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Return to regionalism in
building design
Shortly after the turn of the century, Henry
Ford revolutionizedthe automobile industry
whenhe developedthe conceptandmethod
ology for manufacturingautomobileson a
massproductionbasis. Studentsof business
managementrecognize Ford’s concept not
only as the cornerstoneof the automobile
industry, but also as one that spurred the
entire industrial-economicrevolution of the
twentieth century.The conceptof producing
large quantitiesof identical products is the
bulwark of our industrialsociety.

Whenthis conceptis relatedto the building
industry, someanalogiescanreadilybe drawn
that relate to the departurefrom regional
dictates.If the auto industryhadbeenguided
by the dictate to design and build different
typesof vehiclesfor, say,20 differentclimatic
areasof the countrynot to mentiontheglobal
market, it is likely that massproductioncost
advantageswould havebeen much less con
duciveto two cars in every garage.

As technology in the building industry
progressed,the trend followed those in the
automotiveand applianceindustries;i.e., to
develop singular concept products for the
universalmarket. This was the beginningof
theendof regionallyorientedbuilding design.

Therehas beensome limited successin the
areaof prefabricatedor industriallyproduced
buildings.These,althoughthe ultimatein the
concept,are not the target of this chapter,
however. We addressourselveshere to the
massproducedsystems,subsystems,andcon
cepts such as building curtainwalls, massive
fenestration skin systems, insulating mate
rials, structural systems, structural compo
nents, modular concepts,and prepackaged
mechanicalsystems.

The intent is not to criticize massproduc
tion efforts in the building industry. Without
challenge,thisapproachhasbeentheprimary
force in the United Statesbuilding industry
over the past quartercentury. In retrospect,
however,the ingenuityofindustrialdesigners,
productionengineers,and marketingorgani
zations, consideredin light of The products
that haveresulted,would nothavebeenpossi
ble had not energy resourcesbeen readily
availableat relatively low costs.

Massproduced,massmarketedsystemsare
best identified by fads in constructionmate
rials, constructionsystems,and energy sys
tems. Examplesof suchfadsare:

* Totally fenestratedbuilding skins.
* Modular interior design.
* High-velocity air distribution systems.
* Roof-mountedmechanicalsystems.

None of these concepts,or the resultant
products,can be consideredas inferior, but
unfortunately, the concept of universality
causesextensivemisapplicationof such mass
produced systems. The misapplication,in
turn, often results in an overreactionthat
causesthe misappliedsystemto be replaced
universallyby another,and so the cycle con
tinues.

The conceptof universality in the building
industry, essentiallyignoring regionalvaria
tionsin climateandenergyresources,mustbe
reconsideredif we are to copewith the prob
lem of limited, costly energy resources.The
immediateevidenceis thatour industrial! tech
nological community is headingoff on con
tinued fadism,i.e.,developingandpromoting
new universal systems that will solve the
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problem. Unfortunately, this approachwill
fail, or succeedonly at theexpenseof creating
otherproblemsthat will openthewayfor still
otheruniversalsolutions.

If we are to continue our leadershipin
building technology in an energy conscious
and resourcelimited market, we must recog
nizetheregionalnatureof buildingdesign.We
must seek out the climatic areas in which
certain building materials or energy source
and conversionsystemsare most applicable
and then market them for those areasonly.
This will be a wholenewconceptcomparedto
our pastmethodof doing business.

Consider all parameters
Designersmustconsiderall the parametersof
eachbuilding as auniqueentityandovercome
thetemptationof repetitiousdesign.Forevery
building, the building design and energysys
temsdesign must be subjectedto an iterative
analysis until the design is energy and cost
optimized. Thesestudiesmust include not

only the local climate but also the building
orientation,shape,fenestrationandwall sys
tems,occupancyschedule,mechanicalsystem
and illuminationsystems,andowningcosts.A
major implication of this conceptis that the
building designteammusttakean evenmore
responsiblerole, not only in functioningas an
integratedteambut alsoin theoverall project
conception.

Thiswill notbe easy.Whenbuilding owners
and developerstend to dictate to the design
team certain emphasis on first costs, the
designersmust be preparedto inform their
clientsfully regardingthe energyandmainte
nance cost impacts of these possibly un
foundeddictates.As a result, all will benefit.

ASHRAE Standard90-75 toucheson the
regionalaspectsof buildingsin Section4. This
is a healthybeginning.But theregionalnature
of buildingsandtheir uniqueoccupancyfunc
tions and schedulesmust be recognizedas an
industryphilosophy if the energyquestionis
to be addressedsuccessfully.


