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Preface

The CAAD Futures 2021 Conference, with the theme “Design Imperatives: The Future
is Now”, was hosted by the University of Southern California (USC) Viterbi School
of Engineering and took place virtually during July 16–18, 2021. The conference
call, formulated during the beginning of the COVID-19 global pandemic, focused
on highlighting how computational design research could address the immediate
and imminent issues influencing the built environment. This call attracted 97 paper
submissions that went through a rigorous double-blind peer-review process resulting in
33 accepted and presented papers through the conference, which attracted 90 registered
attendees. The selected papers were presented within seven tracks and are included in
the present publication.

In addition to the paper presentations, 28 guest speakers and co-panelists contributed
to 13 sessions on a wide range of topics, which complemented and elaborated on
the conference theme. Furthermore, 10 selected workshops were conducted involving
26 tutors and 88 participants. The following editorial offers more information and
contextualizes the conference.

2021 Conference History and Organization

CAAD Futures 2021 was initiated by David Gerber (of USC) on behalf of the CAAD
Futures Foundation, who established the general theme “Design Imperatives: The Future
is Now.” By mid-2020, the organizing committee was assembled to include Biayna
Bogosian (of USC and later Florida International University), Evan Pantazis (of USC
and IBIGroup), AliciaNahmad (of theArchitectural Association and later theUniversity
of Calgary), and Constantinos Miltiadis (of Aalto University).

The team commenced conference organization during the height of the COVID-
19 pandemic, carrying out weekly remote meetings from July 2020 until July 2021,
when the conference took place. Undoubtedly, the ongoing pandemic was an immense
challenge for the conference and its organization, which necessitated the team to plan
for the contingencies of the circumstances.

The first uncertainty was whether the conference could be hosted in person at USC or
if we had to resort to a remote, teleconferencing format. Our initial planning suggested a
hybrid format, in which the participants could join remotely or in-person. However, by
March 2021, following health and safety directives, it was decided that the conference
had to be conducted in a remote virtual format.

Another uncertaintywas a concern regarding the impact of the pandemic on research.
The regulations imposed on universities across the globe for restricting the spread of
the virus had significant repercussions on how the research was carried out. On the one
hand, access to labs, infrastructure, and physical spaces for conducting research and
experiments was limited. On the other hand, day-to-day activities that inform research,
such as teaching, interpersonal communication, and peer-to-peer feedback, also had to
adapt to the challenging remote conditions.
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In light of the above, the commitment of the organizing committee was to actualize
the conference despite all the uncertainties and attempt to organize a significant event
for the research community. The drive for the conference organization was based on
the fact that the CAAD Futures conferences have been essential discussion hubs for the
computational design community and the pandemic, more than anything, highlighted the
importance of community building. Also, the distributed nature of the global pandemic
has brought to the forefront several previously discussed matters, such as the notion of
virtual space and the digitization of our profession. Thus, it was an opportunity to look
at these critically and in the light of the conference theme.

On the Open Call and CAAD Futures Conference

The open call was drafted in August 2020 and was developed upon the founding mission
of CAAD Futures, established in 1985. The CAAD Futures organization was formed
to promote “the advancement of Computer Aided Architectural Design in the service
of those concerned with the quality of the built environment,” to play an active role in
promoting research interactions and collaborations, and to facilitate the dissemination
of research.

Our principal consideration, 35 years later, was how to reframe promoting the
advancement of CAAD when computation and related tools permeate all facets
of architecture—practice, education, and research—while computation itself has
diversified immensely to account for sub-genres, disciplines, and methodologies. Our
intention with the call (shared below) was to be inclusive and affirmative to all facets
related to computation, to account for the phenomenon at large, and for the conference to
serve as a convergence for the different contemporary and relevant streams of research,
and their respective researchers.

The suggested thematic areas included relatively recent strands such as machine
learning and already established ones such as fabrication and design automation, as
well as inter-and cross-disciplinary domains topical to computational practices like
shared economies, matters of ethics, policy, equity, and sustainability. The call also
provisioned for matters of research methodology, education, and literacy, in addition
to open-source tools and initiatives. Finally, diametrically opposed to the conference
theme, the track ‘Past Futures’ was intended to account for computation as an evolving
historical phenomenon, its heritage, and critique.

The call was shared in September 2020 and remained open until March 2021,
collecting 97 full papers submitted for review. Next to the call for papers, a call
for workshops (including technical tutorials, seminars, and hackathons), collected 26
proposals. Of the 10 workshops selected, nine were conducted remotely with one
conducted in person in Los Angeles, USA.

