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Abstract 
This thesis takes the position of putting people first, focusing on increasing the 

social connection and interaction between occupants in a high-rise apartment 

building. It looks to activate the existing building and strengthen its link to the 

city. Architecture is a part of a process of accommodating and responding to 

continually evolving needs and values. In this thesis adaptive re-use is identified 

as an opportunity to allow the building to respond and adapt to a requirement 

for social enrichment. Connectivity and being connected is identified as a design 

driver to achieve social enrichment. 

This research questions how might common spaces in an existing residential 

skyscraper be reinterpreted to increase social connection between occupants 

and strengthen their link with the city? Manhattan is the context for this thesis. 

The city sees and accepts transformation and is ideal for investigating this 

speculative design inquiry. The research question is specific to the character 

of the Financial District, its urban density and its architectural development. 

The aim of this research is to activate 200 Water Street, an existing high-rise 

apartment building to integrate social space to increase connectivity. The 

significance of this research is in developing knowledge using a ‘research 

through design’ approach to design for connectivity to activate an existing 

building through adaptive reuse.
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1.1  Introduction

This thesis prioritises social connection to encourage community structures 

through the adaptive re-use of an existing residential high-rise building in Lower 

Manhattan. Designing for connectivity is the main design driver in this research, 

acknowledging the importance of people and their human needs to feel, and be 

connected with others.

International style architecture’s functional and economically driven approach 

focusses on maximising rentable space. As a result, little importance was 

placed on non-sellable spaces such as circulation and social areas. This research 

recognises the opportunity through adaptive re-use to provide an overflow 

space to facilitate activities and community structures which cannot be 

accomplished in the existing regulated planning of the selected international 

style high rise building. The adaptive re-use looks to bring together the users 

from separate floors to create a more inclusive structure with the inherent 

potential to envision a different architectural setting for stimulating new social 

relations.

The literature highlights a new importance and value placed on social and 

circulation space within buildings for social enrichment and connection with 

others, as well as feeling connected as a part of the city. In this thesis adaptive 

re-use is identified as an opportunity to allow international style architecture 

to respond and adapt to new social values and requirements. The research 

acknowledges the value of the existing architecture, while bringing a new usage 

to improve the standard of the environment and its relevance to the current 

context. This research specifically questions how might common spaces in an 

existing residential skyscraper be reinterpreted to increase social connection 

between occupants and strengthen their link with the city. 
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The aim is to activate 200 Water Street, an existing high-rise apartment building, 

to integrate social space to increase connectivity.

In order to address the research aim and question the key ideas have been 

broken down into three objectives. Each being acknowledged as an important 

aspect to influence the research through design process. The objectives of this 

research are: 

1.	 Appropriately adapt the existing building following a loose fit design 

approach 

2.	 Use spatial tools to achieve a higher level of connectivity and interaction 

between building occupants 

3.	 Reinterpret the value of the social and circulation space to reflect its 

importance

The context for this research is Manhattan, one of the great metropolises of 

the world. The architecture in Manhattan and particularly in Lower Manhattan 

around the Financial district is strongly influenced by international style. This 

research response is specific to the character of the Financial District, its 

urban density and its architectural development. Manhattan sees and accepts 

transformation and is ideal for investigating this speculative line of research. 

The selected building, 200 Water Street, designed by Emery Roth & Sons, has 

already seen adaptive re-use from an office building to residential apartments, 

further reinterpretation looks at the value of common space and the social 

responsibility of architecture as a part of a city.
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Initially a literature review is undertaken on international style (section 2.1) 

to acknowledge the historical and architectural context, and understand the 

broader influences which shaped international style. This provides insight into 

how to appropriately reinterpret the existing building through adaptive re-

use. Further the review of literature on adaptive re-use (section 2.2) highlights 

relevant strategies around a ‘loose fit’ approach for alterations focusing on social 

enrichment. Key ideas from the international style, and adaptive re-use sections 

influence the position of this research for the integration of an overflow space 

for 200 Water Street. The importance of social space to encourage community 

structures is researched to further develop the position and design direction 

(section 2.3). Lastly the idea of designing to enhance connectivity between users 

is researched to identify tactile strategies which can be implemented through 

design (section 2.4). 

The adaptive re-use and connectivity sections are critical to the direction of the 

research, these sections are summarised into a design framework (section 2.6) 

to aid design development towards addressing the research question, aim and 

objectives. 

