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This position paper offers an 
incomplete history of the Design 
Against Crime Research Centre 
(DACRC) and explains its practice  
of socially responsive design, as  
an approach of social design. It 
describes how, over the 20 years  
that DACRC has operated (founded  
in 1999), its research team created a 
social design-centred methodology 
that addresses use, abuse and 
misuse of objects, environments, 
systems and services.
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Introduction: Design Against Crime  
as Socially Responsive Design 

Socially responsive design is a field of design practice that “takes as its
primary driver social issues; its main consideration social impact; and
its main objective social change” (Gamman & Thorpe, 2009, 2011).
It is a “socially situated” (Suchman, 1987) practice that is contingent 
on context, in particular the agency of the people in and around the 
design process. It is this contingency that determines a design approach
that is ‘responsive’ rather than ‘responsible’. According to Armstrong et
al. (2014), in a report for the Arts Humanities Research Council (AHRC),
social designers engage to “make change happen towards collective
and social ends, rather than predominantly commercial objectives”.
Markussen (2017) emphasises the processes of social design as well
as its products, suggesting that social design is defined according to
(i) its modus operandi, i.e. its specific way of working and operating
through “participatory approaches” as well as (ii) its aim towards “social
ends” as being prioritised over commercial objectives. 

As researchers and practitioners in socially responsive design, our
work with the DACRC at the University of the Arts London (UAL), seeks
to change things for the better for those victimised by crime. This
includes those who suffer loss or injury by being subjected to criminal
acts, as well as those who perpetrate these acts, and in doing so damage
not just the lives of others but also their own through prosecution and
punishment. It also includes the citizens of wider society who share in the
financial burden of publicly funding the ‘cops, courts and corrections’.
The United Kingdom (UK) spent approximately £4.56 billion on its prison
system in 2018/19. Whilst this figure represents an increase when
compared to the previous year, it means the UK is still spending around
£40 million less than it did in 2010/11, mainly due to the austerity policies
pursued by the coalition government of the time. 

Central to our work designing against crime is the understanding that
those people who experience crime are well placed to help design
against it. Hence, they are are integral to our activities. We apply this
understanding via a collaborative approach to design research and
practice, that connects communities of interest with communities of
practice around issues of concern. We bring together individuals and
organisations from multiple disciplines and diverse social actors,
including people who have committed crime, police, victims of crime,
advocacy and interest groups, service providers, manufacturers, 
suppliers, and local and national government, with designers, architects,
planners, criminologists, ethnographers, and engineers. Where possible,
we ensure these multiple actors are involved in the identification of the
challenges faced and the articulation of the design questions that arise
in response to these challenges. Actors contribute diverse insights,
knowledge and other resources in the co-definition and prioritisation
of the specific challenges and contexts to be addressed, along with the
co-development and/or review of design responses to these challenges.
In addition to the co-creation and testing of design against crime 
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exemplars, we also synthesise and share the research and knowledge
gathered and developed within the design process. This information
is disseminated as design resources that are made openly available to
enable others to respond to similar challenges in their local contexts.
Iterative, collaborative review of proposals, prototypes, and resources
seek to ensure that responses are effective and “fit for purpose” for
the contexts and publics they aim to serve. To illustrate this socially
responsive approach, and the outputs that it has co-created and co-
produced to design against crime, we discuss our work below, drawing
on accounts of the design against crime exemplars we have produced
(see also Thorpe & Gamman, 2015). 

Foregrounding Our Approach 
Our approach builds on the second-generation approaches to Crime
Prevention through Environmental Design (CPTED) and also Situational
Crime Prevention (SCP). Both are multi-disciplinary approaches
concerned with reducing opportunities for crime through environmental
(or situational) design, from structures to neighbourhoods. Unlike the
first-generation approaches, they include consideration of social
ecology and psychology, alongside the design of the built environment
and – if implemented properly – will also prioritise new methods of 
community involvement. But the way the engagement process is 
managed is crucial. What distinguishes a second-generation approach
from a first-generation CPTED approach is not just a more nuanced
understanding of social and cultural considerations and the idea of 
community involvement, but the way that participatory design methods,
as well as crime principles, are drawn upon to engage citizens in the
co-definition and prioritisation of concerns and goals. 

