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ស្ថរគេារឹះ 
 នសចកតីសនង្ខបនោលននោាយជាលទធផលប្រសាវប្រជាវកនុង្ែំណាក់កាលបឋម្

របស់រនប្រមាង្ “ការសាង្សង់្សប្រមាប់ម្នុសសរស់នៅ ឬនៅកាត់្ថា B4P” 
(រនប្រមាង្ននេះមាននប្រចីនែណំាក់កាល) ស្ែលឧបត្ថម្ានោយរោា ភិាលអាលាឺម្៉េង់្
កនុង្កម្មវ ិ្ ី “ការអភិវឌ្ឍប្របកបនោយចីរភាពកនុង្ត្ំបន់ទីប្រកងុ្”។ ែណំាក់កាល
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ប ទ ប់មានរយៈនពលបួនឆ្ន ំ នោយនតត ត្នលីការប្រសាវប្រជាវ និង្អភិ វឌ្ឍន៍ 
(ែំណាក់កាលអស្អនឌ្ី ឬសរនសរកាត់្ថា RD) នោយយកែំណាក់កាលបឋម្
ជាមូ្លោា ន។ រនប្រមាង្ប្រសាវប្រជាវននេះមានកិចចសហការពអីនកប្រសាវប្រជាវននសាកល
វទិាល័យអាលាមឺ្៉េង់្ចនំួន៤ ប្រកមុ្ហ ុនអាលាឺម្៉េង់្ចំនួន២ និង្នែរូប្រសាវប្រជាវ អនុវត្ត 
និង្ផសពែផាយនៅកម្ពុជា។ 

 បុពែនហតុ្ននរនប្រមាង្ “B4P” រឺសនទុេះរកីចនប្រម្នីនននសែាកិចចនៅភនំនពញ រមួ្ផសនំឹង្
ការសាយភាយនននររូបនីយកម្ម នងិ្វស័ិយសណំង់្។ ប៉េុស្នត អាោរនងិ្បូរងីមីៗ
កប្រម្នឹង្ានសាង្សង់្ន ងី្ប្របកបនោយចីរភាព ស្ែលបណាត លឲ្យមានផល
ប៉េេះពាល់ទាងំ្វជិាមាន ទាងំ្អវជិាមាន ទាងំ្នោយតទ ល់ នងិ្នោយប្របនោលនៅនលី
បរសិាថ ន។ អនកសនប្រម្ចចិត្ត្ំនៅកនុង្វស័ិយសណំង់្ ប្រកសងួ្ពាក់ព័នធនឹង្សណំង់្ 
រែាាលសាល្លប្រកុង្ នងិ្អនករស់នៅតាម្អោរ ម្ិនសូវានចប់អារម្មណ៍នលី
បញ្ជហ ចីរភាពននេះប៉េុ ម ននទ។   

 វត្ថុបំណង្ចម្បង្របស់រនប្រមាង្ B4P ស្ែលមានអនកជ ំញម្កពីពហុវស័ិយ កនុង្
ែំណាក់កាល RD រោឺបំ្រទ និង្វភិាររកវ ិ្ ីតា ស់បតូ រពី រ នបៀបអភិវឌ្ឍទីប្រកងុ្ែូច
សពែនងៃ នៅរនបៀបអភិវឌ្ឍម្ួយនទៀត្ប្របកបនោយចីរភាព និង្ភាពងាយប្រសលួរស់នៅ
កប្រម្ិត្េពស់។ ការប្រសាវប្រជាវននេះនតត ត្នលីស្ផនកស្ផនការសាង្សង់្អាោរនិង្ផទេះស្លែង្
កនុង្បូរុ។ី 

 នែីម្បសីនប្រម្ចវត្ថុបណំង្កនុង្ែណំាក់កាល RD នយងី្ាននប្របីប្រាស់វ ិ្ សីាន្រសត 
ឧបករណ៍ប្រសាវប្រជាវ និង្នតី្ិវ ិ្ ីរនាឹេះម្ួយចនំួន ស្ែលរមួ្មានសិកាខ សាល្លនរៀបចំ
ស្ផនការរូម្ោន  វ ិ្ ីប្ររប់ប្ររង្យុទធសាន្រសតពិនសស វ ិ្ ីប្ររប់ប្ររង្អំ ុង្នពលអនតរកាល 
និង្ការអនុវត្តបទពិនសា្តាម្ជំហាន។ វធិានទាងំ្ននេះនងឹ្ផតល់ចំនណេះែឹង្ែល់
អនកពាក់ព័នធនៅមូ្លោា នកនុង្ការអនុវត្ត កនុង្នងិ្ការសនប្រម្ចចិត្តនោយយកភសតុតាង្
ជាម្ួលោា ន។ 

