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Preamble  

Prof i le  o f  HafenCi ty  Un ivers i ty 

HafenCity University, the university of architecture and metropolitan development, is a university that 

focuses on subjects about the built environment. The courses in urban planning, metropolitan cul-

ture, urban design, architecture, engineering, geodesy, geo-information systems and resource effi-

ciency in architecture and planning (REAP) are taught partly as joint programmes and offer interdis-

cipl inary research in the common subject area of the built environment.  

This practised, functioning interdiscipl inary nature in research and teaching, the absence of univer-

sity islands within a manageable university, where everyone knows each other, is what sets HCU 

apart and also provides the ideal structural framework in which to research the complex questions 

of our t ime across the disciplines.  

Within the built environment the courses focus on the most pressing aspects of our t ime, on digital-

isation and climate; both the greatest global motors for change that are bringing about unprece-

dented environmental changes and social transformation1. The future design of the built environment 

has a key role within this change, as the construction and operation of infrastructure and real estate 

is one of the largest consumers of resources 2 and emitters of CO2, on the one hand, and social 

transformation creates new forms of behaving, living and being together with the associated need 

for new building typographies, on the other. 

HCU sees itself as a university that seizes and researches these social and technological challenges, 

intervenes and, thanks to its guiding force, influences the relevant changes in the urban environ-

ment, particularly in metropolitan areas. 

  

 

1 Th is resu lts in subjects such as susta inable bui lding, mater ia l cycles, a lternat ive mater ia ls, B IM, robot ics, A I, AR/VR,  

new profess ional f ie lds , types of cons truct ion adapted to new ways of l iv ing etc. 
2 https://www.ressource-deutschland.en/themen/bauwesen/ 
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Needs  and cha l lenges 

Today, enormous complexity characterises planning and building more than ever before. Alongside 

altered and complex rules and regulations, new targets because of the environment and cl imate as 

well as social changes currently pose the major challenges for planning the built environment. More 

than half of the entire national gross waste is generated by the construction industry alone 3, which 

is also responsible for a considerable share of CO2 emissions and the dramatic shortage of existing 

resources. This involves new assessment criteria for building projects together with extended areas 

of responsibi li ty for their planners. Current urban building projects arise partly on the basis of com-

plex participatory processes. New building-owner models, such as building collectives and co-oper-

atives and foundation models financed by crowd funding, generate entirely new project structures. 

New possibi li t ies for building digitalisation, constraints in terms of the certif ication of buildings, 

constantly growing technical and constructive requirements for the technical building equipment, 

energy savings, fire protection and acoustics etc., require the use of a variety of specialist planners 

and experts. 

Funct ion  and ro le  o f  the  arch i tec t  

Architects see themselves as generalists 4 who design and manage the entire process chain of a 

building project. This also includes urban, conceptual, discourse-orientated and artistic articles in 

the areas of building culture. Today, however, they are no longer in a position to manage the myriad 

of tasks referred to above themselves as omnicompent master builders 5. Nevertheless, thanks to 

their specialist training and their interdisciplinary knowledge, architects are ideally placed to coor-

dinate the variety of stakeholders and to take responsibi li ty for the quality of the overal l result. 6 7. 

This includes the phases of the construction programme, the concept, construction and implemen-

tation. Architects support construction projects from the init ial idea right through to completion and 

are responsible for the project’s success in the entire process8. The complex aspects and require-

ments mentioned above must be taken into account extensively when designing construction 

 

3 S iby l le Wi lke, „Abfa l laufkommen“,  Tex t,  Umweltbundesamt,  19. Jul i  2013, ht tps://www.umweltbundesamt.de/da-

ten/ressourcen-abfa l l/abfal laufkommen. 
4 Akkredit ierungsverbund für  Studiengänge der  Arch itektur  und Planung,  Fachl iche Kr iter ien  für d ie Akkredi t ierung von 

