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Introduction
The goal of this paper is twofold:

• to prime designers, builders and clients on The Living Building Challenge

• to help project teams decide if The Living Building Challenge is right for them


At its core, the Living Building Challenge is a project evaluation and certification 
process that promotes regenerative design. Regenerative design can be defined 
as follows:


…a systems theory based design process that restores, renews or 
revitalizes its own sources of energy and materials, creating 
sustainable systems that integrate the needs of society with the 
integrity of nature. 

http://interactioninstitute.org/ 
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The project registration process is comprised of a project team, a third-party 
auditor, and the International Living Future Institute (ILFI). The ILFI has a goal to 
reduce the resources required for registration and audit. In addition, there is a 
required project performance evaluation period of one year.


Confidentiality
ILFI will keep project information (drawings, project manuals, and construction 
documents) for up to one year, after which this information is destroyed. 
However, IFLI may deem to use general project information, including submitted 
images, for educational purposes and to further the mission of the Institute.


History
“Living Building Challenge is the Institute’s flagship program for deep systemic 
change.” 

The origins of the Living Building Challenge can be traced to the 1990’s where it 
began as an effort “to produce the most advanced sustainable design 
project in the world.” This project, the EpiCenter in Bozeman, Montana, was 
led by Bob Berkebile and Kath Williams, with research and technology 
development directed by Jason F. McLennan and funding from the National 
Institute of Standards and Technology. The EpiCenter project gave the Living 
Building framework its legs, and in 2000, BNIM was enlisted by the David and 
Lucile Packard Foundation to compare performance and evaluation of a “Living 
Building” to multiple types of LEED building certification requirements. The 
Packard Matrix was produced, and this document “…demonstrated that a 
Living Building was the smartest long-term choice economically…”

In August of 2006, McLennan presented Living Building Challenge version 1.0 to 
the Cascadia Green Building Council and three months later the Challenge was 
made public. Living Building Challenge 2.0 development began in 2007, and was 
expanded to include renovations, landscaping, neighborhoods, and infrastructure 
in addition to buildings. The International Living Building Institute was founded in 
2009 to cultivate, promote and organize the Living Building Challenge and 
additional programs and began certifying projects in 2010. Its mission:“to lead 
the transformation to a world that is socially just, culturally rich and 
ecologically restorative.” The Institute, later renamed the International Living 
Future Institute, offers membership and volunteer opportunities, and has a 
superb online presence including a community and blog.
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http://living-future.org/node/293/#1
http://living-future.org/cascadia


Core Components
Petals & Imperatives

Seven petals represent seven 
performance areas:
1.Place
2.Water
3.Energy
4.Health & Happiness
5.Materials
6.Equity
7.Beauty

http://greenbuildingadvisor.com/ 

The Petals are broken down into 20 
imperatives. Each imperative has the 

option of one or more exemptions if 
other criteria can be met 

demonstrating the goal of the 
imperative.  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http://living-future.org 

Certification is based on actual performance over the course of twelve 
consecutive months. This gives true meaning to the term, “Living,” as the 
building must have been alive or operating for one year in order to be 
evaluated. The evaluation framework views financial performance in terms 
of social and ecological imperatives, demonstrating that reduction and 
efficiency measures provide real-time cost savings. Unlike other 
frameworks that utilize Life Cycle Analysis data, this framework assumes 
the basic understanding of underlying principles behind reuse, reduce and 
recycle. This framework focuses on the entire system, not just the life cycle 
of the building, by requiring projects to reduce and reuse all materials and 
energy. 

Like its counterpart, LEED, the Living Building Challenge measures 
performance related to site selection, water use, energy use, air quality and 
material use. However, unlike its counterpart, the Living Building Challenge 
has dedicated imperatives to measure equity, beauty, and spirit. 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Case Study
David & Lucile Packard Foundation Headquarters
Los Altos, California

http://packard.org/ 
Overview

Status: Certified Net Zero Energy Building
Date Certified: September 16, 2013
Version of Program: 2.1
Typology: Building
Occupant Type: Offices
Building Area: 50,956 sf
Building Footprint: 26,335 sf
Start of construction: November 2009
Start of Occupancy Period: July 2012
Number of occupants: 120
Architectural & Interior Design: EHDD
MEP: Integral Group
Contractor: DPR Construction
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Summary

A LEED Platinum building utilizing passive, bioclimatic design strategies, this Net-Zero 
building produces at least as much energy as it consumes. Chilled beams are used for 
passive heating and cooling, alongside roof-top solar for providing energy and passive 
daylighting for lighting. To conserve water, green roofs, drip irrigation, and reduction 
measures are used including using collected rainwater for on-site irrigation and toilet 
flushing. 95% of building materials have been reused from other local projects, and all 
interior doors are made from salvaged local eucalytpus. Low-VOC finishing materials 
were used to provide a safe and healthy workplace. 90% of plants are native, 
eliminating pesticide use and providing a home for indigenous birds, insects and 
pollinators. Permeable paving and rain gardens are used to reduce runoff and pollution.

http://packard.org/ 
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Benefits and Limitations
The Living Building Challenge requires early commitment from project teams. It requires 
client buy-in early on, and requires a dedicated team of consultants to achieve optimal 
performance and maintain design intent. Some limitations include material qualities, as 
many beautiful and popular materials are not sustainable. This can change the aesthetic 
of the space, however the Living Building Challenge has dedicated imperatives for 
measuring beauty, spirit, and inspiration.

Though the Living Building Challenge originally required more cost up-front than its 
counterpart, LEED, its startup costs have diminished greatly since its inception, and the 
Living Building Challenge has been proven to save more money for a project long-term 
than LEED.

The Living Building Challenge can be consulted at any point the project design phases. 
It can be used as it was originally intended, to create the most sustainable projects, 
when it is consulted prior to project design. Alternatively, it can be used as a guide or 
checklist. Its imperatives can be programmed into or added onto an existing design. The 
imperatives can also be used a final resort to improve a more traditional project’s 
sustainability. In my opinion, the framework is best utilized when consulted early on.

Recommendations
When a client directive is not in favor of the Living building Challenge, I highly 
recommend the imperatives be referenced by designers as tools for driving building 
efficiency, reducing material use/waste, and reducing energy use/waste. I can see the 
implementation of several of the imperatives in a building as being extremely useful for 
saving money in initial costs and operating costs. Therefore I would recommend the 
imperatives be reviewed prior to design to see which imperatives may be incorporated 
into the project. I also recommend that the imperatives be reviewed in schematic design 
phase for energy and water reduction, and that they be reviewed again during interior 
finish selection for further ways to reduce a building’s ecological footprint and integrate 
regenerative strategies. The imperatives also include simple, proven methods for 
improving building performance and occupant wellness. 

Conclusion
The Living Building Challenge is an excellent framework for evaluating sustainability of a 
project. It is suited for buildings, landscapes, and urban planning. It combines many tried and 
true strategies for reducing material and energy use and providing safe, functional spaces. It 
also provides project teams with a toolkit of sustainable approaches for use in design, 
integration and maximizing performance. 
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