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Abstract: The importance of apartment living in creating sustainable cities has gained wide recognition as many Australian cities are beginning to grapple with rising populations.  Concurrent with this shift in prioritisation, high density housing in Melbourne has experienced increasing pressures in terms of affordability and financialisation.  Many practitioners, policy makers and members of the public have expressed concern of about the quality of living that current apartment designs offer as a result.  The role of government intervention in design quality in high density housing through regulations has also seen increasing attention.  Debate has occurred on the role and ability of assessment tools to improve design quality and whose interests they best serve.
In response to these concerns, this research seeks to understand how design quality assessment tools vary and what are their possibilities and limitations to supporting improved design quality in apartments?  This research question involves an interdependence between the normative lens of how should design assessment tools define quality as well as an awareness of the political context of the policy making process that influences this definition.  Focusing on recent changes to high density housing regulation in Melbourne and the UK, this paper will firstly analyse the normative approach of communicative planning and compare this to the political understanding of power through phronetic analysis. Lastly it will outline how the strength in one method complements the weakness of the other so as to provide a better understanding of these tools and insights to how planning regulation can be altered to encourage improved design quality in apartments.
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The importance of cities as hubs of innovation and economic productivity is well established.  Australian cities are expected to continue to attract large rises in population and high density infill housing is viewed as a key method to accommodate this expected growth.  Government policy has highlighted that the provision of high quality amenity levels within this housing typology and the surrounding environment is integral to success of these cities (DIT 2011, p.58; Major Cities Unit 2010, p.98).  Since 2000 there has been rapid growth in the size of the apartment market, in particular in the larger capital cities.  Many commentators have critiqued that a high quantity of provision has been at a low level of design quality.  Meanwhile, financial structures wrapped around the apartment industry prioritise its role as a secure and affordable site of investment above that of providing a place for people to live.  In an attempt to mitigate against poor quality, Australian state governments have introduced apartment specific regulations in recent years, with four out of the eight states implementing or in the process of implementing apartment standards and means to assess quality at the time of writing.  

However both in theory and practice, the intervention of design quality regulation and associated assessment tools is contentious.  One source of critique concerns the extent to which they can discern and select for improved design quality due to the complexity of issues and the arguably blunt tools involved.  Others are concerned by the politics that influences the process of forming these regulations and whose interests are best served by them.  In response to these concerns, this research aims to understand how design assessment tools vary, how the process in which they were formed influenced their outcome and the prospects for assessment tools to improve design quality in apartments.  This research seeks to demonstrate how planning regulation can be configured to encourage improved design quality in apartments through better understanding these tools.  The question that this research therefore focuses around is; 
How do design assessment tools vary and how can they support improved design quality in apartments?
In order to address this question, two different aspects of design quality assessment tools will be analysed; the tool outcome, and the process of tool production.  Two tools have been selected for study; the recently formed apartment specific standards in Melbourne, the ‘Better Apartment Design Standards [BADS],’ (DELWP 2016) and the recent review of standards in London, the ‘Housing Standards Review [HSR]’ (DCLG et al. 2015)
What is apartment Design Quality? 
Firstly this research will explore what the definition of design quality is for apartments.  This definition will consider the particular definition that assessment tools produce and through a communicative planning theory normative lens, seek to establish the parameters of what is possible or considered legitimate for assessment tools to stipulate design quality as.  Secondly through a phronetic policy analysis lens, this research will analyse the politics behind the production of these tools and how particular definitions were formed as a result.  In addition to outlining the methodology behind these two elements, this paper also seeks to examine why it is important that this research does not treat the assessment tool outcome and production process in isolation.  The research question highlights the interdependence of these two aspects and through an understanding of the impact of the assessment tool and the constraints on how it is formed, this research aims to explain why certain elements are able to negotiate their political context and effectively improve design quality for different stakeholders.  