The literature review is carried out alongside the design process to provide a 

theoretical framework for the research. Further development follows a research 

through design approach.

The nature of adaptive re-use lead to a strong focus on site analysis of the 

existing building (chapter 4.0) as well as the effect of the broader Manhattan 

culture (chapter 3.0). This is undertaken through a study on Manhattan as
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well as more specific analysis of the existing buildings floor plan and the 

opportunities it provides. 

Precedents which address aspects of the design question are evaluated through 

a case study analysis to reflect on how the relevant ideas have been actioned 

through design (chapter 5.0). Each case study addresses different areas or show 

a different interpretation. The case studies are analysed against the design 

objectives to identify implications for design relevant to further research, as well 

as their strengths, weaknesses, and critical insights they offer for  the objectives 

of this thesis.

Spatial tools to achieve connectivity are then explored separately to the site and 

context to further develop tools which are not restricted by building factors or 

space requirements (chapter 6.0).

Key findings from the site and context analysis, and connectivity investigation, 

are then explored together through massing studies as a part of the preliminary 

design process in chapter 7.0. Initially focussing on circulation and the 

relationship to the existing building, but later address a loose fit design approach 

and flexibility of usage. The developed design is a culmination of the previous 

research and envisions how might common spaces in an existing residential 

skyscraper be reinterpreted to increase social connection between occupants 

and strengthen their link with the city (chapter 8.0).
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1.2  Methodology

‘Research through design’ is the primary methodology to inquire about the 

research question, aims, and objectives. An iterative approach is used to 

test and reflect on the appropriateness of the adaption while following a 

‘loose fit’ design method, along with the effect of spatial tools in achieving 

a higher level of connectivity and interaction between the occupants, and 

how social and circulation space is reinterpreted to reflect its importance. 

This investigation requires research through design to sequentially build upon 

previous experiments to further the design inquiry and speculate how common 

spaces in an existing residential skyscraper can be reinterpreted to increase 

social connection between occupants and strengthen their link with the city. 

This approach follows Peter Downton’s design research methodology. It is 

concerned with the action of designing, and the process of reflection, to create 

new knowledge, that informs and helps further design work (Downton, 2003). 

“Design is a way of inquiring, a way of producing knowing and knowledge; this 

means it is a way of researching” (Downton, 2003, pp.2). 

Reflection against the research aim and objectives is critical to measure the 

success or lack off, within the process. The relationship between the iterative 

process and reflection  develops the research and produces new knowledge 

through design.

 

A literature review and case study analysis’ are carried out alongside the design 

process to provide a theoretical framework for the research. The methodology 

for this research is pictured in fig. 1.0. The diagram demonstrates how the 

culmination of previous knowledge is developed to further the research inquiry.
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1.3  Scope of Research

The primary concerns of this research are broad in terms of the reinterpretation 

of living environments within the city. It is explored through a specific building 

to show the inherent potential to envision a different architectural setting for 

stimulating new social relationships. This project is conceptual and does not 

address being built, and the concerns of building adaption. Shipley et al. (2006) 

discuss some constraints and uncertainty in the development of older buildings. 

Notably these are building code issues, unknown adaption problems with the 

existing building, shortage of specialised workers with required skill sets, and the 

cost of adaption. These constraints and more specific design details of adaptive 

re-use are not relevant to the research question, aim, or objectives, and are 

beyond the scope of this research. 
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1.4   Research Question, Aims and Objectives
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how might common spaces how might common spaces 
in an existing residential in an existing residential 

skyscraper be reinterpreted skyscraper be reinterpreted 
to increase social connection to increase social connection 

between occupants and between occupants and 
strengthen their link with the strengthen their link with the 

city.city.

This thesis questions;
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1.4   Research Aim and Objectives

The aim of this research is to activate 200 Water Street, an existing high-rise 

apartment building to integrate social space to increase connectivity.