Lastly, the organizing committee planned a series of panel discussions with a number
of invited field experts from both academia and the industry. These took place between
conference paper presentations, reflecting and elaborating on different aspects of the
open call.
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We provide the open call for submissions and brief descriptions of the discussion
panel topics in the following subsections.

Keynotes and Panel Discussions

Day 1: July 16, 2021

The conference began with an opening keynote presentation by Chris Luebkeman, who
gave his interpretation of the conference theme discussing contemporary necessities
such as the democratization of tools, the popularization of techniques, and the ubiquity
of data, proposing regeneration and circularity principles additional to sustainability.

The first panel discussion of the day, titled “Digital Regionalism & Other
Computational Futures”, featured Theodora Vardouli, Rodrigo Orchigame, and Daniel
Cardoso Llach. Vardouli opened the panel by discussing the archeology of graph theory
in architecture and its impact on topology and geometry. Orchigame followed with
a presentation of past paradigms in computation and logics developed in Brazil, Cuba,
and India, elaborating on inconsistency, uncertainty, and partiality, respectively. Cardoso
Llach discussed the pitfalls in the history of computation, stating that “after 50 years of
computer-aided and computational design, we are still not drawing things together” and
proposing a more sincere and transparent view on design media.

The second panel discussion of the day, titled “AI, the Built Environment & Human
Wellbeing”, with participants Chanuki Illushka Seresinhe, JohnLaw, andNonoMartinez
Alonso discussed how different deep learning techniques could be used to understand
howweperceive our cities and how they affect us. IllushkaSeresinhe argued thatmachine
learning could help us to consider the built environment in terms of human subjectivities
and social wellbeing. She further discussed the use of big datasets and deep learning
to understand how the aesthetics of the environment influence human wellbeing. Law
presented AI techniques for quantifying the perception of urban typologies by their users
and their effects on design and human settlements, questioning how we might design
future cities conducive to our wellbeing.Martinez Alonso discussed different techniques
to engage with machine learning processes from a design perspective.

The third panel discussion of the day, titled “Computation and the State of Practice”,
consisted of JasonKing, Pablo Zamorano, SilvanOesterle, andMaryanneWachter. They
attempted to draw a picture of the contemporary situation in computational design teams
in larger firms and smaller design practices. Following brief presentations, the discussion
addressed opportunities within large organizations to apply computational techniques
and methods and how these can leverage small practices. It also highlighted trans-
parency in developing processes, workflows, and longitudinal integration. It advocated
for the long-term development of tools that can be used across scales and projects—an
alternative to frequent practices of developing ad hoc and project-based solutions.

The closing keynote of the day, titled “An Intro toNative IFC andOpenSourceAEC”,
was presented by Dion Moult, initiator of Blender BIM and contributor to open-source
projects such as the IfcOpenShell and Ladybug tools.Moult discussed the imperative and
inevitability of developing open standards, workflows, and open-source tools with and
within the design community, emphasizing their social and political implications. His
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presentation concluded with a demonstration of Open IFC in practice and an invitation
to participate in OS Arch projects.

Day 2: July 17, 2021

The second day started with a keynote by Cristiano Ceccato, who presented the design
and construction process of several large-scale airport terminals built recently by Zaha
Hadid Architects. His talk discussed the importance of advanced design tools in their
practice and drew parallels between aircraftmanufacturing andmodern-day construction
in terms of complexity. He concluded the talk by addressing how new technologies can
help overcome challenges and outlined several parameters for shaping what he called
more “hopeful futures.”

The first panel discussion of the day, titled “Virtual Worlds”, included Konstantinos
Dimopoulos, Jose Sanchez, and Kate Parsons. Dimopoulos elaborated on a definition
of video game urbanism and its contribution to worldbuilding stemming from his prac-
tice. Next, Sanchez discussed his upcoming video game ‘Common’hood’ intended to
promote practices of commoning and social engagement through collaboration in the
digital domain. Lastly, Parsons presented her methodology for designing immersive
environments and her interest in NFT art production and dissemination. The discussion
revolved around how social engagement in the virtual domain contributes to the ‘real’
physical world.

The second panel discussion of the day, titled “Digital Literacy”, was a discussion
with Vera Bühlmann and Ludger Hovestadt hosted by Constantinos Miltiadis and Evan
Pantazis on ‘claiming architectonic questions again.’ It started with a brief introduc-
tion of the Chair for CAAD (now Digital Architectonics) and its legacy and contin-
ued with examples from the guests’ current pedagogical project. Hovestadt emphasized
that technology today is too easy. Contemporary architectonics requires rhetoric and
philology to engender ‘digital renaissance’. Bühlmann highlighted the need to construct
instruments to find stability in the contemporary world, embracing as ethics the art of
abstract gnomonics.

