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ABSTRACT: Social and environmental sustainability depend on the capacity of local communities to act accordingly. 

It is at this local level where knowledge and training are of great importance, transforming concepts, values and 

actions. The latter takes greater importance when engaging community stakeholders to behave as expected from a 

more environmentally responsible architecture. This paper presents the design, program and application of a 

workshop during the design phase of an urbanism project in Venezuela. The workshop focused on the theme of 

energy, and was part of a 4 workshop series. The workshop was delivered to community leaders from various sectors, 

and integrated content and group dynamics in order to engage and seek commitment from participants throughout the 

session. The paper shares the experiences of a community workshop in the context of a sustainable urban and 

dwelling design, describing its design and structure. The lessons learned and participant feedback indicated that 

several activities were key factors in understanding energy efficiency design criteria, and assimilating potential 

technologies to be incorporated on the planned project. 
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INTRODUCTION 

At different venues all of us have had experiences on 

how the delivery method greatly impacts the way we 

receive information. When dealing with workshops, if we 

have ever felt sleepy at a session or exhausted from a 

high intensity workshop, it is due to the process in which 

the workshop was designed and planned. Workshop 

delivery is always important, but it involves a degree of 

difficulty when dealing with various stakeholders, 

especially ones with different backgrounds and interests. 

For such cases the methodology to be applied needs to 

provide for a trusting place and keep participants 

engaged to receive and apply the information presented 

to specific situations. 

 

 This paper shares the experience of a workshop 

methodology for community stakeholders of a projected 

urbanism design, i.e. how it was designed and 

implemented. The workshop, part of a 3-themes 

program, was part of an initiative to include community 

leaders affected by housing problems and get their 

acceptance and buy-in with respect to a proposed urban 

design that would provide some answers to their 

situation.  

 

Prior to the workshops, several meetings were held 

with the communities to inform of the project intent, the 

timeline of activities, and the action of these. In this 

regard the workshop series were implemented about 6 

months after the initial contact with the communities. 

Three workshops were included within the project 

initiative under the context of environmental education. 

They related to natural resources and consumption 

behaviors, dealing with: 1) Energy and Thermal Comfort, 

2) Water Usage and 3) Solid Waste. The experience 

presented in the paper applies to the Energy and Thermal 

Comfort workshop. 

 

 

URBANISM PROJECT  

The area for the planned urbanism project is located in 

the vicinity of Ciudad Ojeda, Venezuela. The project 

aimed to provide a solution to the communities living in 

the zone of subsidence. Subsidence is the movement of 

the earth surface as it shifts down relative to sea level. 

This effect is due to gas extraction from oil exploitation.  

Due to the subsidence in the zone, in 1929, the Royal 

Dutch Shell built a 47 km long retaining wall protecting 

approximately 70000 inhabitants from the communities 

of Bachaquero, Lagunillas, Tia Juana and part of Ciudad 

Ojeda and Cabimas. The first three communities were 

4.7m under sea level by 2000 [1]. In the past decades, 

several governmental institutions and corporations have 

proposed policies for urban and community development 

were new housing has been provided, not without 

obstacles to the new developments [2, 3]. The pressing 

issue of subsidence not only requires affected families to 

be relocated, but also for new developments to be 

designed, planned and constructed under sustainability 

criteria.  
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In line with global trends for city developments that 

seek an environmentally responsible architecture, e.g. 

Dongtan, Shangai [4], the main objective for the Ciudad 

Ojeda urbanism project was to implement several 

strategies that preserves and values the natural 

environment and integrate them with the wishes and 

aspirations of the communities that it affects. For this 

initial idea to grow it was of great importance the 

participation of the community in the various phases of 

the project. As a means to accomplish this inclusion, a 

targeted series of workshops were designed to showcase 

the community stakeholders the type of strategies and 

considerations to be incorporated in the urban design. 

 

 

WORKHOP DESIGN 

Successful projects have shown that the inclusion of the 

community stakeholders in the design phases provides 

feedback in terms of possible strategies and also opens 

spaces and minds to understand and accept the project, 

thus reducing animosity towards new changes. For the 

intended activity it was defined that a workshop would 

be the best format as it allows participants to practice the 

new skills and knowledge during the event under the 

guidance of a facilitator. Moreover, a workshop would 

result in a “product”, which is the response to the 

learning process of the group.  

 

The Energy and Thermal Comfort workshop 

presented several objectives. The main objectives related 

to the discussion of concepts, strategies and technologies 

to optimize the use of energy and their visualization in 

the urbanism project, and secondary objectives related to 

the creation of a proper space for discussion and 

relationship building that allows for future engagement 

and commitment from participants (Table 1).  

