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IDEAS COMPETITIONS:
Improving the diversity of design teams through
alternative models of procurement
This case study is based on work undertaken by Zahra Haider during
a year-long Public Practice placement as Regeneration and
Development Architect in the Strategic Planning and Design team at
Enfield Council. It provides a summary of an ideas competition held
between June and October 2020 to solicit innovative design ideas for
intergenerational living from teams of designers and architects.1 The
process was designed to proactively seek smaller and more diverse
teams as a way to encourage more engaged responses to the
challenges faced by the many diverse communities in Enfield.
The case study outlines the competition process, outputs, lessons
learnt and next steps, as well as demonstrating:
—
how ideas competitions can be managed and run more fairly
within a local authority,
—
how competitions that avoid asking for large amounts of work
for minimal recompense can attract more diverse applicants,
—
how local authorities can dynamically and proactively
respond to borough and industry-wide challenges by using
ideas competitions as the first step in a longer-term strategy.
CONTEXT
From August to October 2020 Enfield Council, together with
registered housing provider Metropolitan Thames Valley Housing
(MTVH), launched an ideas competition inviting teams to suggest
design solutions for intergenerational housing provision. The
primary objective of the competition was to promote high-quality
design – of both individual homes and the housing development – in
order to tackle the growing inequalities brought to the fore during the
COVID-19 pandemic, including social isolation, overcrowded homes,
and care and wellbeing of the elderly and young parents.
In addition, the competition sought to address the many barriers
faced by emerging, local and diverse organisations bidding for
local authority projects – set of challenges highlighted further by
the Black Lives Matter protests of summer 2020. The competition
won one of the Council’s internal Place Awards for staff
achievements in late 2020.

CHALLENGES: THE AIM OF THE IDEAS COMPETITION
Like much of London, the borough of Enfield is undergoing rapid
population growth. ONS and GLA projections estimate that by 2036
the number of over-65s will increase by 50%. More families in
Enfield are continuing to live together in cramped conditions, due to
shortages of affordable housing. This can lead to overcrowding
issues, increased homelessness and poor quality of life. The
Coronavirus pandemic has demonstrated the significant impact on
health and wellbeing as a result of unsuitable accommodation for
families, overcrowding, lack of suitable communal amenities, and
lack of care and support for the elderly.2
In this context, Enfield Council together with Metropolitan Thames
Valley Housing (MTVH), identified an urgent need for high quality
affordable intergenerational housing. The key objectives were to
tackle issues of social isolation, provide high-quality affordable
housing, and support the care of children and elderly. The limited
budget, resources, and time available for the project meant that the
ideas competition concept required careful consideration to ensure it
had a clear set of objectives and that the design outputs could be
managed.
A key challenge was to address the perception of ideas
competitions. A particular concern was their often-exploitative nature
– where design practices are asked to produce large amounts of
work with minimal payment in the hope of being awarded a
commission.
There was also an ambition to work with local architects and
organisations in order to boost local representation and
understanding of challenges faced by small businesses in Enfield
during the pandemic. In addition, the Black Lives Matter movement
which begun in 2013 and came to public prominence during the
protests of summer 2020, highlighted unfair representation and
inequalities faced by BAME-led practices within public sector
procurement processes. For example, the first iteration of the
Southwark Framework – a list of 110 preferred architectural practices
– was poor in terms of diversity and failed to represent local

communities as a result of a singular focus on small practices (a
problem the council has since sought to rectify).3
The combined aims of working with, promoting, and raising the
profile of black-led, small, and local organisations were at the core of
what the competition sought to address.
ACTIONS
In response to these challenges, and working with limited resources
and a tight timeline, the approach taken was highly collaborative –
working with stakeholders and ‘critical friends’ from the onset. The
brief was written and researched in tandem with defining a
procurement strategy. Research was collated and consulted-on
internally with the Head of Procurement, Head of Homelessness and
Adult Health & Social Care officers to inform the process and brief.4
After drawing up a draft brief and procurement strategy, feedback
was sought from black-led and small practices, as well as Public
Practice Associates who were actively advocating for change around
BAME representation in public procurement. These highly
informative workshops focused on fairer representation in public
procurement and compensation for design outputs in ideas
competitions. Critical feedback was received on the challenges faced
by practitioners, as well as ideas for how the language of the brief
and competition process could be modified to better address
inequalities towards a more inclusive, transparent and fairer
competition. For example, the Social Value and Equality, Diversity
and Inclusivity (EDI) criteria was critically reviewed, considering
whether it was genuinely relevant and appropriate for small and
BAME-led practices.
Being able to measure EDI and Social Value criteria in meaningful
ways ensured that the teams applying were truly championing
diversity and social value through their lived experience, work and
employment, not just ticking boxes. The teams which scored highest
on these measures produced more innovative responses to the
challenges faced by the many diverse communities in Enfield.

