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SOME MOTES ON "ADAPTABILITY"

General definition: the future cost, discounted to the present, of adapt-

ing the spatial system to possible new future functions. In the general
form, it is an impossible measure, since we have not specified ccsts to
whom, nor what functions, nor when, nor to what level of perforuzance.

More limited definitions:

1-

3.

Adaptability is a measure of the costs to somsone at some gpecific fu-

ture date, discounted to the present, required to adapt & site to some
defired change, at some level of perforzance, such as: adjusting it to
a marked incrazase or decrzase in thz intensity of its preseat use; or
converting it to the mozt likely replacament activity. Wnere the costs
or the actors oxr the changes are multi~dizensional, thers will be multi-
pie indices. Indices might be waighted; or take into accoun: the probt-
abil{ty of the futurs chznge, or the degree ot benefit gained by the
adaptatica. This nmeasure relies on gocd pradictionm.

A more rastricted messure is menivulability, in which we consider cnly
those changee in the spatial system which can be achleved by individuzls
or small groups, at low cevst, in a short time, with little politiczl
leverage. Given specifiled limits of this kind, the measura2s would be
the degree of change that could be achieved under those limics, i.e.,
the number of new fuactions that could or could not be accon:ada.zd,

the increase in intensity that could be accepted, etc.

Another measure 1o revarsibility, or the cost of re:urning the site to
gome previous conditionm (''aaturzl,” or "ucoccupied," presumabtly) where
it couid Ve held in reserve or da2veloped iz a pew way. The "uatural"
copndition wmust be carefully defined, to ensurz that it will itself te
highly adaptabie. :

Still another measure is resilience, in which a specified zevere die-
ruption is imposed on the spatial system (earthquake, fire, attack,
plague, abzndooment znd re-cccupation, etc.), and the measure i3 the
epecd with which functicn can be re-established at previous levels of
perfornance without exceeding a given rate of coat, or, vice versa,

‘the cost of restoration within a certain time. Social resources may bz

more critical here than spatial ones.

" A finel measurs is actually quita differeant: ilanovativeness, or the

ability of a spatial and institutioral systa= to generate, test, and
facilitate new cavironmental and behavicral possibilities. This is
much vaguer, pe‘hapa nore iaportant, and nct further considered here.

Comnccrion to other values: prasumsbly, adaptadility {s valuable for sur-

vival, for =cntTol, for maintaining future choice or reducicy futuxe
cost, znd algso for increasing present choice. A manipulable place

can be conducive to varticipation and develcprent. It usuzlly con-
flicta with efficlency cf procuction, end parzaps at tizmae wich fis


http:conciuc:!.ve
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Costs:

Adaptability usually entails substantial economic costs, which may in part
by circumvented by using cheap excess capacity (unserviced open space, for
exa=ple, or reservoirs of waste), or features which are useful for other
reasons (good communications, for example). But recycling, growth room,
mobile and temporary facilities, and good information, planning and control,
all impose present costs. The discount rate is crucial to the evaluation of
adaptebility (although planners shiould have a professional bias toward a
low discount rate?). Effective adaptability depends on good prediction (of
what is likely to change, or of what is likely to be valuable in the future,
for example), and on good dissemination of information sc that decision-
makers can take advantage of the adaptability that in fact exists. I.e.,
the perception of adaptability is in itself important (and perceived adapt-
ability may have psychological value, even if never used). Prediction and
digseminaticn both entail costs oi their owm. On the other hand, there are
distinct benefits in adapting, cr costs in not doing so. The costs and bene-
fits will accrue to different people, of course. ~

There may also be social, political and psychological costs: apparent waste,
disorientation, uncertainty, a characterless or unstimulating environment.

An extremely adaptable or responsive environment would prouably be intolerable.
The stability of the large physical environment may be cne of its assets.
Design strategies may reduce scme of the political and psycholcgical costs

of adaptability (the location of permanent sycbolic land=arks in a shifting
landscape, for example). In scze cases, it msy be an objective to reduce
adaptability, i.e., to impose arbitrary c=rtainty by increasing the cost of
future adaptation ("forever wilé"), or to reduce future choices to a few
manageable possibilities,

Systematic measurazs oi adaptz2bility could be useful in programming, in
deaign, in cost-benefit evaluation, in management, in msking decisions.
Measures are likely to te used in an incremental oy (which altermative has
the more adaptabili%®y?), or in satisficing (the cest of adaptation must
never be higher than some arbitrary figure, or a certain degree of indi-
vidual manipulation must always be pcssible). Prcgrams might state the
maximum allowable cost for adapting to some likely successor use, or for
restoring the aite to its previcus condition. Or there might be more spe-
cific physical rules, i.e., '"to every unit of 1000 square feet of floor
space, it must be possible to =zke a 507 addition without disrupting any
other area." Random perturbations might be used to test simulated proposals.

Kevin Lynch
May 1978
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