
SEED – Socially Ergonomic Environmental Design 

by Gwen Drury 

 

[SEED is] really all about process. 

 

I like to start out by taking time with the client to develop a set of Planning Principles, based 

on the organization's mission and vision. 
 

If you can reach a consensus on WHY you are putting resources into a new/redesigned space, 

and on WHAT that space is for, then you can begin to craft a shared vision of the social function 

of the space.  This is harder than it sounds, but it seriously time well spent. 

 

I then parse out that consensus into clear, individual WRITTEN Planning Principles, and revise 

iterations of drafts until everyone involved with the project approves them.  Once those 

Principles are in place, the professional designers and the building owners and the 

future/potential users you bring into the design process all have a touchstone they can refer to 

when making any given decision.  This is especially helpful in the more chaotic (or even 

contentious) moments of the design process.  It's also a lasting record of your design intent - for 

future reference. 

 

Your Planning Principles also help you to choose which of the SEED concepts are most 

important to you and the shared vision for the space.  Once you load those into the SEED 

framework, you can challenge your team to maximize them with each design decision.  This part 

of the process creates a shared "lens" and vocabulary that can help you assess the SEED 

strengths already present in your given site, and make sure that other priorities don't wipe those 

out unless it can't be helped. 

 

This doesn't take away any of the value added by the designer's ingenuity, sense of style or visual 

excitement.  In a lot of ways, it relieves them of the responsibility of being the only ones who are 

crafting the space.  At the same time, it can keep the input from all of the stakeholders from 

becoming scattered or overwhelming....or just assertions of personal style preferences. 

 

To the right is a photo of “Old Union South.” This (“main”?) entrance opened toward Randall 

Ave. facing the engineering campus. 

Do you like this space? Can you 

articulate why or why not? 

 

Try a mini SEED analysis:  Thick 

or thin space? Porosity? Perceptual 

access? Sit-able space? Prospect-

refuge? Functional centrality? 

Legibility? Imageability? Biophilia? 

Fascination? Triangulation?   
 

Somewhere, I have a photo of Old 

Union South under construction - 

and it shows them putting the first 

panel of that "cow pusher" stone-work in place.  If I find it, I'll send it out.  You can see a bit of it 

at the base of the end of the building facing the photographer.  It went all around three sides. 



Below is a sample of a SEED Project checklist.  This one was constructed just for a slideshow, 

prior to designing the Wisconsin Institutes for Discovery.  They needed to fit a lot on one slide, 

so lots of concepts are doubled or tripled up on one line.  So don't look at this one as a literal 

example; it's more of a summary. 
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