 ការវភិាររុណភាពជីវតិ្ នៅទីប្រកុង្នោយយកម្នុសសជាកតាត  មុំ្េជាចណុំច
ត្ភាា ប់ប្ររប់ទិែាភាពទាងំ្ស្ផនកវទិាសាន្រសត ទាងំ្ប្រកបេណឌ ទសសនៈ ទាងំ្ការវភិារ
សុីជនប្រៅ និង្ទាងំ្និោម្សង្គម្។ កនុង្អំ ុង្ននការប្រសាវប្រជាវ នយងី្នងឹ្រមួ្ោន
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បនង្កីត្ប្រកបេណឌ ទសសនៈ បនង្កីត្រប្រម្ូនផសង្ៗ នងិ្វ ិ្ ីសាន្រសតវាស់ស្វង្រុណភាព
ជីវតិ្នៅទីប្រកងុ្នោយផារភាា ប់ជាម្ួយកតាត ននោាយ និង្កតាត ចីរភាពជានិចច។ 

 
Key Messages  
 This policy brief introduces preliminary research results of the 

Build4People project, funded by the German government as part 
of the multi-phase focus programme “Sustainable Development 
of Urban Regions”. Furthermore, the research agenda of the 
upcoming main four-year Research and Development phase (RD 
phase) will be introduced based on insights gained in previous 
shorter funding periods. The Build4People research consortium 
consists of representatives from four German universities and two 
German companies with their respective research, 
implementation and dissemination partners in the Kingdom of 
Cambodia. 

 Build4People’s rationale is based on Phnom Penh‘s dynamic 
economic growth, which is coupled with a local urbanisation and 
construction boom. However, new buildings and neighbourhoods 
are rarely constructed in a sustainable way with direct and 
indirect negative environmental impacts. Issues of sustainability 
are hardly addressed by decision-makers in the construction 
sector, related ministries, city administrations or building users.  

 The overall aim of the multi- and trans-disciplinary Build4People 
project during the RD phase is to support and analyse the 
transformative shift in Phnom Penh’s current business-as-usual 
urban development pathway towards a pathway with higher 
sustainability and liveability levels. The entry points for the 
research are the building and neighbourhood planning sectors.  

 Methods, tools and key instruments to achieve the objectives of 
the RD phase are collaborative planning workshops, strategic 
niche management approaches, transition management 
approaches and subsequent experimental implementation. All of 
these measures will generate applied knowledge for local 
stakeholders and a basis for evidence-based decision-making.  

 Urban quality of life as a people-driven approach serves as the 
integrating link for all of our scientific, conceptional, analytical 
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and normative dimensions. During our research, we will jointly 
conceptualize, measure and model urban quality of life and 
consider its political dimension and its often-ambiguous 
relationship to sustainability.  

 
Keywords: Sustainable buildings, sustainable urban transformation, 
integrated urban people-centric development, urban quality of life, 
sustainable urban development pathways, pro-environmental 
behaviour and sustainable living, Royal Kingdom of Cambodia 

 

Introduction: General problem description 

The current COVID-19 pandemic not only highlights the requirements 

and necessities of services, functions and infrastructures that urban areas 

need to provide for their citizens. It also highlights “the gravity of the current 

crisis makes the need for transformative urban change clearer than ever” 

(WRI, 2020). UN General Secretary António Guterres recently introduced 

policy recommendations with regard to this challenge, arguing that the 

COVID-19 crisis is “an opportunity to reflect and reset how we live, interact 

and rebuild our cities” (UN 2020). In a policy brief, Guterres suggests that the 

capacities of local governments must be strengthened and the economic 

recovery must be realised as a green, resilient and inclusive one (UN, 2020). 

Furthermore, the crisis revealed that residents, unable to commute and 

travel during the lockdowns, have been thrown back on their 

neighbourhoods, community networks and direct personnel urban 

environment. Urban citizens are more aware than ever that a high quality of 

life within their neighbourhoods is very valuable for living, working and 

recreation. 
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As part of the global megatrend towards urbanisation, an increasing 

share of buildings is concentrated in urban areas. Decarbonising the 

buildings and construction sector responsible for about 38% of energy- and 

process-related emissions worldwide is critical for achieving the UN 

Sustainable Developments Goals and the Paris Agreement commitment 

(United Nations Environment Programme, 2020). In fact, sustainable 

buildings can arguably be identified as “one of the most significant, cheapest 

and fastest approaches to reduce greenhouse gas emissions at the local 

scale” (Preller et al., 2017: 217–218; OECD & IEA, 2013; UNEP & Global ABC, 

2016).  