OUTCOMES: HOW THE IDEAS COMPETITION WAS RUN
After several internal and external consultations and workshops, a
two-stage process with limited outputs was devised to ensure a more
fairly managed competition. This comprised the following steps:
—

As part of the brief, applications were actively welcomed from
local, small, BAME-led and non-architectural organisations
such as community land trusts, and artists, and collaborative
partnership applications were encouraged. This was achieved
through both the language in the brief and proactive outreach.

—

The competition was proactively advertised to grassroots and
BAME, LGBT+, Disability Awareness, and female-led
networks to ensure that it was promoted to the widest
audience and that diverse applicants were actively
encouraged to apply.

—

Following external consultation with small and BAME industry
experts, there were no ARB/RIBA, professional indemnity
(PI) insurance and/or turnover requirements, in order to avoid
excluding smaller practices and groups.

—

Local, small and diverse organisations were personally
telephone and emailed to encourage them to apply, check-in
with their applications and to provide an opportunity to ask
questions if necessary. Even if they did not want to apply, it
was important for them to be seen.

—

Stage One asked for a simple application form, a short CV or
organisation summary and one relevant piece of work
previously completed. It measured EDI and Social Value, as
well as organisations’ capacity to respond innovatively
through three questions with set word limits.

—

All Stage One applications were assessed blindly – a
resource-intensive process but the fairest method – and
independently moderated by MTVH officers. The longlisted
organisations were holistically assessed through two
workshops between Enfield Council and MTVH officers.

—

Five small, North- and East-London BAME-led teams were
reached Stage Two: Architecture Doing Place with Studio Gil;
NOOMA Studio; Studio Verve; and a joint bid between Studio
Weave and JA Projects. Each Stage Two team was provided
an honorarium of £4,000 to develop their ideas and produce
limited design outputs (two A3 pages).

—

Early on in Stage Two, teams were encouraged to present
concise and limited information to combat the industry culture
where more is expected for less. Precedents of types of
drawings preferred were presented, and a word and image
limit was set to avoid organisations producing large volumes
of work.

—

To support the five shortlisted teams during Stage Two, oneto-one workshops and design workshops with key
stakeholders were offered to clarify and expand on the brief.

—

The five shortlisted teams presented their outputs to a
diverse judging panel comprised of industry experts, Enfield
Council officers from architectural and non-architectural
backgrounds, a Young Person’s Representative, and MTVH
representatives.

—

There were no winners from this competition. Each
shortlisted team will be promoted fairly and considered on
merit for future direct delivery projects, recommended to the
Design Review Panel and to our partner organisations.

FINDINGS & RECOMMENDATIONS
In order to ensure the competition was genuinely open to small,
emerging and diverse organisations, it was essential that the whole
process, including the judging and the brief, was fair and
transparent. Below are the key successes, challenges, and lessons
learnt for future consideration:
1.

RECOMPENSE ALL PARTICIPANTS FAIRLY AND EQUALLY
Through consultation with industry experts and academics, and
reviewing internal and external best practice guides, we learnt
that the resources required to enter ideas competitions often
discourage small practices from applying. To address this, a
limit on the documents produced was set and an honorarium
was provided to recompense each team fairly and equally.
Expectations were outlined clearly through the brief, as well as
at design workshops and 1-2-1 check-ins with teams.
RECOMMENDATION: Conduct wide consultation to ensure
requirements are minimal and proportional to the expected time
and resources and that resources are recompensed to deliver
value for money rather than quantity.
‘The honorarium meant we could invest in the work to do
ourselves justice, and the small sum makes such a big
difference to a company like ours.’ – JA Projects

2.

PROACTIVE OUTREACH TO GRASSROOT NETWORKS
AND DIVERSE & EMERGING ORGANISATIONS
Following consultation with BAME and SME industry experts,
efforts were made to remove barriers to entry, including blind
assessment, blind moderation, and proactive advertisement to
grassroots networks. Significant success was achieved in terms
of outreach to small, female-led, local and BAME-led
organisations through this competition process (Fig 2).
However, the competition was less successful at encouraging
LGBT+ and non-architectural organisations to apply.
RECOMMENDATION: Develop a proactive outreach strategy to
ensure the widest possible net has been cast at grassroots
level to encourage small, emerging and diverse practices to
apply. Broader outreach, supported by market research, is
needed to attract LGBT+ entrants and organisations from
outside the built environment professions; many often do not
feel encouraged to apply for competitions advertised in
mainstream press.

