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Subject 
 
Despite the advances made in building technology and construction methods over the last few 
centuries, the construction industry in the United States has seldom put an emphasis on building 
longevity and design service life. Because of this, building systems begin to critically fail within a few 
decades because of decisions made at the time of original construction, often to save money.  While  
heating  and  cooling systems may need to be updated, or eroding building materials replaced , there is 
another  intangible  but  equally  important  system  that  will  likely  change:  the program. The 
cost of updating these systems, especially in regards to repurposing the use of a building, will often 
be so prohibitive to property owners that tearing down a building and starting fresh seems to be 
the best solution.  Unfortunately, if deconstruction is followed by construction without emphasis 
on longevity and reuse, the cycle is only bound to continue indefinitely. 
 
These  typical  methods  of  construction,  though  sometimes  flawed,  are  greatly dictated  by  regional  
factors.  An architecture vernacular is determined by the regional climate, resources, construction trade, 
means of fabrication, and the era or styles of the time. These localized needs lead to similar 
methodologies in construction.  By observing these similar methodologies, you will also begin to see 
similar vulnerabilities- things that will need to be fixed, things that work inefficiently. The potential 
solution to these vulnerabilities should be to fix the apparent problems and prevent new problems from 
developing.  
 
If we can have a better understanding of the vulnerabilities of the vernacular construction and the 
place-specific methods of combating those problems, can we establish a language for adaptive reuse 
solutions? How can we fix what we have already built, and repurpose the buildings that no longer serve 
their original purpose? Do certain building types within a regional fabric provide the foundation for 
certain types of adaptive reuse and a new programmatic identity? 
 
This subject matter will draw from larger conversations about adaptive reuse, historic 
preservation (or rehabilitation), and sustainable practices. The scope of this thesis will be 
largely focused on the city of Pittsburgh.  
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Thesis 
 
If a building is rendered vacant and underutilized, adaptive reuse can be a valuable 
alternative to demolition and reconstruction. And when adaptive reuse is the implicit 
choice, certain buildings are better suited for particular new purposes given its original 
program and resultant construction. Are warehouses particularly suited to be rehabilitated 
as cultural centers? Are banks most easily rehabilitated as commercial space? 
 
I believe that buildings have embedded opportunities for adaptive reuse. And I also believe 
there are specific, quantifiable advantages to adapting particular buildings based on 
typology and program. My goal is to ultimately clarify the best type-to-type relationships, 
based on the cost of updating systems and spaces. By categorically laying out the advantages 
and disadvantages of converting types of buildings, we can determine how some building 
types are particularly suited to be reused as other building types.  
 

 
 

Methods 
 
My goal is to create a building matrix of construction methods for the city of Pittsburgh, in order to 
identify common vulnerabilities, common problems, and ultimately, efficient solutions to improve the 
longevity and continued use of existing architecture. My intention is to take this Pittsburgh building 
matrix, and use it as a roadmap for adaptive reuse opportunities within the city. In conjunction, I will 
use this research to identify how certain types of Pittsburgh buildings, if rendered no longer useful or 
vacated, are particularly suited for reuse as certain other building types. This will require research on 
the larger topics of adaptive reuse, in conjunction with the study of precedent rehabilitation projects. 
The building matrix will be a documentation balancing detail drawings, cost analysis, system diagrams, 
and potentially hand-made models.  

Building in Original Use

vulnerabilities < advantages

(limited systems need updating, proportioning 
is appropriate to new use)

lower construction costs

Ideal New Use

Building in Original Use

vulnerabilities > advantages

(many systems need updating, proportioning is 
less appropriate to new use)

higher construction costs

Another New Use
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The output of this compiled building matrix will also be a digital resource, potentially a 
website, which compiles the thesis research into a useful tool for Pittsburgh residents. The 
product should be able to show how key improvements or adaptations can affect the 
longevity of a building by giving it new purpose and improving its efficiency. It must also 
bring to light the economics and cost analysis of these conversions in the short term and 
long term. This digital resource must therefore have a strong emphasis on effective 
communication design. 
 

Precedents 
 
As part of my research, I will be examining precedent adaptive reuse projects to illuminate 
moments of success and failure when buildings are converted in particular ways (i.e. church 
to restaurant, school to apartment building). 
 
 Locomotive Lofts- Pittsburgh, PA 
 South Hills Retirement Residence- Pittsburgh, PA 
 Church Brew Works- Pittsburgh, PA 
 City of Pittsburgh Police Headquarters- Pittsburgh, PA 
 Century Building- Pittsburgh, PA 

The Bruno Building- Pittsburgh, PA 
Senator John Heinz Regional History Center- Pittsburgh, PA 
The High Line- New York City, NY 
Chelsea Market- New York City, NY 

 Selexyz Domintcanen (Bookstore)- Maastricht, Netherlands 
  *I mention this building because I was able to visit the site this past summer 
 
Adaptive Reuse: Finding Opportunities for Vacant Structures. List of Projects. 
http://adaptivereuse.info/case-studies/  
 

Schedule 
 
September:  
Identify key Pittsburgh construction methods, eras, styles, etc. 
October:    
Identify   major   vulnerabilities   through   surveys   and   interviews,   key solutions 
November-December:   
Illustrate construction methods, vulnerabilities, and solutions through annotated drawings, 
diagrams for comparative study 
January-February-March:   
Develop key building typologies’ correlation with key adaptive reuse opportunities, in 
conjunction with the first semester's research into 
construction methods, vulnerabilities, and solutions 
April-May: Create digital resource 
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