Building Analysis 
There are many different methods to regulate design quality in housing.  Design assessment tools, which focus on the material aspects of the apartment building, are widely adopted (Ben-Joseph 2005, p.xiii), including Melbourne’s BADS and in the UK regulatory system, their role in ensuring quality was further strengthened in the HSR.  These tools are designed to establish a minimum standard of physical amenity to be included in each apartment and historically originated from fire safety and sanitation concerns (Ben-Joseph 2005, p.48).  However many scholars argue that assessment tools are too ‘blunt’ and inadequate to produce the improvements required for cities to be sustainable (Prasad 2004; Carmona & de Magalhaes 2009).  Prasad (2004) worries that the focus of assessment tools exclusively on the material aspects of the apartment building not only fails to address key urban issues of social inequality and justice that are linked to housing and design quality but can also deflect attention away from these issues.  
As a precursor to understanding these concerns it is important to establish what the scope of ‘design quality’ is as implied in design assessment tools. Quality, of course, is also experienced differently, and so is contingent upon who quality is experienced by. The social and political relations within which the discourses of design quality are shaped, are important. Communicative planners subscribe to the idea that institutions produce discourses or particular languages to assist discussing a particular topic (Allmendiger 2009, p.214).  According to Foucault (1980), this discourse helps to produce how a topic is understood and its boundaries by controlling the language used to describe it and what is included or excluded as an appropriate way to discuss the topic.  Healey (1993a) shows that, through a content analysis of the assessment tool documents, the researcher is able to empirically observe the definition of design quality as agreed upon and established by each government.  A content analysis will outline the topics and elements of quality that each institution feels is critical to creating higher quality in the built environment and therefore is important to stipulate it’s inclusion through regulation.  This list creates the discourse of how quality is defined for each government and therefore the limits of design quality in each instance.  
Healey’s content analysis method limits the review to the language included within a design plan but does not consider the spatial built reality that the plan relates to.  The language that is used in the tools is often criticised as vague and that the levels of quality outlined by the definition is subject to interpretation (Ben-Joseph 2005; Carmona et al. 2010).  In contrast, the method used by the tool to measure compliance has a directly observable impact upon the level of quality that the tool is able to achieve.  In order to further interrogate tools from a user perspective, it is important to extend Healey’s content analysis method for discourse research to include an empirical analysis that tests how each tool works and what design quality they produce in practice.  By assessing relative compliance with assessment tools criteria in built apartments, this research empirically tests for qualities that are (and aren’t) included in the implementation of each tool.  In addition to the description of quality, this demonstrates the government’s commitment to a definition and provides a more sophisticated understanding of how each government defines quality. Each tool will be applied to a series of building plans to monitor compliance as would be undertaken by an architect during the design process.  This form of action research allows for reflection upon quality assessment as a practitioner, revealing insights into practicability, shortcomings in scope, and the agency of the tool in influencing design outcomes.
Repeating this applied empirical analysis to the different assessment tools from the two institutions will enable this research to observe how design quality can be differently defined and additionally, how different measurement methods are more adept at achieving the definition of quality described more effectively than other methods.  Together this repeated, applied empirical analysis of the assessment tools will enable this research to construct a normative account of what design quality discourse as defined by assessment tools in general can be and methods which offer greater potential to achieve improvement. 
Policy analysis  
An implicit constraint of assessment tools is the limited scope they offer to differentiate between qualitative properties of design quality.  They better suit aspects of design that are able to be quantified and therefore material elements are more typically included while the more difficult to measure, qualitative aspects are generally omitted.  Many argue that this material definition of quality best serves the interests of developers as it provides certainty and can also serve to detract attention from important qualitative questions of social justice (Prasad 2004).  
The research is therefore designed to test the extent to which developers (and others) use their power to encourage the adoption of tools and so deflect attention from attempts to create more effective policies. Habermas (1984) proposes that communicative planning theory can reveal the power relationships behind the assessment tools through the wording used within them.  Flyvbjerg (1998) however contends that this is an inadequate means for analysing the power relationships as it does not understand or seek to investigate the other dimension of these documents; the process of their production.  Flyvbjerg (2004, p.284) proposes that power relationships behind the formation of policy documents explain how and why particular definitions, inclusions and exclusions occur in policy tools. 