Many crime prevention practitioners agree that secure design should
not look “criminal” and the need for engagement is about understanding
that desirable neighbourhoods are often those where people feel safe,
because they look safe and foster and facilitate strong community 
support mechanisms. Also, how to deliver crime prevention design 
– alongside what Henry Shaftoe (2008) describes as “convivial” place
making through community engagement and collaboration – is the 
subject of recurrent agonistic debate. For a start, how to interpret “safety”
differs widely across disciplines and people. A recurring theme in such
debates is “the defensibility versus permeability” dilemma. Crime 
prevention often favours defensibility, arguing with Taylor (2002) that

“neighbourhood permeability is…one of the community level design
features most reliably linked to crime rates, and the connections operate
consistently in the same direction across studies: more permeability,
more crime” (Taylor, 2002, p.419). Whilst those concerned with making
public space more convivial tend to seek permeability and openness,
enabling the public realm to be understood as “a place where strangers
meet” (Sennett, 2010, p.261), where “eyes on street” and “social capital”
(Jacobs, 1961) can help to foster “enduring neighbourhoods” and
prevent crime (Sampson, 2012), not everyone agrees this is the way 
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forward. So, who is “right”? Certainly, the evidence for permeability over
defensibility is mixed, leading some critics to make the case for “secure
permeability” linked to public(s)’ access to social engagement (Armitage
and Gamman, 2009). What is clear is that second-generation CPTED
practitioners, including designers who after 1999 entered this field too,
focus more on fostering pro-social activities in public space, building
upon existing social ties, networks and ideas about mutual cooperation
and assistance. 

Design Against Crime: Our Research Methodology 
and Examples of Our Work 

What is clear is that pro-social activities, that constitute what in CPTED
parlance is understood as “activity support”, have a role to play, and this
approach has certainly been foregrounded by the Design Against Crime
initiative since it emerged at Central Saint Martins in 1999, before it went
on to become the Design Against Crime Research Centre in 2008.
The subsequent research methodology that DACRC developed, which
drew on CPTED as well as Situational Crime Prevention (SCP) and 
User Centred Design approaches, has been well documented,
published, and championed by the UK’s Design Council as “design 
against crime”.1 

“Activity support” describes designed provisions within a space that 
↓   Figure 1. “Stop thief” chair by Design   

Against Crime, 1999 © Design Against  
Crime Research Centre. 

promote desirable uses of that space and, in so doing, deter undesirable 
uses of the space. Often these approaches build social capital and

contribute to more “eyes on the
street”. The Design Against Crime

“Stop thief” chair (figure 1) and 
“Grippa” clips (figure 2) offer
examples of using crime prevention
and design thinking to enhance
enjoyment of public spaces like
coffee shops and bars, by making
provision against the likelihood of
pickpocketing and bag theft. Here,
best practice is not just about
redesigning physical environments
or furniture objects like chairs and
tables, but also understanding that
crime preventers need to work to
build social capital, drawing upon
existing social networks and
infrastructures, as well as creating
pro-social design benchmarks that
catalyse positive interaction.
Consequently, the DACRC team
worked with police, bars, and
coffee shop staff to find new ways 
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← Figure 2. “Grippa”
clips by Design
Against Crime, 2008
© Design Against
Crime Research 
Centre. 

↓ Figure 3. Market Road
Open Art Gallery, 2017
© Steve Russell 

of training staff and raising public awareness in coffee shops and bars,
to help them understand why there was a need to secure bags and 
personal property when enjoying a drink with a friend. In this way our
efforts were not just focused on preventing crime but also reinforcing
what the sociologist Robert Sampson (2011, 2012) calls the “enduring
neighbourhood effect”. Sampson’s evidence points to the fact that a
community’s resilience to crime is enhanced by neighbourhoods where
strong social ties and networks are present and promoted, and where
socially focused activities (like understanding the need to celebrate 
and gather in groups but nevertheless to secure bags to avoid theft), 
can operate to produce what he calls “collective efficacy”. 

Other examples of our work focus on designing in 
social stabilisers” and understanding the relationship 
between design and “tipping points” in behaviours.2  

DACRC’s My Mural (2019) and the Market Road  
Open Art Gallery  projects (figure 3) offer new 
strategies for the management and maintenance of 
social housing and streetscape linked to community 
supported murals and “open walls”, where the right 
to paint on walls is negotiated within communities. 
Here, community ownership of the space and 
management of the mural sites has been the key to 
success. These modest successes signal the potential 
of approaches that could “help those who reside in 
neighbourhoods learn how to create and self-regulate 
their own safety in collaboration with service providers 
such as planners and police” (Saville, 2010, p.386).  