Studiengängen - Arch itektur , 6. Auf l. (Ber l in, 2018) , 3: " 2 .1 Qual if ikat ionen, die durch das Curr iculum erworben 

werden sol len. .." , h ttps://www.asap-akkredi t ierung.de/de/ fachrichtungen/archi tektur. 
5 As  they cont inue to be respons ible for  the work and its  product ion, d ig ita lisation expert ise (concept , planning, coor-

d inat ion, etc. ) and climate-fr iendly construct ion are essent ial  for arch itects of  the future. 
6 Bund Deutscher Arch itekt* innen, „Der  Beruf  des Arch itekt* innen“,  Ste llungsnahme, August  2005,  https://www.bda-

bund.de/2008/07/der-beruf-des-Architekt*innen/ . 
7 https://www.academia.edu/32935719/The_Future_for_Architects 
8 A lthough the arch itect plans on behalf of the cl ient dur ing a pro ject, they also have a more far-reaching socia l 

respons ibi l ity . The success of a pro ject is not determined by fu lf i l l ing the programme and funct ion at as low a cost as 

poss ib le,  but  rather  by  balancing complex  cr i ter ia that  extend throughout  the ent ire l ife cycle of  the bui ld ing,  which 

includes  its overa l l impact on cl imate, the environment, resources and society . 
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projects, are incorporated in the concepts, and shape the architecture by which the work and success 

of the project are ult imately measured. Here, their comprehensive technical knowledge enables ar-

chitects to identify design, building regulation, construction, economic, social, and cl imate-relevant 

aspects and to integrate these into a high quality and sustainable architectural concept.  

Overal l  concept the architecture course 

A sustainable building culture requires a cultural transformation that breaks away from tried-and-

tested models and structures and wil l be supported by future architects, our professors, alumni and 

PhD graduates. This is why we focus on the future, adopt an artistic, transdiscipl inary approach to 

research and during the course broach pressing questions of the future, which the students resolve 

with design expertise and scientif ic methods to design a viable and sustainable environment in the 

future. 

Framework 

Specialisation 9 within the specialist discipl ines of an architecture course imposes a restriction on 

the subject matter and excludes graduates in the job market, does not correspond to the generalist 

nature of the architectural profession and is viewed crit ical ly by accreditation organisations 10. With 

our profi le we want to provide our graduates with essential ski lls and a breadth of expertise for 

tomorrow’s professional architect. 

The profi le of the architecture course evolves primari ly from the requirements for architecture, and 

within the university profi le, with a focus on digital isation and cl imate and with a particular emphasis 

on future l ife, planning and building in metropolitan areas. In so doing, the course of study uses the 

established interdisciplinary structures and synergies and continues to contribute to strengthening 

the relevant interdiscipl inary teaching and research activit ies of HCU. 

Guid ing pr inc ip le  in  arch i tec ture 

I f  digitalisation and climate are the university’s focal points, in this subject area they are the ques-

tions surrounding future planning and construction for architects. Digital isation wil l  fundamentally 

change future planning processes 11. To combat cl imate change, we must quickly develop new, re-

source-friendly construction methods as a matter of urgency. The social transformation accompa-

nying the major changes must be analysed proactively and requires new building typographies. 

 

9 Specia lisat ion in specif ic areas,  such as “bui ld ing redevelopment”, “industr ia l construct ion” etc. 
10 Akkredit ierungsverbund für  Stud iengänge der  Arch itektur und P lanung, Fachliche Kr iter ien  für  d ie Akkredit ierung 

von Studiengängen - Archi tektur ,  S.5. 
11 These p lanning processes are far more than the “development of p lans” , affect the ent ire l i fe cycle of a bu i lding and 

include art is t ic des ign (arch itecture), process des ign (e.g. involvement and par tic ipatory processes), cons tructive plan-

n ing, implementat ion and operat ion etc.  
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Climate change, digitalisation and social transformation are not simply profi le points of HCU but the 

major global challenges facing mankind. To this end, architects must contribute responses and so-

lutions within the scope of their spheres of influence (planning and construction) and help to shape 

the built environment in terms of these radical changes for the future. Architects are therefore far 

more than just service providers responsible for a project’s success. They have a temporally far-

reaching, macrosocial responsibi l ity, have to anticipate the environmental compatibi l ity and the so-

cial impact of their projects in planning and have the vision to design the future built environment 

in the macrosocial context.  
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The graduates 