This is particularly relevant for countries like the Kingdom of Cambodia, 

which are confronted with enormous building activities in their biggest cities 

like Phnom Penh, Sihanoukville and Siam Reap. With an annual contribution 

of 9-10% to GDP, the construction sector is one of Cambodia’s key industries 

(Durdyev et al., 2016). The boom in this sector contributed to World Bank 

Group’s reclassification of Cambodia from the status of a “low-income 

country” to the status of a “lower-middle-income country” in 2016 (McGrath 

& Kimsay, 2016). The International Finance Corporation (IFC) believes that 

50% of the buildings with long-lasting impacts regarding sustainability that 

will be standing in Cambodia in 2050 have not been built yet (IFC, 2016). The 

IFC also notes that incorporating (energy and resource) efficiency into new 

designs is up to ten times more cost-efficient than retrofitting them (IFC 

2016). 

In addition, further urban expansion of the bigger cities is to be expected. 

For example, the Global Green Growth Institute (GGGI) anticipates a 
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doubling of the urban population in Cambodia by 2030 and warns of housing 

shortages and an under-supply of infrastructure in this context (GGGI, 2016). 

GGGI, in its Phnom Penh Sustainable City Plan 2018-2030, has also 

demanded guidance on “constructing or retrofitting energy-efficient housing 

and buildings” as a priority action in regard to the built-up environment 

(GGGI, 2019: 59). 

To reduce carbon emissions from buildings and energy supply systems 

effectively and economically, an energy-efficient urban layout is of key 

importance (Bott et al., 2019). In the context of Cambodia, this means that 

adapted climate-responsive solutions have to be explored and implemented 

within the next years. Besides the level of buildings, the planning and 

implementation of sustainable neighbourhoods plays a key role: “As socio-

spatial units, neighbourhoods offer a suitable scale of intervention for 

integrated planning and packages of measures for sustainable urban 

redevelopment.” (Bott et al., 2019: 22).  

Whereas some developments in Phnom Penh might be connected to 

enhanced liveability levels, i.e., increased use of individually owned cars, the 

latter have had negative consequences on sustainability levels, i.e., higher 

carbon emissions and air pollution. They also have potentially detrimental 

effects in other liveability dimensions such as walkability or air quality. 

Liveability has increased more for some parts of the urban population than 

for others. For example, a significant number of high-rise condominium 

towers, urban and suburban residential enclaves and gated communities 

have been developed over the last years targeting the urban upper and 

middle classes “new consumers”. However, many of the negative 
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consequences for public infrastructure such as an increase in traffic jams and 

the environment are externalised from the general public (Paling, 2012; 

Fauveaud, 2015). Striking examples of these processes have been large-scale 

evictions and re-locations of lower-income communities as well as the filling 

of urban lakes. Urban lakes that often formed the basis of their livelihoods, 

provided ecosystem functions such as serving valuable retention spaces in 

case of heavy rainfall events have been transformed into luxury housing and 

other speculative real estate investments (Beckwith, 2020). These 

developments don’t seem to have improved the quality of urban life for the 

urban majority, nor are they conducive to urban sustainability. The 

Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU) in 2015 rated the liveability of the city as 

fairly low – at least compared to its regional peers and by international 

standards. Its ranking placed Phnom Penh only 126th out of 140 cities 

globally (EIU, 2015).  

At the same time, the development towards a modern consumer society 

in Cambodia has resulted in more resource-intensive lifestyles than when 

compared to the last four decades. This strongly affects the way buildings are 

designed, built and operated. This can be simply illustrated by monitoring 

the increase in electricity consumption. Within just the past 15 years, 

development in Cambodia has pushed electricity consumption per capita 

from about 70 kWh in 2005 to 530 kWh in 2018 (IEA Data Services, 2021a). 

While this energy consumption may seem low when compared regionally (PR 

China: 4,910 kWh, Vietnam: 2,380 kWh), it is expected to rapidly rise in the 

near future (IEA Data Services, 2021b). Already now, electricity consumption 

is very much focused on the country’s primate city: Phnom Penh accounts for 
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about 85% of the national electricity consumption, but only for about 10% of 

the Cambodian population living in Phnom Penh (Pode et al., 2015). 

Therefore, the Build4People project is timed to coincide with the beginning 

of an expected development expansion and can additionally benefit from 

past research and trans-disciplinary project implementation experiences of 

Build4People team members in Vietnam or China. Applying lessons learned 

from those previous experiences can improve and strengthen the 

Build4People project’s implications and recommendations for Cambodia’s 

sustainability practices in the urban sector at its relatively early stage of 

development. 