 
Table 1: Main and secondary objectives of the Energy and 

Thermal Comfort workshop 

Main 

Objectives: 

• Create an understanding of the local 

context with respect to thermal comfort, built 

environment, consumption patterns and natural 

habitat. 

• Integrate in participant’s day to day 

practices, parameters which allow them to 

manage efficiently the energy resources in 

their homes and community. 

Secondary 

Objectives: 

• Emphasize round table discussions and 

workshop as processes for teaching and 

learning. 

• Exchange knowledge and social practices 

on the theme of energy efficiency with the 

community. 

• Educate to transform current problems and 

improve the quality of life. 

• Create spaces for relationship building, for 

mutual acknowledgement that strengthens a 

sense of belonging and group solidarity. 

 

An important component of the workshop was to 

create a powerful learning experience for participants. 

The methodology applied was based on Caufaude’s 

trainer’s course [5] which links content to workshop 

format, process and style in order to engage participants. 

Thus the workshop was structured into three main pillars: 

content, interaction level, and expected response. To 

properly identify them several questions had to be 

answered: 

 

• How do we want participants to think, feel and 

act, based on the desired results at the end of the 

workshop? 

• How do we prioritize the importance of the 

content? 

• How do we adapt the content to the limitations 

of time, group size and requirements? 

 

 

Workshop Demographics  

The workshop was targeted to community leaders which 

represented the communities living in the zone of 

subsidence. The workshop was carried out on a Saturday 

to encourage participation (as most of the representatives 

worked during the week). In this regard the workshop 

was delivered in a one-time 8-hour session.  

 

An open invitation was sent to communal centers 

where 68 representatives (Fig. 1) from 15 of the 

communal centers participated in the workshop, 

including two facilitators and 12 co-facilitators from the 

Cooperative Gerencia Integral, totaling 82 people in the 

workshop (Table 2). From the community leaders 30 

were men and 38 women. 

 
Table 2: Demographic participation at the workshop 

Communal Center represented Facilitator 

Total: 68 

Men: 30 

Women: 38 

Total: 14 

1. C.C. Corea. 

2. C.C. Campo Mio Norte. 

3. C.C. El Bolivariano. 

4. C.C. El Polvorín. 

5. C.C. El Menito I. 

6. C.C. El Playón. 

7. C.C. Los Olivos. 

8. C.C. Sibaragua. 

9. C.C. Canaima. 

10. C.C. Los Indios. 

11. C.C. El Polín. 

12. C.C. El Rosal. 

13. C.C. Cabeza de Toro. 

14. C.C. Turiacas. 

15. Pasantes Misión  Sucre. 

Facilitator: 

Ing. Timo Márquez 

Soc. Lucrecia Piedrahita. 

 

Co-facilitators:  

12 from Gerencia Integral 

 

(representing the 

following professions: 

architects, lawyer, 

engineers, geographer, 

doctor, ecologist, 

politologist) 
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Figure 1: Community leaders from zone of subsidence of 

Ciudad Ojeda and surroundings were invited to the workshops. 

 

The facilitators were responsible for the design and 

development of the workshop. Observing and identifying 

that each activity covered the desired content and that it 

flowed according to the group´s level of participation. 

The workshop facilitators, a sociologist and an engineer, 

had previous experience on workshop design and 

facilitation on similar themes for commercial and 

academic projects. The co-facilitators were stationed at 

each table guiding the groups with specific tasks and 

keeping continuity between activities. 

 

 

Content Design 

Under the premise that learning occurs when content is 

delivered to participants in different learning styles, e.g. 

visual, aural, verbal, physical, logical, social and solitary 

[6], the workshop included various styles and techniques. 

  

The Energy and Thermal Comfort workshop was 

designed taking into account these learning styles so that 

all participants would experience most of them during 

the 8 hour session. The content was developed in order to 

present main concepts at the beginning and ending with 

specific applied exercises, as presented in the left column 

of table 3. 

 
Table 3: Workshop content structure indicating content themes 

and activities.  

Main Theme Content Activity 
Energy and 

Planet Earth 

Human Needs  

Life Cycle and Ecosystems  

Environmental Values  

Human Energy  

Sustainable 

Development 

and Energy 

Energy and Quality of Life  

Ecological Footprint  

Thermal 

Comfort, 

Buildings and 

Energy 

Energy in Buildings  

Architecture and Design  

Electrical Energy Consumption  

Global Warming and Climate Change  

 

For each theme several possible content activities 

were proposed (right column of table 3), and for these 

content activities several possible learning styles were 

analyzed and identified as to encourage specific 

experiences from the group. Table 4 shows desired 

results for the grouped leaning styles.  