The following objectives have been created as a measure of achieving the 

research question and aim. These are;

1.	 Appropriately adapt the existing building following a loose fit design 

approach

2.	 Use spatial tools to achieve a higher level of connectivity and interaction 

between building occupants 

3.	 Reinterpret the value of the social and circulation space to reflect its 

importance
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1.5   Approach to Design Process

Abowardah and Manal published a conference paper on the design process 

(2016). Within this paper the authors created a table to compare and review 

a selection of architects, groups, and theorists, position on the stages of the 

design process (Abowardah & Manal, 2016). This includes: Asimow’s model 

(1962), RIBA’s model (1967), Benett’s model (1973), C-B-C model (1979) and 

Laseau’s model (1982). See fig. 1.1 for this table. From this table and the review 

of the NZIA’s “The design process” (n.d.) fig. 1.2 was created. The diagram 

selected information relevant to this research through design project to diagram 

the design process. The scope of research for this project (section 1.3) places 

the development of the research question between the preliminary design 

and developed design stage. With the primary concern of this research to 

reinterpret the value of social space within living environments to increase social 

connection, this conceptual project does not address the concerns of building 

adaption and the process of being built. A completed detailed design which 

would be considered in the design development and construction design stages 

is not relevant to the research question, aim, and objectives and are beyond the 

scope of this research. 
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Fig. 1.1 Table 1. Review of some architects and theorists opinions about design process 

This content is unavailable. Please consult the figure list for further details.
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As cited in Abowardah & Manal, 
2016 - see fig 1.1
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2.1  Architectural and Historical Context

This section provides context for adapting and altering an existing international 

style building. The literature is reviewed in order to acknowledge the historical 

and architectural context, and understand the broader influences which shaped 

international style. A balanced representation of international style is presented 

through comparing the literature of the following authors; Steven Ruttenbaum 

(1986), Robert A.M. Stern, Thomas A Mellins, and David Fishman (1995), Henry-

Russel Hitchcock and Philip Johnson (1966), Joan Ockman (1997), Reinhold 

Martin (2003), Meredith L. Clausen (2005). This section then more specifically 

discusses the architects responsible for the selected site 200 Water Street – 

Emery Roth & Sons.

Henry-Russel Hitchcock and Philip Johnson (1966) outlined the principles of 

international style as “volume” not through “mass and solidity” but through 

“thin planes or surfaces” (pp. 29). “Regularity”, and the “technical perfection” 

and “fine proportions” of materials (Hitchcock & Johnson, 1966, pp. 29). The 

style moves away from previous decorative and applied ornament, with an 

overarching focus on functionalism and refined aesthetic qualities (Hitchcock & 

Johnson, 1966).

International style evolved in America after World War II. Following the war, 

international style was seen as imperative for “continuing productivity and 

economic prosperity” (Ockman, 1997, pp. 127). Joan Ockman discusses how 

the functionalist architecture reflected the industrial trends and technological 

advances of the time (1997). “Architecture not only gave representation to 

these realities, but also partook of them in its professional structure and scale of 

operation” (1997, pp 131). Ockman characterised the style by “good design” and 

“rational planning” (1997, pp. 127). 
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Meredith Clausen (2005) discusses international style as “express[ing] the 

desires of the masses” (pp. 220). The style responded to rules of “supply and 

demand” (Clausen, 2005, pp. 220). Previously the large apartment house in 

a decorative building “meet the demands of a rich moneyed class”. Following 

World War II international style “meet the demands of a corporate society 

needing modernised working spaces” (Clausen, 2005, pp. 220). 

Ockman and Clausen both discuss a broader demand for a new architecture 

following the War which influenced international style. They make reference to 

the large-scale development it achieved through the construction of corporate 

office space. ‘Good design’ aligned with capitalism to improve and develop the 

built environment (Clausen, 2005; Ockman, 1997).

Reinhold Martin acknowledges the commercialisation of the architecture and 

refers to the high-rise office buildings in the 1950’s as a “science” (2003, pp.  

82). He discusses the direction of international style not as an “assembly line 

as projected in the seriality of the ubiquitous metal and glass curtain wall” but 

as an important “reconditioning of the modern subject” (Martin, 2003, pp.4). 

A distinct point of change which saw real improvement and the introduction of 

modernity.

In the 1950’s international style architecture was “major” and “normative” 

according to Ockman (1997, pp. 145). The “glass box” had a “neutral role in 

the city scape” (Ockman, 1990, pp. 131). International style as a global design 

solution, removed the social and political ideologies associated with modernist 

architecture as an “apolitical” movement that “harboured no explicit critical 

messages” (Ockman, 1997, pp. 128). The ideology of the new architecture 

moved from social reform to align with the capitalism in America (Ockman, 

1997, pp. 127). The image of the style was “sheer technical power and 
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formidable material presence conjoined with an ideologically neutral aesthetic” 

(Ockman, 1997, pp. 128). The direction of the current architecture was 

overhauled by the new advancing technology of steel structure and the curtain 

wall system. International style set in motion significant style and structural 

changes within the built environment. The structural frame was seen as “symbol 

of order” from previous chaos (Rowe, 1956, pp. 289). The new technology and 

refinement within the style realised the hopes and aspirations for improvement 

and progress (Clausen, 2005; Ockman, 1997; Martin, 2003).