Preliminary research results 

Preliminary research results of altogether six scientific work packages 

have been gathered during a six-month so-called Preparation phase 

(November 2017 until April 2018) and an 18-month so-called Definition 

phase (August 2019 until January 2021).  Build4People’s research has 

generally confirmed that the awareness of sustainability issues in Cambodia’s 

building and construction sector is low, although gradually gaining support 

from stakeholders. Though the basic principles and necessities of sustainable 

buildings and sustainable urbanisation have been widely disseminated 

worldwide in recent years, including through major donor organisations like 

the Asian Development Bank (ADB) or the United Nations Development 

Programme (UNDP), local stakeholders and practitioners complained that 

they lacked knowledge about how to apply sustainability solutions within the 

existing technocratic and top-down planning approaches and the existing 

socio-institutional environment. In short, the most important issue was a lack 
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of actionable knowledge, e.g., how to overcome implementation gaps in the 

field of sustainable urban development. It became clear that effective 

implementation requires a detailed analysis (including of the socio-economic 

environment), development of adapted and localised measures (including 

the use of action research), long-term strategies, and more collaborative and 

strategic planning approaches.  

At the same time, local stakeholders in Phnom Penh showed general 

interest in the holistic concept of urban quality of life that was 

communicated as the overall normative aim of the Build4People project. 

Initial discussions on how to reconcile individual life satisfaction with 

objective standards of sustainability also revealed that more research is 

needed in this field. 

An important insight from the perspective of environmental psychology 

with regard to the environmental awareness of people in Phnom Penh was 

the difference between local and global environmental issues. The 

awareness and understanding of environmental problems seem to be 

directed towards local problems, such as air pollution and the lack of waste 

management, rather than global environmental problems such as climate 

change. Local organizations and institutions have already taken some 

measures to address those environmental problems, e.g., by promoting the 

avoidance of plastic, saving of drinking water, enhanced waste management, 

etc. Posters and other awareness-raising materials on these topics are 

observable in public spaces, official institutions or restaurants. The problem 

awareness and understanding of global environmental problems such as 

“climate change” turned out to be less salient. 
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Citizen’s “climate awareness” can be defined at two levels: In a local 

context, and in terms of a global problem understanding of climate change 

(Li, 2015). There seems to be a need to strengthen awareness of the global 

consequences of individual and local behaviour and the importance of 

sustainable lifestyles in the long term. From the sustainable building 

perspective, it was perceived that common practices include reliance on 

(often imported) construction methods and standards, building designs and 

materials that are often inappropriate to local climates and conditions (see 

also Bodach, 2019). Despite the high electricity prices, passive energy-saving 

potentials applied to building techniques are rarely taken into account. All 

this happens notwithstanding the rich heritage of building designs from the 

modernist era, known as New Khmer Architecture, and from the colonial era 

that was erected following bioclimatic design principles (Kolnberger, 2014; 

Waibel, 2017; Bodach & Waibel, 2017).  

Furthermore, construction professionals displayed a lack of knowledge in 

adopting sustainable design principles, construction methods and in 

advancing low-energy building system technologies. Often, no consideration 

is given to life-cycle issues or bridging the divide between the economic life-

cycle phases of the buildings by making sustainability transparent, e.g., by 

employing evidence-based and predictive design techniques and instruments 

such as building certificates. The research showed that necessary sustainable 

technologies for the change from traditional bioclimatic design to technically 

equipped modern buildings are not available in the Cambodian market and 

must be developed strategically, along with their necessary market context 

(Schwede, 2020). Finally, various local experts confirmed that recently 
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erected buildings and neighbourhoods primarily target the high-end of the 

market and are only partially in line with the urban population’s actual 

demand.  

Major insights from the perspective of sustainable neighbourhood 

development were gained through the organisation of the Build4People 

Ecocity Transition Lab at Phnom Penh City Hall. This was an interactive 

workshop and charette stretching over one week, which proved very 

valuable for understanding local issues, capacity-building, and the 

implementation of transdisciplinary collaboration in complex sustainable 

urban developments. During the Ecocity Transition Lab, it became clear that 

there is a strong demand for sustainable urban renewal and neighbourhood 

development approaches. A particular outcome was that while there is a 

framework of planning systems and multiple planning policies, there is hardly 

any synergy between the Socio-Economic Development Plan and the Spatial 

Plan, which are the major planning systems. Furthermore, a lack of capacity 

(funding and technical skillsets) has been identified as a bottleneck for 

developing qualified urban, spatial and land use plans, especially at the Khan 

and Sangkat levels (see also Makathy, 2016; World Bank Group, 2018). As a 

lesson learnt, the successful approach of the Ecocity Transition Lab will be 

extended and deepened in the upcoming project phase, along with creating 

a toolbox for sustainable neighbourhood development including strategies, 

guidelines and criteria as well as implementation strategies.  

Based on the perspective of “urban green” as ecological infrastructure 

within cities, our research established that Phnom Penh has a growing need 

for the development of urban green space and public spaces. The city center 



Insight: Cambodia Journal of Basic and Applied Research, Volume 2 No. 2 (2020) 
© 2020 The Authors 
© 2020 Research Office, Royal University of Phnom Penh 

 

210 
 

is mainly characterized by built-up and sealed-off areas. Apart from some 

existing urban historic parks and streets with old alley trees that provide 

shade in the hot periods, residents of Phnom Penh use green spaces for 

recreation, leisure, sports and cultural events. 

