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The development of the project VerSus / Lessons from Vernacular Heritage to Sustainable Architecture 

(2012-2014)1, constitutes the conceptual genesis of VerSus+ / Heritage for People (2019-2023). The two 

projects were developed in partnership by Escola Superior Gallaecia (ESG, now at Universidade Portu-

calense - UPT), Universitat Politècnica de València (UPV), University of Florence (UNIFI), University 

of Cagliari (UNICA), and CRAterre-ENSAG, in the framework of the Creative Europe programme.

The VerSus project outcomes (available at: esg.pt/VerSus) produced important results in a short-term 

period, which created expectations regarding its medium and long-range impacts (Carlos et al., 2014) 

(Correia, Dipasquale, & Mecca, 2014), especially following the European Commission award in 2016, 

which recognised the VerSus project as a success story “for its impact, contribution to policy-making, 

innovative results and creative approach - a source of inspiration for others” (Creative Europe Project 

Results Platform, 2016). In 2017, the project also won the ADDIPA European Award for Architecture 

Heritage Intervention (3rd Edition, category D).

The long-term overview of the VerSus project resulted in several authors learning from the project, such 

as Olukoya & Atanda (2020), who mention the VerSus project's holistic overview of vernacular archi-

tecture and sustainability, or Aktürk, & Fluck's (2022) case study application as a response to climate.

For the VerSus partners, it was important to approach vernacular heritage and sustainable architec-

ture using a consistent methodology, capable of systematisation and of external application, within and 

outside the participating institutions. This was perceived by several authors, such as Ovalı, & Delibaş 
(2016) or Castro Fiorito (2016), among others, when analysing and applying the VerSus methodology. 

There was also a rising interest in the VerSus conceptual approach, as well as in the application of 

the VerSus methodology. Some authors, such as Ovalı & Delibaş  (2016) refer that these were VerSus 

most known learned lessons, during and after the completion of the project. From thematic support 

for technical workshops, to the methodological basis of Master's and Doctoral theses, but also for the 

development of architectural works, the VerSus Project has been consolidating itself internationally, 

going beyond institutional committees and networks. VerSus has been considered a reference, both as 

a method and as a tool, and has driven researchers to focus on its operational approach, especially as an 

1 The project VerSus  Lessons from Vernacular Heritage to Sustainable Architecture (2012-2014) was coordinated by Escola 
Superior Gallaecia, a school of architecture and multimedia that was integrated in 2021, into Portucalense University 
(UPT) in Porto, Portugal, as the new Department of Architecture and Multimedia Gallaecia (DAMG).
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instrument for sustainable development. This was detected, for instance, by authors such as Germanà 

(2021), Castro Fiorito (2016), or Cardoso Martínez (2016).

According to the VerSus project aims, the method was based on research developed through case stud-

ies, systematising the contents in a reversible reading structure, of a recurring nature. This structure 

started from an analytical decomposition, de�ned by sequential steps, similar to what can be designated 

as analytical categories. In this speci�c case, the innovation was brought about, by the fact that its imple-

mentation was intended to constitute both an interpretative and an operative tool, useful for the study of 

heritage and for architectural design (Correia et al., 2014).

This operative method, or approach, established a direct link between what was designated as a princi-

ple of sustainability (initially linked to an anthropological need), a resolution strategy, a generic solution 

and, �nally, a concrete and speci�c example.

These concrete examples, which were decisive for the validation of the developed conceptual frame-

work, were used as case studies (Carlos et al. 2014). The choice of case studies was based on an extensive 

documentation produced by the partners over more than 20 years of prior work in the area of vernacular 

heritage, thus justifying the institutional consortium gathered for the project. For the most part, the data 

presented was collected through �eldwork techniques, constituting original or updated survey processes 

by the research team. A very broad sample from the analysed cases, 52 in total were selected for the 

publication VerSus: Heritage for Tomorrow (Correia, Dipasquale, & Mecca, 2014). From those, 32 

cases addressed the vernacular architecture character, and 20 cases had a contemporary architecture 

approach.