Externally, international style architecture was recognised through the curtain 

wall facade. This was generally accepted as a part of its architectural language 

(Martin, 2003; “High Rise Office Buildings,” 1957; “Machine Made America,” 

1957). Separating the curtain wall from the structure as an external skin was 

considered “the most economical method to construct tall office buildings” 

(Ruttenbaum, 1986, pp. 203). The curtain wall system was idealised for its 

technological development while being functional and economical. 

The separation of structure from the internal walls achieved “empty skins” for 

“individualized consumer-subjects” (Martin, 2003, pp. 7).  The development 

of the curtain wall created a grid for identical internal modules. This internal 

organization system “accommodate[ed] office partitions, ceiling tiles, lighting 

fixtures, and furniture, in any number of combinations” (Martin, 2003, pp. 95). 

The organization complex allowed for individual choices and customisation 

through modules which were able to be interchanged (Martin, 2003; Ockman 

1997; Stern et al., 1995). 
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Ockman saw international style, and particularly the curtain wall system as 

becoming an “increasingly homogenous” mainstream production (1997, pp. 

127). Publications by Colin Rowe critiqued the “mass reproduction” of the office 

by commercial architectural firms as a commodity (Rowe, 1956, pp. 2). Rowes’ 

criticism was largely directed at Emery Roth & Sons (1956).

Emery Roth & Sons are the architects responsible for 200 Water street, the 

selected site for this research. Ruttenbaum also critiqued the Roth’s for 

reproducing the curtain walled office building, giving their international style 

buildings the term “Rothscrapers” (1986, pp. 202). He discussed the widespread 

dissemination of the ‘Rothscrapers’ in Lower Manhattan as a consumable 

product (Ruttenbaum, 1986).

Emery Roth & Sons in response to the criticism asserted that their primary focus 

was on the interior “belly” (Duggan, 1963, pp. 9, as cited in Ruttenbaum, 1986, 

pp. 203) of their skyscrapers. They were not concerned with “art but utility” 

(Ruttenbaum, 1986, pp. 203). Providing functional and economical buildings 

with “maximum rentable space, high speed elevators, flexibility of plan and 

comfortable interior climate” (Ruttenbaum, 1986, pp. 203). The internal ‘belly’ 

provided usable rentable space, the focus on this area was economically driven 

(Ruttenbaum, 1986, pp. 203). 

Emery Roth & sons were acknowledged as “superior” planners (Stern et al., 

1995, pp. 51). “They perfected a science whereby the interior of each structure, 

… could be broken down into vertically identical components” (Ruttenbaum, 

1986, pp. 203). The functional and economic drivers of international style 

increasingly aligned with big business (Clausen, 2005; Ockman, 1997; Stern et 

al., 1995).
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Stern et al. (1995) attribute the standardisation and mass production of the 

office building to the “belief that cities were little more than machines for 

working in” (pp. 47). International style being aligned with the industrial 

trends and influenced by economic drivers saw different critique of its role. 

International style was a symbol of progress and economic prosperity for the 

masses, as well as a symbol of capitalism aligned with big business. The idea of 

success and the styles aesthetic image contributed to its influence and general 

uptake.
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2.2  Adaptive Re-use

Adaptive re-use is an important aspect of this research. This section opens 

with a more general discussion of the adaptive re-use of international style 

architecture. This is followed by the more specific discussion of the adaptive 

re-use and its purpose for this project through identifying relevant design 

strategies. This section then discusses adaptive re-uses effect on a city and its 

role as a part of the larger urban context.

Schmidt & Austin discuss the “broader context in which buildings are designed, 

constructed and used” (2016, pp. 114). Architecture is a part of a process of 

accommodating and responding to the continually evolving conditions “as 

part of a dynamic interplay between form (building) and context (users and 

environment)” (Schmidt & Austin, 2016, pp. 47). Adaptive re-use is concerned 

with a buildings ability to transform and adapt to new demands and add value to 

the building (Schmidt & Austin, 2016).