However, due to intensified urban sprawl and densification of urban land 

use, the spatial share of urban green space is rapidly decreasing in Phnom 

Penh since 2000, leading to increased flooding problems during the rainy 

season. One of the key findings of the 1st Build4People Ecocity Transition Lab 

in March 2020 was that officials and citizens alike consider urban green 

space to be an important feature for urban planning and sustainable 

development in Phnom Penh.  

With regard to greater awareness-raising for the maintenance and 

promotion of more urban green space, we are fostering the idea of an Urban 

Green Infrastructure approach. This analytical framework allows for an 

analysis of urban green space in terms of its multi-functionality considering 

physical and functional connectivity and relates this to the capacity of 

ecosystems to provide multiple valuable ecosystem goods and services (EEA, 

2017). 

In analysing Phnom Penh’s urban climate, the mesoclimatic conditions of 

the surrounding region must be considered. Therefore, a regional climate 

analysis was carried out to understand the ventilation effects during the 

different seasons. Here, two seasons are especially important, as they bring 

wind from two different directions that influence the urban climate. The 

urban climate analysis provided more quantitative results on urban heat 

islands and helped to formulate a methodology for deriving an urban climatic 
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map. The research showed a considerable temperature variation rate 

between urban and suburban areas ranging from 4 to 9 degrees Celsius. As 

this result is highly dependent on local city structures, more data on urban 

climate are needed to develop a valid urban climate model of Phnom Penh in 

the future. From land use data, building and vegetation information, the 

input layers for an urban climatic map were formed. These different datasets 

are needed to calculate an urban climate map (Ren et al., 2011) with a GIS-

based method. 

During a neighbourhood design project, the initial results were used to 

recommend climatically orientated urban structures to provide better 

ventilation for buildings and open spaces to reduce heat stress. Finally, a 

thermal comfort index was applied in the research on urban quality of life. 

With this classification, which encompassed indoor as well as outdoor 

conditions, various aspects of well-being were evaluated.  

From the perspective of sustainable urban transformation, major 

problems may be related to institutional fragmentation and ambiguity. While 

governmental institutions do play a central role in urbanization processes, 

informal power structures and the entanglement of the private interests of 

political elites render the government’s de-facto role much more ambiguous 

(Paling, 2012). Administrative responsibilities for sustainable urban 

development are scattered among many different national-level ministries 

and Phnom Penh City Administration (PPCA). PPCA itself has very limited 

financial and human resources and is generally considered to be in a 

relatively weak position with regard to land ownership and legal institutions 

between the central state and powerful private developers. Furthermore, 
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project implementation usually requires some form of “buy-in from the local 

elite”, i.e., a project-based and negotiated relationship between private-

sector developers and state actors (Nam, 2017: 626). Local stakeholders have 

indicated in qualitative interviews that experimental pilot or demonstration 

projects, governmental incentive schemes as well as cooperative and multi-

stakeholder platforms might be supportive or in favor of a sustainable urban 

transformation in Phnom Penh’s building sector, whereas assumed cost 

increases, deficiencies of local capacity and a lack of market readiness might 

stand in its way. 

Briefly, the preliminary problem analysis of the different work packages 

of the Build4People project showed that only systemic trans-disciplinary, 

cross-cutting and people-led enabling approaches can promote sustainability 

and to increase urban quality of life in Phnom Penh. 

Objectives of the research and development phase 

Based on the insights and experience of the previous preparatory phases, 

the overall aim of the Build4People project’s upcoming four-year Research 

and Development phase (RD phase) is therefore to support and analyse a 

transformative shift in Phnom Penh’s current business-as-usual urban 

development pathway towards a pathway with higher sustainability and 

liveability levels. For this purpose, the building sector will be used as the 

entrance point of the research.  

Urban transition scholars have highlighted that such a sustainable urban 

transformation is not only a technological challenge but also a social, 

cultural, economic and political one (Rohracher, 2001; Rink et al., 2018). To 

contribute to an understanding of the challenges and to simultaneously 
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address these, the Build4People team will combine societal and scientific 

problem-based analytical research with transdisciplinary action research 

approaches. These aim to (i) understand and support possible transition 

pathways, barriers and drivers, and to (ii) align support of transformational 

change in the behavioural, environmental, technical and policy dimensions. 

In general, the project’s activities will support the gradual shift from a 

top-down planning culture, which so far has been rather technocratic and 

based almost exclusively on issuing static plans in a top-down manner, to a 

planning culture in which urban planning is more integrated, people-led and 

understood as a process and dialogue involving a broad spectrum of actors 

from government, civil society and the private sector in the development 

and implementation of strategies.  

Figure 1 illustrates the ideal-typical impacts of the Build4People project. 