 
Table 4: Description of learning styles applied and desired 

results during the workshop 

Cognitive Participants were faced with new vocabulary and 

sustainability concepts, then encouraged to think 

and discuss them seeking solutions in their built 

environment. 

Emotional Participants interacted with other community 

members, strengthening bonds and views. Also 

shared feelings of accomplishment from 

integrating new information into their daily 

activities.  

Motor Participants created drawing and sketches to 

communicate the content learned, as well as built 

physical models and performed simple energy 

calculations. 

Social / 

Solitary 

Participants had space to work in groups and/or 

individually.  

 

 

Interaction and Participant Response 

In order to create a powerful learning experience, it was 

important to complement the content of the workshop 

with group dynamics to accomplish the workshop 

objectives. The following aspects were analyzed within 

each content activity: a) desired level of interaction, b) 

time available, c) group size, and d) group dynamics and 

materials.  

 

The underlying structure of the workshop 

methodology is seen in Fig. 2, where the participant 

interaction should increase or decrease depending on the 

group dynamic selected for the respective content-

activity.  

 

 
Figure 2: Visualization of the relationship between 

interaction/engagement level, content flow and group dynamic. 

 

Interaction levels were ranked between 1 and 5, 

where 1 is a low level of interaction (e.g. reading, 

listening) and 5 is high level of interaction (e.g. group 

work). The underlying idea is that interaction levels 

should vary based on desired participant response and 
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content, thus avoiding extreme situations, i.e. extended 

time at low interaction level people will feel bored and 

extended time at high interaction level people will feel 

overwhelmed. Table 5 presents the theme and content for 

the workshop. For each content activity the desired 

interaction level is described with low, medium and high 

interaction. Some activities could have a mixture of 

these. 

  
Table 5: Content activity indicating level of interaction 

expected (low; medium; high). 

Content Activity Interaction 
Human Needs 

Life Cycle and Ecosystems  

Environmental Values  

Human Energy 

Low 

Low/ Medium 

Medium / High 

High 

Energy and Quality of Life  

Ecological Footprint 

Low / Medium 

Low 

Energy in Buildings  

Architecture and Design  

Electrical Energy Consumption  

Global Warming and Climate Change  

Low 

High 

High 

Medium / Low 

 

 

Planning 

The final plan becomes the integration of content, 

interaction level, group dynamic and time. An integration 

grid (Fig. 3) facilitates the visualization of these which 

can then be adapted to different group and circumstances. 

During the workshop the following group dynamics were 

used:  

 

• Split the room in 2 or 3 large groups based on shared 

characteristics. 

• Participants shared their experience in relation to the 

content being delivered. 

• Participants made simple energy calculations of 

household consumption. 

• Turn to a partner and discuss the activity. 

• Polling participants with YES or NO questions. 

  

 
Figure 3: Integration grid for all workshop process parameters 

(adapted from Cafaude, Idea Architects). 

 

The workshop and its activities were initially 

designed for a maximum of 100 participants. Upon 

arrival, the 82 participants and co-facilitators were 

divided in 10 groups of 8 people each. The groups were 

formed by mixing leaders from different communal 

centers and were asked to sit randomly with other 

community representatives. It was considered 10 groups 

were an adequate size that would allow for good mix of 

different social and individual learning styles, allowing 

time for the introverted and extroverted participants in 

creating moments of reflection and communication. 

  

The group size also benefited the group dynamics 

used with respect to the learning style and level of 

interaction desired. Thus activities could be done from 

the individual level to small groups (2-3 people) to the 

larger group of 8 people.  

 

 

WORKSHOP EXPERIENCE 

At the time of the workshop in 2008, participants had 

already been involved in other initiatives related to the 

urbanism project. For example, several community 

leaders participated in concept design workshops of 

possible housing typologies for the project. In this regard 

most participants came to the workshop with a general 

understanding that it was an activity that contributed to 

the architecture design phase.  

 

The workshop followed the activities shown in Table 

3, which included two coffee breaks and a lunch. Based 

on the content and the desired interaction level an 

adequate group dynamic was selected. In this manner 

assuring the content went through various learning styles 

for full participant understanding.  

 

 

Low Engagement Activities 

Various activities started with a low level of interaction. 

This aimed at an introspective role from the participant 

(listening or reading). The activity would encourage a 

reflective process from the participant from the 

information provided. Most low interaction activities 

included a follow up to a medium interaction activity, 

where participants discussed their ideas with other 

members of the group and/or worked together in simple 

activities to express their thoughts. Among these types of 

activities were: a) Life Cycles and Ecosystems and b) 

Global Warming and Climate Change. 