David Benjamin conducted the closing keynote of the day. He presented his research
methodology, which unifies his teachings at Columbia GSAPP and his practice The
Living, to rethink the concept of innovative and sustainable design processing. The
work presented touchedupon a lot of topicswhich included synthetic biology, sustainable
material science,AI-driven computational designworkflows, and environmental sensing.
Most importantly, Benjamin discussed how we should be thinking about designing for
change over time and how computational methods and data can help manage complexity
by actively correlating visible and invisible parameters.

Day 3: July 18, 2021

The third day started with a keynote byMartha Tsigkari who introduced recent technolo-
gies and tools in the areas of form-finding, machine learning, AR/VR, robotics, opti-
mization, and analysis used by the Applied Research and Development (ARD) group
within Foster + Partners. She outlined how such tools extend the designers’ intuition
and enhance the performance-driven design and remote design collaboration. Tsingari
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also discussed the importance of data for the design process and applications that enable
designers’ real-time feedback. She concluded by presenting a vision of technology and
design tools as collaborators and enhancers of human intuition and tools that allow
problem-solving.

The first panel discussion of the day, titled “Designing Materials and Interactions”,
consisted of Behnaz Farahi, Felicia Davis, and Maddy Maxey. Through her work and
the critical lens of feminism, emotion, bodily perception, and social interaction, Farahi
focused on the relationship between the human body and its embodied space. Davis
presented her work on computational textiles and how responsiveness and aesthetics
could embed socio-spatial and political dynamics. Finally, Maxey presented research
on wearables and e-textile prototypes that combine interactive design with haptics to
communicate complex human and machine relationships.

The “Data and Policy” panel included Wendy W. Fok, Matthias Standfest, Maider
Llaguno-Munixta, and Yannis Orfanos. Starting the discussion, Standfest presented his
research on architectural and urban performance modeling and the role of machine
learning in advancing the field. Next, Llaguno-Munixta presented her research on study-
ing air pollution and the importance of data resolution in developing novel design prac-
tices that improve environmental health. Orfanos followed up by presenting his research
on using data and information visualization to expand the way we think about spatial
design and analysis in various scales. Finally, Fok highlighted that in conversations about
data and design, it is essential to understand the role of digital property, authorship, and
ownership.

The conference’s closing keynote was given by Marcos Novak, who elaborated on
the conference call and reflected on the past 30 years of computation in architecture and
urban design. His presentation, spanning from classical to contemporary times, traced
characteristics of each era’s avant-garde, speculating onwhich those could be for the 21st
century. He concluded by outlining THEMAS (Technologies, Humanities, Engineering,
Mathematics, Arts and Sciences), a holistic and integrative model for research practice
and pedagogy.
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CAAD Futures 2021 Open Call for Submissions

The theme “Design Imperatives: The Future is Now” is an instigation and reflection
onto imminent matters that we are confronted with as designers, architects, planners,
engineers, innovators, and policymakers of the living environment. More than ever, our
discipline is facing challenging imperatives including rapid and pervasive digitization
and automation, the overwhelming rate of data availability, the question of continuous
growth as well as the diminished resources, and the impending environmental crisis.
These are conditions that generate even greater degrees of uncertainty in conceiving
design strategies.

Against this backdrop, the augmentation of new affordances and sensibilities into
design practice is deemed necessary for the definition of new paradigms of architectural
relevance.

Establishing a design practice capable of addressing both issues of the social and
materialworldmandates the reformulation of computational design thinking, the renewal
of our methodologies, and the reevaluation of frameworks for interdisciplinary synergy
and social participation. Central to this new relevance is a critical, unambiguous, and
active positioning against the face of pressing imperatives. As key considerations, we
identified our global ecological health; our duty of care towards helping ourselves and
future generations to better manage the planetary boundaries; and the betterment of the
human condition at large as well as the support of resilient and sustainable architectural
futures.

Under these circumstances, CAAD Futures 2021 aims to broaden its inquiry into the
socio-economic, political, and environmental imperatives as they pertain to space, and
the capacity of computational design to intervene. Extending this call, the conference
intends to raise these issues within the design-computing discourse and foster synergistic
relationships for their investigation through the lens of design. To instigate discussions
we pose the following questions:

• What is the heritage of design computing and what futures can we imagine?
• Can the reconsideration of computational design thinking serve towards the formula-
tion of a plan of action to address planetary crises underway?

• How does design maintain its disciplinary unity against the situatedness of its
knowledge and the multi-modality of its practices?

• What is the future of design-computing practice within the architectural profession?
• How can we advocate for novel funding models and policies that foster scalable and
responsible research in line with a resilient and ethical practice?
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