It shows the development path of Phnom Penh over time with stagnant or 

even decreasing liveability and sustainability levels in the recent past. In the 

figure, the Build4People interventions and action research (explained in 

more detail in the following) successfully support a sustainable urban 

transformation towards a pathway with higher sustainability and liveability 

levels. The project itself is visualised as an iterative set of interventions 

(helix) that are implemented in a transdisciplinary manner by the different 

work packages (WPs), distinguished by specific WP colours, under the 

guidance of WP7 (purple container).  

Being fully aware that a transition is subject to complex and systemic 

processes, and that a complete and project-induced transition is, therefore, 
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unrealistic, the Build4People team considers the facilitation of intermediate 

transition pathways to be more feasible within the funded timeframe.  

Figure 1. The overall aim of the Build4People Project (ideal scenario) 

 

Source: Own design 

Distinguishing our project from other predominantly poverty-led 

approaches implemented by state donors or non-governmental 

organisations in the Kingdom of Cambodia, additional focus will be put on 

the so-called “new consumers”, a key group in terms of global sustainability 

(Myers & Kent, 2003; Waibel, 2009). Despite the ongoing coronavirus crisis, a 

significant improvement in living standards can be anticipated with the 

expected boost of urbanisation in Phnom Penh. The predicted massive 

expansion of the urban middle-class population is expected to create an 

increasing demand for construction, prompting a sharply rising ecological 
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footprint due. The urban middle-class population will have specific requests 

in terms of urban quality of life, which may conflict with overall sustainability 

goals. The environmental psychologists of the project team will therefore 

scrutinize urban middle-class values, norms and behaviour to better tailor 

their intervention measures for effectiveness. 

The common link of the Build4People project’s scientific-conceptional, 

analytical and normative dimension is the urban quality of life (UQoL), which 

is considered to be the general foundation for our people-driven approach. 

Our team considers the notion of UQoL to be a multiple-dimensional concept 

that brings together “physical, psychological, social and ecological aspects 

and takes into account both subjectively perceived well-being and objective 

conditions” (WBGU, 2016: 86). Consequently, we will jointly conceptualize, 

measure, and model UQoL and also critically consider its political dimension 

and ambiguous relationship to sustainability. We will approach UQoL in two 

ways: based on an analytic research approach that enquires about the 

relative impact of different objective and subjective factors on urban quality 

of life, and a more normative approach that understands sustainable 

transformation as an essential prerequisite for UQoL. Finally, a multi-

dimensional UQoL is also a linking factor when considering each level: the 

individual; the household, the building; the neighbourhood; the city. 

Research design and methodology 

The research design of the Build4People project consists of three 

overlapping spheres based on transdisciplinary research approaches in 

sustainability science (Lang et al., 2012; Noboa, 2019) (see Figure 2): (1) 

societal and scientific problem-based research; (2) transdisciplinary action 
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research, and (3) reflection, refinement & re-integration of created 

knowledge. In the first year, all work packages will approach the societal and 

scientific problems against the backdrop of the existing physical, socio-

economic, cultural and political context. Within this sphere, the overall focus 

is on empirical data collection and data analysis, mostly done separately by 

each work package in cooperation with their local research partners (see 

Figure 2).  

Figure 2. The general research design of the Build4People Project  

 

Source: Own design based on Lang et al., (2012: p. 28) 
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The most significant joint empirical research activity during this sphere is 

a large-scale joint household survey that aims to assess the status quo of 

UQoL by combining objective and subjective factors as a basis for 

intervention measures. A stratified representative sample is required for the 

evaluation of different factors that are expected to have a significant impact 

on their quality of life. The variety of factors is determined by results from 

previous research.  

The research focus in years 2 and 3 will then shift to transdisciplinary 

action research in continuous exchange and cooperation with local 

stakeholders. In this context, the Build4People team defines action research 

as a reflective process of progressive problem solving and learning system 

that integrates research, action, and analysis (Riel & Lepori, 2014). This is to 

ensure that the project will bring together, apply and extend the initial 

research findings with the overall aim of generating actionable knowledge 

for local stakeholders and a basis for evidence-based decision-making. At the 

same time, this offers the opportunity to implement people-led perspectives. 

Here, learning systems such as the Build4People Ecocity Transition Lab, the 

Build4People Sustainable Building Arena and the Build4People Sustainable 

Building Incubator (see Figure 3) are facilitated, and the local stakeholders 

are actively engaged in a transdisciplinary knowledge co-production process 

with scientific inputs from all WPs. 

From the perspective of sustainable urban transformation, the 

facilitation and analysis of those action research processes can provide 

valuable scientific insights into how socio-technical and socio-institutional 
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change can be influenced with the overall aim of supporting an urban 

sustainability transition in Phnom Penh.  