In general, policy analysis involves the investigation of how the problem was defined, who serves to benefit and lose from this particular definition and who had the ability to influence the adoption of the definition (Considine 2005).  The possible range of definitions of quality provides a basis for assessing which definition was adopted and omitted in each case.  While Forester (Forester 1989, pp.145–6) utilises this general method to include an analysis of power in the policy forming process, Flyvbjerg (1998) argues for an approach that appreciates the politics within power; a more Machiavellian approach that accounts for the agendas and techniques adopted by the different actors to influence the process.  In Flyvbjerg’s (1998) account, greater power was maintained through stable relations and the sustaining of apparently rational logic.  As a result, power was exercised indirectly with the value of the desired option strongly emphasised by the involved actors, while the importance of those excluded was subtly downplayed (Flyvbjerg 1998, p.232).  Flyvbjerg therefore suggests that analysis should focus primarily on ‘how’ power was exercised and the process undertaken rather than simply looking at who has the power (2004, p.293).  Furthermore, phronetic policy analysis extends this to include a focus on the calculated judgement of what goals are deemed practically possible to achieve by different actors (Flyvbjerg 2004, p.287).  While many actors may feel strongly for a more extreme definition of design quality, they will assess what they feel is possible to succeed in the policy forming context and as a political tactic consider ways in which to prosecute this agenda.  Flyvbjerg (2004, p.285) notes that this practical judgement is a common element within planning practices and that as a result, an analysis of only the object itself or the production process without this politics is insufficient to understand the planning policy in question.  In order to capture in detail the politics and complexities of power within the policy formation process, semi-structured interviews with key actors involved in the policy production process will therefore be conducted in this research.  These interviews will concentrate upon analysing the key decision points that determined the definition of design quality adopted by the assessment tools and seek to map who was able to influence these moments and how they achieved this.
By concentrating on the process and how power was used, Flyvbjerg (2004, p.298) argues that phronetic analysis enables the planner to gain a better understanding of the policy practices and therefore is empowered to be more capable to push for effective planning.  Explaining why certain power relations occurred from a structural level is not necessary if the planner can understand how it occurred due to the power offered to them as an integral part of the planning process.  With further skills in politics the planner will be able to encourage better results.  Communicative planning however suggests that focusing on one voice is problematic regardless of best intentions as it cannot capture the breadth of opinion possible on an issue and may be inequitable.  It proposes that planning should no longer be just the role of the planner and that in order to create more effective planning policies, open and free dialogue between all actors is required in order to bring people together to create consensus (Allmendiger 2009, p.200).  This approach has been positively accepted within planning practice and public participation is now a common feature of many systems including the BADS and is statutory in the UK model.  Habermas (1984) admits that there is extreme complexity within planning policy making however he still concludes that it is possible for different actors to form consensus and that complete transparency with clear and comprehensible plans will prevent actors from being able to obscure their power (Healey 1993a). Communicative planning further contends that with ever increasing fragmentation occurring in society, this shared understanding is even more important than ever and that communication is the critical element (Allmendiger 2009, p.200).  
While admirable in ambition, Sager (2013, p.201) contends that communicative planning does not fully appreciate the complexity of public participation and the structures within planning that prevent public participation from creating more successful policies.  While participation seeks to include the voices of the marginalised and those disempowered in order to achieve equality in the policy formation process, limited flexibility or consideration is given to the method by which the public is permitted to engage (Allmendiger & Haughton 2012, p.93).  Often the means provided are onerous and foreign to some stakeholders and the resources and time required for participation favours those actors who are already empowered and able to undertake this process (Avelino 2009; Held 1987).  While Forester (1989, 1993) has responded to this criticism by arguing that the role of planners working with communicative planning is to assist the disempowered and actively work to strengthen the weaker voices participating so as to balance the debate, this has also been criticised as too simplistic.   The planner may be unwilling or unaware of the hierarchy created between the planner and the participant formed by the organisation of planning with expert training and difficult, unfamiliar language and systems.  The participant may feel unable to critique the planner due a perception of authority or fully participate as an imposter to the system (Allmendiger 2009, p.213).  Communicative planning and public participation has been consequently heavily critiqued as providing a false legitimacy to policies and serving to further entrench the power and decision making abilities on those already powerful (Allmendiger 2009, p.203; Sager 2013).  