Schmidt & Austin specifically refer to the standardization of international 

style not catering to new needs. The adaptive re-use of international style 

architecture challenges its conception as an ‘object’, acknowledging that 

buildings are “a series of layers, which change” (Schmidt & Austin, 2016, pp. 

7). Adapting international style architecture allows the building to respond and 

adapt to changing values and requirements.

Shipley et al. (2006) acknowledge that “older buildings represent an important 

aesthetic, cultural and economic resource - as well as a non‐renewable one” (pp. 

505). The importance of older buildings should be recognised, while adaptions 

should allow these buildings to evolve for modern use (Shipley et al., 2006).  

They discuss how the representation of different styles and movements in a built
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environment add a richness and diversity to the context that should aim to be 

maintained and not taken away from with new adaption and extensions (Shipley 

et al., 2006). 

Schmidt & Austin acknowledge the opportunities for re-using and adapting 

international style architecture, in that its “generic order” (2016, pp. 114), and 

as previously mentioned by Ruttenbaum (1986) organization system, create 

modules which can be easily interchanged. These buildings have the ability to 

“tolerate change whilst retaining identity” (Schmidt & Austin, 2016, pp. 14). 

Working with these modules maintains the planning and aligns with Shipley et 

al. position for respecting the style of architecture.

The literature (Shipley et al, 2006; Schmidt & Austin 2016) acknowledges 

considerations which should be acknowledged when making alterations to an 

existing building. They recognise opportunities in the size of building, available 

space for extension / alterations, and construction and structural limitations. 

They provide initial considerations and highlight possible opportunities which 

can be used as an initial assessment of the building (Shipley et al, 2006; Schmidt 

& Austin 2016). The potential of available spaces and how they align with 

spatial requirements for new additions, as well as how to work with the existing 

structure, and other potential opportunities of a building should be considered 

at the outset (Shipley et al, 2006; Schmidt & Austin 2016). These considerations 

are specific to the individual building which allows for site responsive and 

contextually relevant design.

James Douglas discusses more specifically the definition and purposes for 

adaptive re-use. He defines adaptive re-use as ”any intervention to adjust, reuse, 

or upgrade a building” (2006, pp. 1). The adaption changes the capacity, function 

and or level of performance. These changes are for the purpose of cultural, 

economic, environmental or social benefits (Douglas, 2006). Acknowledging the
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and or level of performance. These changes are for the purpose of cultural, 

economic, environmental or social benefit (Douglas, 2006). Acknowledging 

the purpose for adaptive re-use helps in selecting more appropriate design 

strategies. Herein adaptive reuse is discussed for the purpose of social benefit.

Schmidt and Austin (2016) provide some design strategies which follow a ‘loose 

fit’ approach for the adaptive re-use of a building for social purposes:

•	 Designing spaces and places which are capable of accommodating several 

different usages and ways of being used 

•	 Give users control and options over how to use the spaces 

•	 Creating versatile easily changeable configurations which can address a 

varying number of user’s activities, new work patterns, and future changes

A ‘loose-fit’ approach is identified as making spaces more adaptable for a 

longer period of time. This strategy requires the building and users to respond 

to the conditions together. Primarily designing for one end of the spectrum 

(people centric or building centric) does not allow for a range of uses and 

changes. “This relates to understanding organisational need rather than pre-

subscribing physical solutions” (Schmidt & Austin, 2016, pp. 54). ‘Loose-fit’ 

design accommodates a continually changing context and usage in that it can 

evolve and be manipulated “through a combination of physical and human 

adaptability” (Schmidt & Austin, 2016, pp. 275). Both the physical environment, 

as well how people use the space, are important for responding to new 

requirements.

Semes (2009), and Byard (1998) further discuss the effect of adaptive re-use of 

buildings on a city as a broader scale idea. Semes is primarily concerned with 

aesthetics, and the appropriateness of any additions within its context. His 

argument is based around the ideals of ‘continuity’ and ‘wholeness’ between 

the existing building and any further alterations (Semes, 2009).
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Architecture has a larger responsibility to the users and general public to be 

appropriate, while adding new value to the built environment. Byard (1998) 

similarly discusses the importance of building adaption not “violating the 

integrity” (pp. 9) of the existing architecture or context. Additions bring together 

the existing with new design “generating in the process valuable new combined 

meaning” (Byard, 1998, pp. 4). Adaptive re-use acknowledges the value of the 

existing architecture while bringing a new usage to improve the standard of an 

environment and its relevance to current contexts. Adaptive re-use considers the 

combination of existing, and new architecture to bring a new definition to the 

space, its appropriateness and lifespan, as well as how the purpose of buildings 

are viewed (Byard, 1998; Semes, 2009). 