Finally, tangible knowledge products as outcomes of Build4People 

transdisciplinary processes will be co-designed and developed step by step 

within the Build4People team. One prominent product is the Build4People 

Toolbox for Sustainable Neighbourhood Development (see Figure 3), which 

will include a catalogue of strategies, guidelines and criteria. These will be 

developed in the action research process and derived from the integrative 

masterplan framework for the case study site in Phnom Penh, as well as 

through adaptation of Southeast Asian and European approaches. In 

particular, the advanced assessment system for sustainable urban districts 

developed by the German Sustainable Building Council (DGNB) will be an 

important starting point. The Build4People toolbox will be presented in an 

easy-to-access and interactive web platform addressing different target 

groups such as city administrations, developers and consultants as well as 

universities. A special focus will be on the visualisation of the interrelations 

between the involved sectors for achieving comprehensive planning results 

and synergetic effects, which often make sustainable design economically 

feasible (Messerschmidt & von Zadow, 2019). Another related product that 

targets a wider audience is the Build4People Handbook for Green Housing 

and Sustainable Living (see Figure 3). This richly illustrated publication will be 

developed in a co-design process involving local stakeholders and designed 

to present, in an easy-to-understand language (thus being accessible to non-

experts), information about technical, constructive corporate and behavioral 

solutions for climate-adapted green residential buildings. It will be published 
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as a soft copy and also via a web platform including interactive learning 

tools. In general, we do not regard the finalisation of products such as the 

handbook as the end of our research effort, but as a starting point for 

intensive dissemination and intervention campaigns through multi-

stakeholder coalitions. This is to ensure application and mainstreaming with 

maximum outreach. 

Finally, the Build4People toolbox and the Build4People Handbook are 

also regarded as key transdisciplinary instruments to integrate expertise and 

empirical research results from all work packages of the Build4People project 

and to foster engagement of partners from various institutions in Germany 

and, more importantly, in the Kingdom of Cambodia. 

Furthermore, we aim for less tangible outcomes such as alternative 

discourses and narratives, new stakeholder coalitions, socio-institutional 

spin-offs and increased pro-environmental behaviour among the urban 

population. Empowered actors or change-makers /frontrunners, various 

participatory procedures, e.g. focus groups, multi-stakeholder workshops 

and a world café (Brown & Isaacs, 2005) will enrich the analyses of the Urban 

Quality of Life (UQoL) dataset, allowing a deeper, context-sensitive and joint 

concept of UQoL together with all its influencing factors. This will allow for 

the development of an empirical data-based and theory-driven framework 

for awareness campaigning to foster ecological awareness, pro-

environmental social norms and sustainable lifestyles in Phnom Penh.  

During year 4, the main focus will shift again to reflective research 

activities. Here, the findings from the transdisciplinary action research phase 

are connected to the theory-based research of year 1 in an iterative way 
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through feedback loops (see Figure 2). It will lead to the (re-) integration and 

refinement of created knowledge and finally to the revision and extension of 

theory and will also serve to re-adjust the processes and products that will 

be applied during the subsequent Implementation phase. An initial theory-

driven and data-based draft of a UQoL-Model will be refined with respect to 

the outcomes of the transdisciplinary action research and with respect to the 

ongoing integration of more and more objective and subjective data. Based 

on this, the UQoL model will thereby identify promising measures to foster 

urban quality of life in Cambodia to be applied during the subsequent 

Implementation phase.  

All in all, it can be safely assumed that due to the Build4People project’s 

inter-/ trans-disciplinary approaches, new fields of scientific knowledge will 

be developed, with significant effects on disciplinary as well as 

interdisciplinary publication strategies. 

Role of capacity development 

Throughout the RD phase, cross-cutting input will be given to capacity 

mobilisation (see Figures 2 & 3). Already previously, local actors have shown 

both a need for and an interest in this field. In general, capacity building 

takes place intrinsically through regular communication and joint activities 

together with the research, implementation and dissemination partners. As 

mentioned above, the Build4People processes such as the Ecocity Transition 

Lab, the Sustainable Building Arena or the Sustainable Building Incubator are 

intended to generate actionable knowledge for local stakeholders.  

In particular, there have been requests to support the development of 

new master courses or to provide input to existing master courses at our 
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research partner institutions. We have decided to focus on the development 

of a new multi-disciplinary Master course on “Sustainable Urban 

Transformation Planning” (working title) at the School of Architecture and 

Urban Planning at Paññāsāstra University. In contrast to other local courses 

in this field, which are usually very much focused on questions of design, the 

idea is to incorporate the Build4People project’s holistic and people-

orientated approach into the curriculum. The new course will not be a mere 

imitation of a curriculum or textbooks from universities of the Global North 

but will feed into the refined research findings of the Build4People team. 

This is expected to provide locally actionable knowledge, tools and feasible 

solutions that are conducive to more sustainable urban development 

pathways in Cambodia.  

