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• Abstract:  

Infrastructure shapes communities.  This is particularly evident in inner-city housing where 

the materiality of infrastructure delineates groups of residents who share things like 

pipes, drains, or gardens. Even if urban neighbours are unknown to each other, they 

consume shared resources delivered by infrastructure and are collectively impacted by 

changes in the material systems or services provided.  Infrastructure has the potential to 

generate and circulate experiences amongst groups of residents and to provoke 

shared or contested interpretations of these experiences. This generative potential of 

infrastructure is typically overlooked by systems designers, but provides an opportunity 

to include residents in the technical work of creating liveable cities. Conversations 

about the use of water or energy at home can lead on to questions of where agency 

over resource use lies and what changes can be made in an urban community to 

affect local environmental quality. 



This paper presents ethnographic material generated through a co-design process that 

engaged residents of a London social housing estate in the co-production of small-

scale infrastructure interventions for their neighbourhood.  Our project used a 

participatory process to create an intervention that could impact local water, energy 

or food production.  In this paper we discuss some of the questions raised through the 

process, including residents’ interpretations of wastefulness, their concerns over 

managing differences between residents such as differences in life stage, or tenure, 

and their expectations of those living on the estate and those outside of it. We describe 

the distribution of agency over resource use across the material and social structures of 

the estate and how we used these insights to tailor interventions to the social and 

technical context of the estate. We present this co-design process to contribute to 

broader questions of how communities and housing are implicated in the production of 

less resource-intense, more liveable cities.  
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