The negative impact of human endeavour on cl imate, the environment and resources is serious, and 

its consequences result in a clear realisation: if we want to preserve large regions of this planet for 

future generations as a versati le and viable living space, we cannot continue to pursue the route we 

have taken thus far. Fundamental global change including new strategies and technologies are 

therefore required as well as their speedy implementation. Clever, crit ical, brave, visionary and 

foresighted contemporaries are required to inspire, research, develop, communicate and implement 

this. 

To this end, it is crucial to communicate the principles of architecture to the students based on the 

current state of the art and science, on the one hand, and on the other, also to enable them to take 

on the challenges of the future “as agents of change”. 

As part of a bachelor’s degree, the architecture course of study provides a comprehensive, in-depth 

basic knowledge, an overal l understanding of design and the abil ity to cooperate across a variety of 

discipl ines. The students acquire interdiscipl inary and independent working methodologies – both 

basic ski l ls for studying for the master’s degree. 

In l ight of the anticipated changes and their unpredictabil ity, we will  provide our graduates with 

sustainable ski l ls alongside current special ist knowledge that will  enable them to identify and analyse 

the variety and relevance of future changes and develop and apply solutions for these. The students 

develop these reflection, process and methodological ski l ls on the master’s degree course. 

The aim is for the undergraduate architects to leave HCU as expert, crit ical, responsible and visionary 

architects.  

Prof i le  of  the arch itectural  course of  s tudy 

Teaching 

The broad technical spectrum of the architect (see p. 4, Function and role of the architect) is rep-

resented in colours in the module plans of the BA and MA course in the four areas of learning: 

theory, design, construction and management. This structuring enables different areas to be com-

pared, exemplif ies the distribution of the teaching workload, and guarantees a broad technical 

knowledge on the part of graduates. 

Currently, 90 students are being admitted in the winter semester for the 6-semester bachelor’s 

course and 50 students for the 4-semester master’s course. On the bachelor’s course, current 

technical knowledge and the tools of the trade are conveyed alongside the skil ls that are explained 

in further detai l below, and on the master’s course future issues are handled and methodological 

ski l ls developed. 
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Bache lor ’s  course 

On the bachelor’s course, the students are provided with the basic technical knowledge and ski l ls 

for the architectural profession. The content is clearly defined for the most part, regularly inspected 

as part of accreditations and therefore very similar in a comparison of universit ies (see Comparison 

of university curricula, p.18). Only the weighting, teaching and structure differs from university to 

university. The bachelor’s course is distinguished by its teaching (see below) and the students’ skil ls, 

enabling them to take the master’s course. 

Consecu t ive  s tudy  

The bachelor’s course in architecture at HCU has a consecutive structure in two respects. On the 

one hand, the content builds on itself; on the other, the different learning formats challenge students 

who act increasingly independently. The architecture course starts experimentally and without any 

lecture formats. The students are encouraged to learn actively and independently without any pre-

conceived ideas. Knowledge is gained during the first semester via guided experiments. The students 

acquire technical ski lls independently in the three following semesters, which they later apply in 

projects. This “consecutive independence” through experimentation – identifying and applying – 

culminates in the free bachelor’s dissertation, where the students can select the subject themselves, 

look for qualified examiners based on the subject matter, agree the topic and scope with the exam-

iners and produce the dissertation under their own init iative. On the bachelor’s course, our students 

therefore develop their independence and methodological expertise, which wil l qualify them for study 

on the master’s course. 

Pro jec t  s tudy  

The integrative projects form the highlight of the bachelor’s course. They are the most t ime-con-

suming and intensive module. As part of the project work, sometimes over two semesters, the stu-

dents have to translate complex subject matter into high quality architecture themselves. Other 

modules, such as structural design and structural theory, are integrated into the projects and do not 

act as accessory matter but make a substantial contribution to the concept and the project’s success. 