The process of adaptive re-use is shaped by our current context and values. It 

reflects wider changes and needs which “rarely occur in isolation; they often 

propagate” (Schmidt & Austin, 2016, pp. 47) and are thus not independent to 

a specific building. Schmidt & Austin discuss architecture as both a “receiver”, 

accepting and adapting to change, as well as an “agent” of change, taking 

an active role in the broader context of how buildings are used with wider 

contextual obligations as part of the built environment. Buildings are linked into 

the built environment and larger city through their usage and adaption. Building 

adaption sees “the built environment as an open-ended and long-term process” 

(Schmidt & Austin, 2016, pp. 273) which is continually evolving. 

Semes’ and Byard’s discussion on defining new meaning from a combination 

of existing and new design, highlight a reinterpretation of a buildings meaning 

and purpose through adaptive re-use. Additionally Schmidt & Austin (2016) 

acknowledge that the new meaning is a broader reflection of changing values, 

that are linked to a city context. This section recognises effective strategies 

which can be applied to the adaptive re-use of social space to respond to wider 

changing values.



28

2.3  Design Position

This section combines previous research on international style and adaptive 

re-use to form a position for the integration of an overflow space for 200 

Water Street. Similar concepts from Gang (2016), Wagner & Watch (2017), and 

Oldenburg (1989) on the importance of social space to encourage community 

structures are discussed to further develop the position and design direction. 

The precedent set by Lebbeus Woods about ‘freespace’ and design ‘parasite’ are 

acknowledged however not influential to this design position. 

As previously discussed in section 2.1, international style involved regulated 

space planning. The style’s functional and economically driven approach 

maximised rentable space, with lesser importance placed on non-sellable, 

social space. With this structure there is an implicant predetermination in the 

importance of spaces, and to comply with the way spaces are laid out. While 

high-rise buildings offer opportunities in housing and the bringing together a 

multitude of people in one building, these people “live physically close to many 

others, but in practice [are] limited to those on one’s floor” (Gifford, 2007, pp. 

12). The ‘organisation complex’ contributes to a loss of traditional ideas about 

community (Gifford, 2007; Stern et al., 1995).

Gang (2016) discusses providing opportunities to engage and prioritise social 

connection to encourage community structures within the city. “the need 

to design social space in, on, and around tall buildings must be continually 

examined if we are to have a cohesive urban fabric that supports communities” 

(pp. 117). This thesis looks to use adaptive re-use to integrate the current social 

values around community structures and inclusive environments.
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Wagner & Watch (2017) interviewed architects, firms and users of designed 

areas, discussing a new focus on innovative spaces. From these interviews their 

idea of innovative spaces is attributed to “spaces that strengthen interactions, 

communication, and collaboration; and spaces that are open, transparent and 

contextually responsive” (pp. 13). They discuss “a shift away from ‘style’ and 

more toward embracing core values aimed to help people flourish under new 

economic and demographic conditions” (Wagner & Watch, 2017, pp. 4).

Gang (2016), and Wagner & Watch (2017), discuss a need to encourage social 

connections through design. They acknowledge a change in values, and how the 

way space is designed, needs to support community structures and new social 

ideas.

Oldenburg (1989) when discussing place in America advocates for the 

importance of work home and a third place which is “inclusively sociable 

offering both the basis of community and the celebration of it” (Oldenburg, 

1989 pp. 15). This third space has an emphasis on being informal social and 

flexible, similar to the qualities for social space discussed in section 2.2.

Oldenburg discusses previous values in Greek and Roman structures of 

community, for gathering space (specifically “agora and the forum”) “should be 

great, central institutions… that the architecture of cities should assert the worth 

of the public and civic individual over the private and domestic one” (1989 pp. 

17). Oldenburg (1989) refers back to Greek and Roman values to acknowledge 

an importance he believes should be placed on social gathering space, which 

he discusses as lacking in America. This third ‘good great’ space is important, 

and the quality and planning of this space should reflect a level of grandeur in 

reference to its worth. In contrast to the position of this thesis, Oldenburg (1989) 

sees these places (home, work, third place) as separate spheres, “distinct places; 
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each must have its measure of autonomy from the others” (Oldenburg, 1989 pp. 