While Healey (1993b) comments that it is important for the planner to observe all the limitations to full participation by all actors including structural ones in order to better facilitate it, Allmendinger (2009, p.240) importantly critiques that communicative planning does not provide the means to be able to do this with a focus on language.  Avelino and Wittmayer (2016) instead suggest a multi actor analysis of power that recognises the complexity of roles in power and the structures around them.  They warn against simplistic and broad categorisations of sectors and instead propose highly detailed and careful analysis of power positions that includes shifting power dynamics, power differentiation between individual actors within sectors and how different types of power may be used by actors at different points of the process.  This second element of this research will therefore focus on understanding in detail the relationships of power and through the interviews; seek to understand why they occur.
Interdependence 
A common criticism of phronetic research is that politics analysis only enables a critique of existing policy and cannot propose alternatives to improve the policy in the future (Allmendiger 2009, p.219).  Normative solutions are not included within phronetic theory and this is highlighted by Flyvbjerg (2004, p.284) as a critical aspect of the theory as it is felt that research should be case specific and focus on the problem at hand rather than theory building.  To improve planning policy, phronetics aims to problematize the current structures of power so as to make it difficult to continue operating in the established way for those involved (Flyvbjerg 2001, p.291).  Many commentators however state that the ability to generalise and broaden the impact of the investigation to other projects is how planning research differs from an inquiry into a particular policy and is therefore the purpose of planning research (Faludi & van der Valk 2001, p.276; Low 1991).  As a result, the narrow approach of phronetics is seen as incomplete as a research technique and requires further development.
Alexander (2001) proposes that a combined approach between communicative planning and phronetics is important to producing a more effective planning policy.  He suggests that there exists an interdependence between the two methods and that the highly normative approach of communicative rationality is balanced by the practical process focus of phronetic research.  Alexander (2001, p.312) states that although Flyvbjerg and Richardson (1998 in Alexander 2001) originally proposed the concept that the weaknesses of one method is complemented by the strength of the other as a critique of communicative rationalism, it is possible to shift the focus to using both strategies equally to produce a better research result.  Communicative planning assists in focusing the research on what planning should achieve and the direction that research can take it for future improvement.  As outlined earlier, this normative aspect is lacking in phronetic analysis but the greater awareness of the practical context that phronetics provides can highlight to communicative planning research the elements that could potentially impact upon the normative policy being effective in implementation.  
In line with this thinking, the research will include reflection on what further clarification one data set can provide for the other.  The communicative planning built analysis will provide a normative understanding of what is possible for assessment tools to define design quality as and the methods which are best able to achieve this definition.  The phronetic analysis of the politics and complexity of power further outlines aspects that will influence the adoption and efficacy of particular methods in the current policy context.  This analysis will therefore look for assessment tools that are able to negotiate the current political context to avoid a constrained definition of design quality and work effectively to further improve design quality in apartments for the resident and community.  This analysis will also outline the limitations for assessment tools in general to achieve the stated normative goal in the particular policy context and what alternatives may be additionally required to support and compliment this method.  In this way, this research also extends upon the practical wisdom of phronetic research by being appreciative of the boundaries of what is possible in a certain context.
This paper concludes that a multifaceted research method is required in order to better understand planning regulation and the prospects for assessment tools to improve design quality.  It has argued that not only is each method required but additionally the interdependence between the two elements of the assessment tool, the outcome and the process of its production, requires an integrated approach.  The understanding gained from one data set provides further explanation to the other.  As a result, this research will therefore reflect upon how assessment tools can define design quality but also how the process of their production can influence this definition.  Through this methodology, it will analyse the tools which are able to negotiate the current context to improve design quality as well as what the limitations for assessment tools to be effective are and where they may be required to be supported by a complimentary method.  Together this further understanding of the possibilities and limitations of the assessment tools aims to provide greater insight into how planning policy works as a system to improve design quality in apartments.
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