During the bachelor’s study we work through projects together and not on concepts in isolation. In 

so doing, the students put interdiscipl inary working methodologies to the test by integrating experts 

from different disciplines into the project work. During the 5th semester, projects are dealt with in 

interdiscipl inary groups with other courses at HCU using A+ interfaces 12. The students learn about 

the complexity of integral planning, acquire interdisciplinary working methodologies and process-

 

12 A+,  read as “A plus”,  is arch itecture and a further  course of  study  that  offers courses  and pro jects  together.  There 

are current ly A+l (engineer ing) , A+S (urban planning), A+UD (urban des ign) formats. These interfaces are not on ly 

effect ive in  the 5th BA semester but  a lso apply to dissertat ions and on the master’s course. 
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based structures. We provide the students with the principles of consistent interdiscipl inary project 

work, which they put into practice themselves on the master’s course. 

Master ’s  course 

Whereas basic current technical ski lls were conveyed and developed on the bachelor’s course, the 

master’s course focuses on resolving complex topics of the future relevant to profile and architec-

ture 13.  

Fut ure  labs  

We pose 2-3 of such questions each semester and these are handled interdisciplinarily in future 

labs across different courses, modules and teaching fields 14. The students pursue the pressing sub-

jects of the future for the architectural profession and develop solutions and possible applications 

for these using scientif ic and experimental methods. In terms of subject matter, the master’s course 

focuses solely on the future of the architectural profession, while on the bachelor’s course, current 

technical ski l ls were sti l l being learnt and the benchmark was the current off ice routine. On the 

master’s course we want to develop expertise and technical ski lls relevant for the future and con-

tribute to shaping tomorrow’s environment and working world.  

  

 

13 By  further top ics we mean urgent prob lems the solut ion of which cannot  be found among today ’s f ind ings and 

behav ioura l patterns but require a complete reth ink.  “ In 10 years t ime, how wi l l we. ..?” 
14 Examples  of quest ions  could be “How can we bui ld  and l ive in  urban spaces  in a way  that is  c l imate neutral  in  the 

future?”  or  “How can we p lan mult ifunct ional structures parametr ica l ly?” etc. 
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Fl ipped c lassr oom  

This implies a radical teaching transformation, as the previous experience of both the professors 

and the students are no longer sources of information but rather the experimental research process 

and its complex integration, scientif ic methodology ski l ls and process design 15. The collective 

knowledge is developed in the future lab (f lipped classroom); teaching staff not only make their mark 

through their comprehensive knowledge but also through their organisational ski lls and abil i ty to 

design processes. Monodiscipl inary projects are not effective for complex subjects and always give 

way to interdiscipl inary teamwork. The projects merge in the labs; the l imits of the modules become 

blurred in the everyday of the lab.  

Resea rch-based teach ing in  the  f u t ur e  labs  

The future labs on the master’s course are, by definit ion, dedicated to questions that go beyond the 

status quo to address the problems and challenges of the future. The fields, questions and their 

possible answers evolve in parallel to the dynamics of social, scientif ic, environmental and cl imate 

development. The labs build on each other but do not repeat themselves. Equally, there is minimal 

repetition in the content of the modules. Subjects and content can build on each other but they can 

also be non-incremental. In terms of methodology, a future lab is therefore always a mode of re-

search-based teaching that evolves from a relevant, open question and appropriate, in some cases, 

very visionary and provocative hypotheses, the response to which and possible understanding of 

which are stil l  unknown at the start of the lab. 

Depending on the nature and focal point of the lab, this research-based teaching is always contested 

by transdiscipl inary teams. These are made up of professors, academic staff, external experts, stu-

dent assistants and, for the most part, of students on the master’s programme itself. The results 

developed jointly in each laboratory are presented and published jointly and on the behalf of the 

university. The master’s students practise scientific methods, work in complex groups, gather initial 

research experience and therefore already take part in research and scientif ic publications during 

their studies. 