It could be argued that these participatory practices 
applied to crime prevention through (environmental) 
design operate to deliver a kind of “open innovation” 
(Chesborough et al., 2006) approach to crime 
prevention that constitutes social innovation. A good 
illustration of this point are the Bikeoff 3 cycle theft 
prevention (figure 4) and ATM fraud prevention4  
initiatives (figure 5). The participatory and collaborative 
nature of these research projects delivered  innovation  
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now better understood by communities.

→ Figure 5. ATM fraud
prevention initiative
in Hammersmith,
West London, 2010
© Steve Russell 

↑ Figure 4. The Bikeoff cycle
theft prevention, 2007
© Design Against Crime
Research Centre. 

that was adopted and adapted widely, 
supporting uptake and impact. In the 
case of Bikeoff, these approaches 
supported the assembly of a cycle theft 
prevention “public” that contributed to a 

“collective intelligence” on the subject of 
design against bike theft arrived at via 
knowledge exchange, experimentation, 
and iteration, involving diverse sectors 
and stakeholder groups. These activities 
informed the design of guidance and 
communications for cyclists, designers, 
place managers, and policy makers that 
were adopted nationally as well as 
physical design examplars (including a 
bike and bike parking furniture) that have 

been licensed by industry and manufactured, distributed and used 
across the UK and further afield. A similar approach to addressing ATM 
crime resulted in the creation of “ATM Art mats” that were emulated as  
signs (footprints on the floor near ATM machines to designate space) 
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Conclusion 
Through our practice and research at DACRC we have established
that second-generation CPTED approaches have much to offer those
sensitive and collaborative practitioners open to updating their
knowledge of crime prevention through environmental design. They
may also offer effective, and arguably more sustainable ways, of 
addressing complex contemporary concerns, from “smart cities” 
to “knife crime”, working with diverse stakeholders and communities
(people and publics) to help them articulate their own, and understand
each others’ challenges, needs, concerns, and goals, before (co-)
designing interventions that respond to them. This participatory
approach developed at DACRC serves to pool knowledge and
resources and to democratise innovation, enabling not just more 
voices to be heard, but more workable and sustainable solutions 
to be found. 
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Endnotes 
1 The DACRC website is key output (www.designagainstcrime.com) alongside Design Council’s 
‘Design Out Crime’ designers’ guide: 
https://www.designcouncil.org.uk/resources/guide/designing-out-crime-designers-guide 

See also articles on our evolving methodology as follows: Gamman, L. & Pascoe, T. (2004). Design Out Crime: 
Practice-based models of the design process. Crime Prevention and Community Safety, 6(4), 37 – 56; 
Thorpe, A. & Gamman, L. (2015). What is ‘Socially Responsive Design and Innovation?’ In Fisher, F. & Sparke, P., 
(Eds.). Routledge Companion to Design Studies. Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge; Gamman, L. & Thorpe, 
A. (2018). Is Nudge as Good as We Think in Designing Against Crime? Contrasting Paternalistic and 

Fraternalistic Approaches to Design for Behaviour Change. In Niedderer, K., Clune, S. & Ludden, G., (Eds.). 
Design for Behaviour Change: Theories and practices of designing for change. Routledge. 

2 See for instance, Gamman & Thorpe, 2009; Thorpe and Gamman, 2013 and the sources referenced 
in these texts. 

3 For more information see: 
www.bikeoff.org 

4 For more information see: 
www.designagainstcrime.com/2011/04/01/designing-out-atm-crime/ 

http://www.designagainstcrIme.com
https://www.designcouncil.org.uk/resources/guide/designing-out-crime-designers-guide  
http://www.bikeoff.org  
http://www.designagainstcrime.com/2011/04/01/designing-out-atm-crime/ 
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socialdesigninstitute@arts.ac.uk

The Social Design Institute champions social and sustainable
design at University of the Arts London. Its mission is to use
research insights to inform how designers and organisations
do designing, and how researchers understand design, to bring
about positive and equitable social and environmental changes.
The Institute achieves its mission through original research,
translating research through knowledge exchange and informing
teaching and learning. 
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