 

In the Life Cycle activity the facilitator presented the 

definition of the life cycles, taking as example energy 

flows. Fig. 4 shows an example used, i.e. energy needed 

for photosynthesis (plants), energy used for 

transportation and packaging of products, and energy for 

refrigeration, storage and final delivery to consumer.  
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Figure 4: Example used to visualize the energy flows within the 

life cycle of an orange. 

 

 Participants were invited to think of similar energy 

flows for products/processes in their daily life. Example 

from participants included; life cycle for brick 

construction, and electricity production and 

transportation for stores. The activity was characterized 

as low/medium level of interaction where participants 

created diagrams which were later presented to the 

general group (Fig. 5). 

 

 
Figure 5: Participants presenting their thoughts on the life 

cycle of brick as a construction material. 

 

In the Global Warming and Climate Change, another 

low interaction activity, the facilitator showed slides of 

the impact of climate change in various regions, e.g. 

floods, droughts, farming, among others. Then 

participants were asked if similar effects were seen in the 

region and how this could affect their life. This activity 

ended with a 5 min video on global warming followed by 

individual questions to discuss in groups of 2-3 members. 

 

 

High Engagement Activities 

There were two high engagement activities that were 

well received by participants: a) Environmental Values 

and b) Architecture and Design.  

 

 In the Environmental Values activity participants 

were given a list of values. Each participant had to select 

five values that he/she felt necessary in order to be in 

harmony with the environment. Then, each group had to 

pick the five most repeated values from each 

participant´s list (Fig. 6). In the larger group, the five 

most repeated in each group were selected; these would 

then represent all participants.  

 

 
Figure 6: Groups presented their set of five values as a warm 

up activity to discuss environmental behavior. 

 

These final five values were discussed to see if all 

participants saw themselves reflected in them. The five 

values that appeared the most were: Love, Respect, 

Participation, Responsibility and Justice. As an initial 

high interaction level activity, the aimed was to get 

groups discussing about the environment in which they 

lived in, and set the tone for the rest of the workshop. 

 

In the Architecture and Design activity participants 

were asked to make house models applying the strategies 

learned on energy efficiency. Among the strategies 

applied in the model construction were: solar control and 

shading (vegetation and solar protection), orientation, 

envelope insulating materials and absorptivity, among 

others (Fig. 7). For this activity, several participants with 

experience in the construction sector (carpenters, 

bricklayers, blacksmith) took leading roles within their 

group.  

 

 
Figure 7: An example of the house models created by groups 

which included passive design strategies.  
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At the end of the activity, groups presented their models 

and their main characteristics were described (Fig. 8). 

The objective of the activity was the participants buy-in 

with respect to the strategies, since the proposed houses 

in the urbanism project would include them. 

 

 
Figure 8: Final building model activity presentation, where 

each group described its model energy benefits. 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

The intent of the workshop was for participants to take 

away new concepts on energy efficiency, in this regard 

two activities showcased this accomplishment: 1) The 

house model was a physical way in which participants 

explained the concepts learned and how they should be 

applied in the given climate and urbanism proposal. 2) At 

the end of the workshops groups were asked to identify 

four elements that they would take away from the 

experience, these were: a) a word, b) an activity, c) an 

idea and b) a compromise. For compromise most groups 

mentioned the intent to include energy and 

environmental issues within their communal council 

meetings. Moreover, they express they had fun and 

enjoyed doing the activities and the chance to relate to 

the experiences of other participants.  

 

 

Observations and Lessons Learned 

 Participants enjoyed activities which ended in a 

tangible product or presentation to the group. 

 Understanding of concepts and ideas was 

observed in low and medium interaction 

activities; where as discussions of points of 

views were observed in high interaction 

activities. 

 Activities with different interaction levels 

allowed all participants to get involved.  

 Women tended to be more active in low and 

medium interaction activities, where men were 

more active in high interaction.  

 Previous work with the community helped focus 

on the intent of the workshop. 

 The co-facilitators per group were critical to 

answer questions and clarify instructions for 

activities. 

 

From the observations and lessons learned several 

improvements can be done to future versions of the 

workshop, among these: 

 Better distribution of participants in groups 

based on skills, as to benefit from previous 

knowledge (e.g. construction workers). 

 Have a list of additional group dynamics for 

each activity in case time and group interaction 

affects the development.  

 Group dynamics after coffee break and lunch 

should be adapted to medium level to maintain 

ideal level of interaction. 

 It would be ideal to set an assessment on how 

compromises from the community were 

implemented after the workshop. 
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