The Build4People team will complement these activities by critically 

reviewing existing course units and co-designing new course units in the 

context of the existing Master Course in Global Change (MICC) and a Master 

Course currently under development in the field of Geography at the Royal 

University of Phnom Penh. Also, at the Royal University of Agriculture, the 

topic of “urban green” will be integrated into the curricula at the faculty of 

Land Management and Land Administration. Further aims during the RD 

phase include efforts to organise joint summer schools, online work design 

studios or similar activities and to intensify the international exchange of 

faculty members. The joint curriculum development is regarded as another 

key transdisciplinary instrument to integrate expertise and empirical 

research results from all Work Packages of the Build4People Project.  
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Finally, the Build4People team strongly believes that contributing input 

to formats such as master courses will secure a lasting impact – even after 

the Build4People project funding ceases. The following figure 3 summarises 

the most important envisaged outcomes of the Build4People project along 

with the three research spheres.  

Figure 3. Outcomes of the Build4People Project 

 

Source: Own design 
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Achieving successful cooperation within the Build4People project 

With so many disciplines involved, transdisciplinary integration can only 

be achieved by implementing a research design that brings together all work 

packages closely together in empirical or societal data collection, in 

transformation processes such as the Build4People Ecocity Transition Lab, 

through joint capacity-building activities and the joint development of 

dissemination products.  

Experience shows that transdisciplinary integration requires a great deal 

of time-consuming communication within the research team, but also 

between academia, policy-makers and the general public. Obviously, it also 

requires mutual respect on the part of the members from different 

disciplines. During the RD phase, all this will be facilitated through regular 

online meetings, workshops and rounds of monitoring, self-reflection, 

evaluation and learning. The key responsibility for managing the essential 

transdisciplinary integration will lie in the hands of the consortium lead at 

Hamburg University. Table 1a in Appendix 1 provides an overview of the 

Build4People project’s cooperation structures. 

Conclusion and outlook  

The Build4People project is an ambitious implementation-oriented 

research project consisting of multiple disciplines and involving stakeholders 

from the spheres of state, economy and civil society (see Figure 1a, Appendix 

1). In the context of the upcoming RD phase, sustainable urban 

transformation will be encountered by a systemic and cross-cutting 

approach. Build4People’s innovative outcomes (see Figure 3) are based on 

an intricate three-phase research design including an analytical phase, action 
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research with stakeholders and a final phase of review and refinement of 

theory (see Figure 2). This is to ensure high-value scientific output as well as 

real implementation. 

In this approach, comprehensive transdisciplinary research and added 

value can best be achieved through the design of joint activities and products 

(see Figure 1). The transdisciplinary research process will be connected to (a) 

national-level policymaking processes through Build4People project’s 

membership in the inter-ministerial sector Technical Working Groups on 

Green Buildings and Sustainable Cities, (b) transnational initiatives through a 

regional technical roadmap as a localized part of UNEP‘s global road-

mapping activities, and (c) the local start-up scene through a sustainable 

building incubator.  

The Build4People project results will be further disseminated through 

tangible knowledge products such as a toolbox, a handbook or several 

exhibitions reaching out to different target groups via locally established 

multipliers. 

All of these factors combined are intended to support the transformative 

shift of Phnom Penh’s urban development pathway towards higher 

sustainability and liveability levels. A lasting impact beyond the Build4People 

project funding period itself is also be achieved through capacity-building 

activities with a focus on curriculum development support among 

Build4People’s research partners at local universities. This is also regarded as 

an opportunity to feed in the refined research findings and serves as another 

transdisciplinary instrument to compile and connect results from all work 

packages. 
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To ensure application and mainstreaming with maximum outreach, we 

generally do not regard the finalisation of research outcomes as the end of 

our efforts, but as a starting point for intensive dissemination and 

intervention campaigns through multi-stakeholder coalitions. In this context, 

the long-term funding perspective of four years, even with a subsequent 

two-year implementation phase, is another strategic advantage of the 

Build4People project. In general, it can be concluded that research projects 

such as Build4People can only work out solutions for sustainable urban 

development together with urban society. By actively communicating and 

cooperating with multiple stakeholders, their concerns and competencies 

can be integrated into the research process. At the same time, the 

understanding of the areas of concern on the part of society and the 

motivation to implement sustainability measures can be increased. Based on 

a common understanding of the problem, innovative approaches can not 

only be developed but also tested by using scientifically monitored, real 

urban district developments. Among others, this is applied by means of the 

Build4People Ecocity Transition Lab as a transformation platform and as a 

tool of integrated urban development. Ultimately, however, the success of 

the project will require a great deal of inward and outward-orientated 

communication in combination with mutual recognition of the competencies 

of each scientific discipline involved, and of the local cultural specificities in 

particular. 
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Appendix  
Figure 1a. A comprehensive overview of Build4People consortium 
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