Struct ur e  o f  the  cur r icu lum  

The master’s course, like the bachelor’s course, is divided into the four areas of design, construc-

tion, theory and management and essentially consists of elective compulsory subjects. Fol lowing a 

single-semester orientation phase, the students select the subjects from at least two of these areas 

and therefore select their major f ields of study themselves. The current f lexible structure is therefore 

 

15 “Make a c lean sweep”:  the idea of the laboratory  turns the old pat tern of author ity  and behav iour on its head and 

prevents stereotyped th inking. Soft skil ls, such as empathy , the abi l ity to th ink outs ide the box, organisat ional ski l ls, 

networking etc. , become ski l ls that suppor t the pro ject and are encouraged among the students as par t of the future 

labs. 
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ideally designed for future labs, as the modules’ special ist discipl ines contribute to answering each 

future question, and the modules are integrated into the labs. The flexible structure of the module 

plan always enables the lab idea and the interdiscipl inary project work. 

Dig i ta l isa t ion  and c l imate  on  the  course 

Sustainable, resource-friendly construction methods are taught primarily in the construction depart-

ment's teaching seminars from the 2nd semester onwards. 

Digital design and planning processes are diverse, have long since been present in all  parts of the 

course and shape the study of architecture and professional practice 16. And yet, there is a different 

focus and different development opportunit ies in the four discipl ines. The social and cultural effects 

of digital isation and climate change are examined, among other things, in the theory section. Digital 

design methods (methodological focus) and parametric design tools (typological focus) are used in 

the design section, for example. Three-dimensional constructions, among other things, are devel-

oped, enriched with data, analysed and optimised in the construction section. The management 

section includes the structure, design, visualisation and validation of complex sequences and pro-

cesses with the help of digital tools. 

Digital tools are provided and taught in study-related structures (see below). With the help of various 

exchange formats and quality assurance, we guarantee the development and implementation of the 

main areas of focus on the bachelor’s and master’s course. 

Study-re la ted  s t ruc tures 

Digital isation does not only change the planning process but also requires that the future architects 

master the variety of digital tools (software). The students have to acquire these ski l ls alongside 

their studies, and we wil l  provide extra-curricular structures for this purpose in the future, which 

the academic staff 17 wil l run and which wil l  be under the control of the deanship 18.  

Dig i to r ia l s  

Learning how to use profession-specif ic software is taught in workshops given by the students. 

Tutorials, handbooks and FAQs are made available on the HCU server. This structure is managed by 

 

16 Dig i ta l isat ion on the course re lates specif ica l ly  to the des ign and p lanning processes  w ith in archi tecture and not to 

Covid 19-re lated d ig ita l teaching (e.g. d ig i ta l-only semester) . Al though the overa l l concept was completed dur ing the 

per iod of the pandemic, the subjects in this overal l concept were set out beforehand and should cont inue to in fluence 

the per iod af ter  the pandemic. 
17 These structures are not included in the general budget and must be f inanced by HCU us ing th ird-party resources  

and could be used to top up ex ist ing academic staff  contracts.   
18 Students and academic staf f are often more prof ic ient  users  than professors.  Th is  structure has  to be renewed g iven 

the regular  changes  to personnel , sat isf ies the fas t pace of  d ig i ta l isat ion and guarantees that  i t is  a lways  up to date 

and is renewed. 
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the professors and the aim is for it to be run and organised by academic staff. The abil i ty to use 

specif ic software may be a requirement for participation in curricular teaching seminars. 

Common da ta  env i r onment  (CDE)  

Interdiscipl inary cooperation in the labs should be made possible on a common data environment 

(CDE) in order to have the developed process modules available for the respective teams at any time. 

This CDE must be set up, maintained and configured with different interfaces based on the questions. 

Developed structures, applications and databases are to be maintained and remain usable for al l 

students. Information management processes may therefore be practised and implemented on the 

basis of this shared data environment. Equally, quality assurance processes may be established and 

implemented to ensure rel iable and consistent information processes. Like the digitorials, the aim 

is for this infrastructure to be overseen by professors and run by academic staff and student tutors.  