15). The third space for the context of this research blurs these boundaries inline 

with the current context of how spaces overlap.

Lebbeus Woods, an American architect and artist made significant contribution 

to the conceptual architecture movement in the 1960’s and 1970’s (Noever, 

2005; Nakamura, 1991) following the period of international style.  His work 

challenged societal ideas and the urban fabric through his unconventional 

experiments (Noever, 2005). Woods established the term ‘freespace’ which 

liberated his designs from conventional and architectural considerations. Woods 

“refuse[d] to distinguish between making, building, drawing, and architecture” 

(Nakamura, 1991, pp. 9). He is well known for his experimental designs and 

radical concepts through the dissemination of his images and manifestos 

(Noever, 2005; Nakamura, 1991).  The introduction of concepts of ‘parasite’ and 

‘freespace’ draw parallels to this thesis position to use adaptive re-use integrate 

social space. While this research is not influenced by his radical approach and 

ideas he is acknowledged as a precedent.

This research recognises the opportunity through adaptive re-use to provide an 

overflow space to facilitate activities and community structures which cannot 

be accomplished in the existing regulated planning of the selected international 

style high rise building. The adaptive re-use looks to bring together the users 

from separate floors to create a more inclusive structure with the inherent 

potential to envision a different architectural setting for stimulating new social 

relations. The position of this thesis is that an addition should acknowledge 

the importance of social space for creating connections and be designed to 

encourage interaction and community.
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2.4  Designing for Connectivity

The position of this thesis advocates for enhancing the connectivity of the 

existing building through adaptive reuse. This thesis looks at designing for 

connectivity as a means to support and encourage community structures and 

new social values. The design of the overflow space will be driven by increasing 

social connection between occupants. This section identifies tactile strategies to 

achieve connectivity through design. 

Wagner & Watch (2017), refer to the idea of interlinking multiple floors 

horizontally as well as vertically to create stronger connections within a space. 

They acknowledge how developing vertically can create separation and hinder 

connections and social opportunities. Ross describes twentieth-century office 

buildings as “inflexible”, and “isolating” with “departmental, static division of 

space” (2005, pp. 145). He instead suggests “buildings are planned in both 

dimensions” (Ross, 2005, pp. 154) to interlink multiple floors. A stronger focus 

on interlinking multiple floors has the potential to create a greater social 

engagement (Wagner & Watch, 2017; Ross, 2005).

Further Wagner & Watch (2017) place an importance on circulation space to 

create interactions and connections. In innovative environments circulation 

space “has become a place for people to collide and collaborate” (pp. 39). 

Combining the circulation and social space encourages a more integrated 

and social environment. There is an emphasis on circulation being informal, 

generous in size, accessible, and “aesthetically pleasing” (Wagner & Watch, 

2017, pp. 32). The circulation as a space itself should attract usage and 

occupation. The literature suggests a fluidity and integration between circulation 

areas and other spaces for a more connected environment.
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Alongside physical and social connectivity, there is a focus on visual connectivity 

between different areas and floors through openness and transparency. Gang 

(2016), and Wagner & Watch (2017) link the idea of visual connectivity to social 

inclusion. Open and visually connected environments create “spaces where 

people are willing to enter and own” (Wagner & Watch, 2017, pp. 39). Visual 

access to the space encourages higher usage and further occupation of the 

space. Through openness it is clear that the “activities and opportunities inside 

[the building] are for all people” (Wagner & Watch, 2017, pp. 39). Open and 

transparent spaces are socially more inclusive and support the interactions and 

social exchanges (Gang, 2016; Wagner & Watch, 2017). 

Flexibility increases opportunities and choice within a building. It allows 

free movement and encourages occupation of spaces. Neutral informal and 

flexible spaces is advantageous to “mixing of different types of people from 

different backgrounds” (Wagner & Watch, 2017, pp. 34). Connecting users and 

encouraging occupation is attributed to offering flexible unrestricted spaces.

This section evaluates tactile concepts to achieve a higher level of connectivity. 

The literature largely focuses on circulation space which has the opportunity 

to physically connect users. Other design strategies have been identified to be 

investigated further;

•	 Interlinking multiple floors horizontally and vertically   

•	 Actively using circulation as a designed space and a tool to create 

interactions and connections  

•	 Generous and accessible circulation that creates fluidity between circulation 

and different areas 

•	 Openness and visual connectivity  

•	 Flexibility offering multiple options for circulation and spaces so users are 

not forced or re-stricted to using a particular space or route 
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Section 2.3 discussed why designing for connectivity is important for current 

social values. This section reviewed literature on how to design for connectivity. 