‘The Competition outreach was good as we learned about the
competition through three of our networks.’ – Global Design
C.I.C.
3.

QUALITY AND RESEARCH DRIVEN BRIEF
The brief referred to cutting-edge research and
intergenerational housing projects in Europe and the UK. Using
borough-wide data, the brief asked the teams to respond to the
specific needs and challenges of Enfield’s communities.
RECOMMENDATION: Research-led approach to brief writing to
establish robust parameters and principles to ensure humancentred and place specific design responses. Judges should
ideally be selected from diverse and varied backgrounds to
assess proposals holistically and address a wide range of
considerations and perspectives.
‘As a practice, we really enjoyed the fascinating research
and work’ – Studio Verve

4.

CHAMPIONING DIVERSITY AND SOCIAL VALUE
The industry-wide weighting of Equality, Diversity and Inclusion
(EDI) and Social Value in competitions was critically assessed.
Small, emerging, and BAME-led organisations were consulted
with in a bid to ensure the EDI and Social Value criteria were
fair and relevant for small and emerging organisations.
Collectively these criteria formed 40% of the total marks at
Stage One, measured through open-ended questions on how
organisations champion diversity and social value through their
work and their organisation.
RECOMMENDATION: Maximise assessment of quality,
innovative approach and how organisations champion EDI and
Social Value through their work. Ensure criteria are appropriate
for the scale of organisation applying.

TAKING THIS FORWARD AT ENFIELD
The nature of the ideas competition allowed enabled a rapid and
dynamic testing of new ideas and procurement practices in response
to several borough and industry wide challenges while operating
under Public Contracts Regulations (2015). The key next step is to
enshrine the lessons learnt, both from the competition process and
design outputs, within emerging Enfield Council projects, Local Plan
and policies, and establish best practice in inclusive procurement on
future projects.
The commitments outlined below have been agreed with Senior
Officers in Housing & Regeneration and will be presented to the
Housing and Development board at Enfield Council:
—

Encourage shortlisted teams to apply for Enfield Council’s
Design Review Panel refresh.

—

Where the value of prospective projects is below the Official
Journal of the European Union (OJEU) threshold, invite
tenders from the shortlist and wider longlist.

—

Together with MTVH, seek to bring forward a pilot project
in the borough.

—

Together with the shortlisted teams, retrofit or update
existing housing stock to be better adapted for
Intergenerational Living.

—

Promote shortlisted teams internally on Council-led
schemes coming forward in the borough.

—

Invite shortlisted teams to deliver lunchtime lectures to
promote innovation and quality.

—

Encourage partnerships with lead consultants on larger
Council-led schemes.

—

Where relevant, Enfield Council will promote the teams to
other Registered Providers and Local Authorities and
connect them where possible.

NEXT STEPS
This case study has examined one way to increase diversity
amongst design teams, particularly in relation to increasing the
BAME presence, as a way to produce more innovative design
solutions. The team found that as a result of the increased diversity,
the design outputs were much more engaged and responsive to the
complex challenges faced by the diverse communities in Enfield.
However, there is still much work to be done into how Authorities can
create more fair procurement practices for this and other
underrepresented groups to improve how design engages with
complex communities. It would therefore be useful to build on this
case study to develop and test out a similar approach for other
underrepresented groups such as LGBT+ or non-architects such as
Community Land Trusts.
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The diversity of design teams procured by Authorities
often fail to represent the communities they serve – in turn
leading to schemes which do not fully address the
challenges faced by local people and diverse groups. A
key part of the problem is attracting and enabling local
practices and businesses led by members of the
community to bid for council projects.
This case study explores how an ideas competition can
be a tool to allow Authorities to respond to borough and
industry-wide challenges proactively and dynamically,
without the constraints of Public Contracts Regulations
(2015). It reflects on how Authorities can promote
innovative thinking around housing provision and improve
the diversity of team teams through alternative models of
procurement, which are tailored to encourage small, local
and diverse businesses to participate.
The case study was produced as part of a year-long
placement at London Borough of Enfield, and describes
an ideas competition launched jointly by the council and
Metropolitan Thames Valley Housing (MTVH) for
intergenerational living in Enfield. The competition
responded to the growing inequalities brought to the fore
by the COVID-19 pandemic and the Black Lives Matter
protests, and reflects on the process, lessons learnt, and
next steps.
#Procurement #Diversity #Delivery
Practice Notes and other resources are available
to download at www.publicpractice.org.uk/resources