HOOU in f rast r uct ur e  

A digital teaching, learning and research platform and a digital project archive set up via the Ham-

burg Open Online University, which supports and manages the future labs, and continually docu-

ments the results. E-learning formats are developed in this way, which support continuous learning 

as a digitally prepared counterpart to the analogue teaching format. The results catalogued and 

published in the project archive may continue to be consolidated with additional information, so that 

a cycle of knowledge emerges that continuously expands and improves the quality of the project 

archive. 

Architectural  research  

Current  s tate  o f  research 

We use the interdisciplinary possibi li t ies and partnerships within the HCU for joint research projects. 

These bridges to other studies were established with interface professorships, the so-called A+ 

professorships. Therefore, the cooperative joint research projects on the subject of “cl imate-adapted 

transformation of infrastructure spaces” is coordinated from architecture. The design research is 

supported using resources from the executive chair, and an architecture research init iative has de-

veloped an artistic-scientif ic research profile, which is today a unique sell ing point for architecture 

at HCU. We have effectively introduced scientif ic and design expertise in workshops on the develop-

ment of main thoroughfares in Hamburg init iated by the urban development authority (BSW) and chief 

planning director. 

Research d isc ip l ines 

The research into architecture at HCU has two pil lars: design-based research and transdiscipl inary 

research. Design-based research is an early research discipl ine that has its basis in the design 
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expertise of architects and creates new academic access to architecture as a discipline. Within a 

broad network of international architectural facult ies, the architectural concept and the architectural 

project is qualif ied as an academic cognitive process. 

Transdiscipl inary research is dedicated to complex research subjects of the built environment, is 

research that is based on solutions and applications and that makes use of a variety of scientific 

research methods. This research is characterised by the complex research questions, their, in some 

cases, unclear problems and the calculated lack of clarity due to the complexity. In contrast with 

interdiscipl inary research, transdisciplinary research effectively includes non-academic discipl ines 19. 

The most well-known example of this is research into sustainabili ty. This holistic research has 

evolved from the general ist project culture of architects and renders them ideal for this kind of 

research. 

Relevance o f  research for  fu ture  labs 

The relevant research fields of the future labs always depend on context and wil l  therefore be pre-

dominantly established in the areas of cl imate, environment and resources, as well as digitalisation 

and social change for the foreseeable future. The future labs act as “research incubators” within 

architecture. In them, the init ial pressing research questions are formulated, design and transdisci-

pl inary research methods conveyed, and the next generation of academics trained. Professors and 

PhD staff participate in different areas of focus (subject groups), from which also academic doctoral 

theses are derived alongside publications.  

The research-based teaching of the future labs is a small research format below the dissertations 

whose results are publicised at short intervals. The future labs are therefore a very prominent shop 

window for the university and make its research profi le visible, provide an insight into its current 

research activities and an outlook view of relevant questions of the future. At the same time, they 

are also an interface and networking platform with the outside world, as well as a motor that con-

stantly drives transdisciplinary research and publication activities forward. 

  

 

19 „Transdisz ip l inar ität“ , in  Wikipedia , 27.  September 2020, https://de.wikipedia.org/w/index .php?t it le=Transdisz ip l i-

nar it%C3%A4t&old id=204036483. 
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Research assoc ia t ions 

The architecture course distinguishes itself within the research community through its transdiscipl i-

nary integration and the abil i ty to integrate and resolve complex questions with different discipl inary 

research methods. With this profile the HCU is an attractive research partner for other specialised 

research institutions, as the complex questions of the future are not to be resolved in a disciplinary 

way, and this qualif ication opens up new research fields for our research partners. I ts discipl inary 

research findings may contribute to resolving urgent research questions and be conveyed in case 

studies in the future labs and practical application formats. This bridging function with future pro-

fessional practice makes the research profi le of the course recognisable and valuable for the public. 
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