
“When the world becomes standard, I will 
start caring about standards.”

Rasmus Lerdorff
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“Criticism may not be agreeable, but it is 
necessary. It fulfils the same function as pain 

in the human body. It calls attention to an 
unhealthy state of things.” 

Winston Churchill



“All creation necessarily ends 
in this: Creators, powerless, 
fleeing from the things they 

have wrought.”

David Eagleman, Sum: Forty Tales from the Afterlives

Hieronymus Bosch
The Haywain Triptych
(Third panel) c 1516



“Human beings, in a sense, may be thought of 
as multidimensional creatures composed of 
such poetic considerations as the individual 

need for self-realization, subdued passions for 
overwhelming beauty, and a hunger for 

meaning beyond the flavors that enter and 
exit the physical body.”

Aberjhani, Splendid Literarium: A Treasury of Stories Aphorisms, Poems, and Essays



It’s a competition……



“Design is people.”

Jane Jacobs



Municipalities are responding……





“Design creates culture. Culture shapes 
values. Values determine the future.”

Robert L. Peters



What do we want for public spaces?
• A great place for people to live, work and play
• A place with identity
• A place that reflects the context
• A place that evolves but lasts a long time
• A sense of place



“I can't stand it when restaurants don't have a 
sense of place in a city. When I'm in London, I 

want to know I'm in London. When you're 
sitting in my joint, you know you're sitting in 

Seattle.”

Tom Douglas



But there is some faltering…….
We have the vision

Edmonton is a city of design — urban design, architectural 
design, and environmental design. Walk its safe, leafy 
neighbourhoods, ride its efficient and accessible 
transportation system. The city has grown up; now we’re 
building smarter. 
City of Edmonton The Way We Transform



We have the principles

City of Edmonton Complete Streets Guidelines



We have the intent

City of Edmonton Complete Streets Guidelines



We have the context

City of Edmonton  142 Street  Rehabilitation



And then, 
we have the standards



Where it becomes formulaic….

Number of Trees = ½ [x2 + y2]1/2



Quantitative 
is easier to work with than 
Qualitative



What is the intent of Standards?

“a document, established by consensus and 
approved by a recognized body, that provides, for 
common and repeated use, rules, guidelines or 
characteristics for activities or their results, 
aimed at the achievement of the optimum 
degree of order in a given context”. 
Derived from ISO/IEC Guide 2:1996, definition 3.2



“Universally or widely accepted, agreed upon, or established means of determining 
what something should be. Major classifications of this term include: 

(1) Material or substance whose properties are known with a level of accuracy that is 
sufficient to allow its use as a physical reference in calibrating or measuring the same 
properties of another material or substance.

(2) Concept, norm, or principle established by agreement, authority, or custom, and 
used generally as an example or model to compare or measure the quality 
or performance of a practice or procedure.

(3) Written definition, limit, or rule approved and monitored for compliance by an 
authoritative agency (or professional or recognized body) as a minimum 
acceptable benchmark. This is the usual meaning of the plural term (standards).“

www.businessdictionary.com



“Performance standards describe how a product is supposed to function. A 
performance standard for water pipe might set requirements for the pressure per 
square inch that a pipe must withstand, along with a test method to determine if a 
specimen meets the requirement.

Design standards define characteristics or how the product is to be built. The 
specification that a pipe be made of a given gauge of copper would characterize a 
design standard.”

National Institute of Standards and Technology  www.NIST.com



Aristotle

“The whole is greater than the sum of 
its parts.”



Most standards:
• Are quantitative
• Set minimums and maximums
• Provide written descriptions
• Do not deal with programming, site context or use
• Over ride programming, context and use



Simulacrum an image or idea without the 
substance or qualities of the original



Most municipalities have their own set 
of standards……



“We design our world, while our world acts 
back on us and designs us.” 

Anne-Marie Willis



How should standards be developed?
• Based on overarching visionary documents
• Be specific to each municipality 
• Be developed by those who are intimate with the 

visionary documents
• Consider: 
o context
o program
o aesthetics 



How are standards used?



Standards are becoming more 
prescriptive…..



“Content precedes design. Design in the 
absence of content is not design, it’s 

decoration.”

Jeffrey Zeldman



Operations and Maintenance are 
becoming more influential in what is 
built



“In my opinion, no single design is apt to be 
optimal for everyone.” 

Donald Norman



“Practice safe design: Use a concept.”
Petrula Vrontikis



Lack of experience leads to lack of 
understanding



Lack of time leads to lack of 
understanding



Lack of understanding leads to 
homogenous design



“We are in danger of making our cities places 
where business goes on but where life, in its 

real sense, is lost.”

Hubert Humphrey



So what can we do?



“By appreciating the darkness when you 
design the light, you create much more 

interesting environments that truly enhance 
our lives.” 

Rogier van der Heide



A different perspective……….
Felicia Marshall



Our role:

“Talk good, talk evil. Just 
talk about it.”  

Vincent Asselin

“Seek first to understand, then to be 
understood.” 

Stephen Covey



An integrated process:

• Understanding of the vision
• Understanding of intent
• Understanding of context
• Understanding of vocabulary
• Sit at the table



“Design is a process for making things right, 
for shaping what people need.”

Ralph Caplan



How should standards be used?



Knowledgeable designers and reviewers

• Continuously mentored
• Ongoing research
• A sharing perspective
• The right to make decisions
• Understanding of the vision and 

principles, context and use of the site
• Understanding desired outcomes and 

if they have been achieved, and when 
they have been achieved



A blend of standard types:
• Prescriptive for elements that are 

quantitative
• Descriptive for elements that are 

qualitative – looking at outcomes
• A bit of both for some elements
• Tested – on site and in drawings

Better Block Brunswick



“We must beware the revenge of the 
starved senses, the embittered animal in 

its prison.”

JB Priestley



“After 40 years of 
marriage, isn’t it amazing 

when you can look at 
your partner sound 

asleep next to you and 
still believe they have 

potential.”

Kaylin McFarren Hieronymus Bosch     Terrestrial Paradise  c 1516



“You are the only one who can.”

Carroll Bryant
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