The review on designing for connectivity is general and not specific to the 

position of this research or adaptive re-use. The resulting design strategies can 

be inquired about further through the action of designing and the process of 

reflection against the objectives of this research. Research through design can 

develop new knowledge in designing for connectivity specific to this research 

inquiry. 



34

2.5   Design Framework

A literature review on international style, and adaptive re-use provided the 

theoretical context for this research. A position was established for how 

common spaces in an existing residential skyscraper might be reinterpreted. 

Further research into designing for new social values established a focus on 

designing for connectivity. 

Successful design strategies for adaptive re-use have been identified in section 

2.2. Section 2.4 determined design strategies for enhancing connectivity. These 

strategies have been further analysed in relation to the proposed project. Critical 

ideas from these strategies have been developed into a design framework. 

This is pictured in fig. 2.0. The design framework will be used to test outcomes 

at critical points in the investigation to measure their success and direct the 

research towards addressing the thesis objectives.
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Design FrameworkDesign Framework

Adaptive Re-use

Designing for connectivity

Designing spaces 

which are capable of 

accommodating several 

different usages and ways 

of being used inline with a 

‘loose fit’ design approach

Work with existing 

modules and organization 

grid

Appropriateness in 

terms of wholeness 

and continuity with the 

existing building and 

context

Interlinking multiple 

floors horizontally 

and vertically through 

circulation openness and 

visual connectivity  

Generous and accessible 

circulation that creates 

fluidity between 

circulation and different 

usable areas 

Flexibility offering multiple 

options for circulation and 

spaces 

2.5

Fig. 2.0 Design process
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Manhattan Context
3.0



38



39

3.0   Manhattan

Manhattan as one of the great metropolises of the world is the context for this 

research. The culture of Manhattan is embedded in the large-scale architectural 

development of the areas post World War II, the urban density (see fig. 3.0 

– Figure ground study Manhattan), as well as the capitalism and economic 

progress. Stern et al. (1995) assert that this culture is seen most vividly within 

the selected area of focus, Lower Manhattan (see fig. 3.1 – Figure ground study 

Lower Manhattan).

Following the depression and then World War II architecture was a symbol 

of the transition to economic prosperity and enterprise (Ruttenbaum, 1986). 

Manhattan particularly between 1890 and 1970 saw the effect of building 

booms, where periods of large-scale architectural development quickly 

transformed the city. The construction was “accompanied by large-scale 

destruction” (Stern et al., 1995, pp. 8). Entire areas within Manhattan were 

almost entirely rebuilt. Shown in fig. 3.2 & 3.3 is a page from the New York 

Times Newspaper. This is published in 1970 and depicts the changes occurring 

in Lower Manhattan and how they were represented. According to Stern et al. 

the process of redefinition saw a disregard for the past as a part “of the city’s 

evolution” (1995, pp. 1091).  Buildings “would give way to one which is not only 

bigger but also better” (Stern et al., 1995, pp. 1091).

The large-scale architectural intervention and quick redefinition of Manhattan 

was of interest to Rem Koolhaas. In his book Delirious New York: A Retroactive 

Manifesto for Manhattan (1978) the island is referred to as a mythical laboratory 

where “invention and testing of a metropolitan lifestyle and its attendant 

architecture could be, pursued as a collective experiment” (pp. 9-10). 
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Koolhaas discusses the experimental nature of Manhattan as a fast-moving 

entirely man manmade city (1978). 

Koolhaas (1978) along with Stern et al. (1995) celebrate the urban density 

of Manhattan as a part of its unique culture - “the culture of congestion” 

(Koolhaas, pp. 293). Manhattan was considered a manmade event populated 

with people and activity (Koolhaas, 1978). This diversity and activity saw the city 

regarded as “the highest representation of cultured life in America” (Stern et 

al. pp. 8). Manhattan possesses both a high people and infrastructure density, 

this condition was “inextricably linked to the advantages and aspirations of a 

progressive civilization” (Stern et al., 1995, pp. 8). Manhattan embodied the 

metropolitan ideal of urban development. The human, social, and cultural 

development was strongly ingrained in, and could not be separated from the 

urbanisation and infrastructure.

Capitalism was a part of Manhattans culture, “some of America’s mightiest 

corpo