAD drawings, because it gives the sense of 

“loose concepts” rather than defined and finalized “options.” 

 > These drawings should overlay the same Google Earth 

image used in the Site Map for consistent graphics. Include 

all landmarks and important site information to again help 

participants quickly orient themselves.

To make sure you get exactly what you need for 
the project, here’s a list of needs you can give 
to your urban designer to let them know exactly 
what you’re looking for. 

WHAT TO SHARE 
WITH DESIGNERS
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 > Color-coding is very helpful. You can make homes, green 

space, and buildings all different colors, keeping in mind that 

this may the participants’ first times looking at architectural /  

spatial design drawings.

 > The easiest way to create this document is to create the 

design concepts using the provided DWG files of the site 

property and topography, print and trace over using markers, 

scan and edit colors in Photoshop, then import the image 

over the Google Earth scaled image.

HOME CUTOUTS:
 > The home cutout document can be made for any size easy for 

printing. 

 > These cutouts should be printed on card stock or any thick 

paper, as these will be moved around over the Site Map.

 > The home cutout document should include the size of each 

home lot and scaled to the scale chosen for the Site Map. It is 

important to remind those who are printing the home cutout 

document to not resize or scale the document as this will 

affect the scale in relation to the Site Map.

 > There is no right or wrong way to create the document, as 

long as the size and scale are correct.

 > Include the targeted number of homes on the property, 

based on the community design concepts.

 > Color-coding is very helpful. You can make the homes a 

different color from the surrounding yard, keeping in mind 

that this may be the workshop participant’s first time looking 

at architectural / spatial design drawings.

 > The easiest way to create this document is to draw the line work 

on a CAD software, export to edit line weights and color in 

Illustrator, and copy & paste in InDesign to create the document.
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S ITE  M A P

HOME 
CUTOUTS

COMMUNITY 
CONCEPTS
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Every project is different, and every week within a project will look 

different, too. So while you may work with an urban designer for 

a total of 8 weeks, you may only need 2 or 3 weeks of 10+ hours 

of work, with the rest of the weeks being much lighter. When you 

coordinate to work with a volunteer, it’s important to communicate 

how long you think the project will be, and to make sure they 

understand some flexibility will be needed. 

Ultimately, the project should be a collaborative effort, with both 

sides working adaptively alongside one another.

At the end of the day, you don’t have to know it all before you 

begin. You’re already far more prepared than we were when we 

started this journey, just by reading this short guide. If you come 

across questions as your project moves forward, please don’t 

hesitate to reach out and let us know. We’re here to help, and we 

can’t wait to see what you’ll build.

You’re ready to 
design a community. 

TIME COMMITMENT
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