The representativeness of the project was associated with two aspects: the speci�city of the principle of 

sustainability and its urban/architectural morpho-typology. The principle of sustainability required a 

profound review of the state of the art, namely with regard to the evolution of the term and its concep-

tual scope. In addition to the publications considered as a reference in the scienti�c area, research-work 
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was developed through a selection of current classi�cation systems aligned with the premises estab-

lished by the European Union.

In the designation of areas, the interpretation of results was carried out through the study of speci�c 

architectural indicators. This option was intended to avoid vague and subjective generalisations that 

would undermine the perception of its practical usefulness, as encouraged by Vellinga (2013). From the 

comprehensive review of these aspects, a �rst categorisation emerged, which divided the intervention 

and its structure into three fundamental areas, which in turn derived into principles and associated 

strategies:

1. The environmental scope: based on the capacity to integrate buildings with the environmental features 

of a place, limiting the negative impacts, also in relation to climate change;

2. The sociocultural scope: based on the capacity to guarantee and strengthen the sense of belonging, 

cultural diversity, local knowledge and know-how, personal and community well-being, social cohesion 

and the recognition of inherited values (CRAterre, 2014);

3. The socioeconomic scope: based on the capacity to produce and maintain income and social well-be-

ing within the territory, empowering communities.

Due to the project’s operational aspect, the VerSus team kept in mind the need for the project to make 

use of participatory processes, involving both researchers and students. Thus, it was clear that it would 

be through graduate and post-graduate student research that the receptivity of the methodology would 

become more noticeable.

Besides, throughout the process, a series of scienti�c workshops were used as a tool for validating the 

analytical system. These workshops were always organised together with the Project's plenary meetings, 

so that the results had a direct impact on the development of the methodology. The workshops were 

always preceded by a scienti�c seminar, in which the research team presented the methodology under 

development and some of the case studies analysed to that point. Following the seminar, students and 
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teachers were invited to a thematic session, where they applied the VerSus methodology in concrete 

situations, simultaneously analysing pre-selected cases of vernacular heritage and of contemporary ar-

chitecture.

Throughout the �ve scienti�c seminars and workshops held in Portugal, Spain, Italy and France, the 

need to develop a structure that would allow for an intuitive interpretation became clear. In this way, 

research work was developed in order to increase the VerSus conceptual synthesis and graphic expres-

sion, which would help improve the understanding of VerSus approach. The workshop format was also 

a key-contribution for the development of the VerSus method and results.

Writing the pedagogical texts concerning the VerSus project for the publication Heritage for Tomorrow, 

helped clarify the overall operative method of the project. The use of representative samples, both in 

geographic and typological terms, allowed the team of researchers to validate the scope and the diversity 

of the approach. The last methodological systematisation, complemented with the contribution of all 

partners, determined the identi�cation of 5 principles for each of the 3 areas, which were in accordance 

with the fundamental objectives associated with the origin of the vernacular heritage that was studied. 

These 5 principles corresponded, in turn, to other strategies, which also included the analysed solutions.

These objectives could also be understood as qualities inherent to speci�c architectural features, regard-

less of their vernacular classi�cation. As a result, this led to the development of a basic system for assess-

•
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ing the sustainability of interventions, with a particular focus on the potential to predict their value, even 

during the design phase of the project.

According to the VerSus holistic approach, the quality of the analysed work was not based on statistical 

ef�ciency of compliance with a certain principle, but, rather, on the pursuit of an effective balance 

between the designated areas. Using this method, the greater the number of principles identi�ed within 

the designated areas, the more grounded and consistent the analysed cases and the proposed solutions.

The VerSus method was applied in a pedagogical context and with the participation of professionals, 

which allowed testing the implementation of the work being developed in similar contexts and in com-

plementary studies. Throughout the following years, a variety of examples of its application emerged, 

which demonstrated a greater capacity for critical consideration of the VerSus Project, in the form of 

Master's dissertations and Doctoral Theses, with a greater emphasis on environmental and socioeco-

nomic sustainability. Several experiences were observed in the context of study programmes of graduate 

degrees in Architecture, in which VerSus publications were used as essential course material.

The VerSus project and method contributed to a better understanding and respect for the intelligent ap-

proach inherent to vernacular heritage, as well as to its contribution to a more sustainable architecture 

in todays’ world of fast and immediate responses.  
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