
 

Design, Social Media and Technology 
to Foster Civic Self-Organisation



Ever since the turn of the millennium, countries all over Europe are increasingly witnessing 
situations in which citizens are demanding a more direct form of democracy, ranging from a cry 
for more information, to being involved in actual decision-making procedures, and even to get 
the autonomy to (partly) self-organize. At the same time, governments of these countries are 
increasingly putting citizen participation at the centre of their policy objectives, striving for more 
transparency, the coproduction of public projects, and even the empowerment of local people 
and communities to self-organize and take up part of the decision power (e.g. the idea of the 
‘Big Society’ in the UK and the ‘Participation Society’ in the Netherlands). In short, there is a loud 
and clear call for civic self-organisation. In order to facilitate this call, what is needed is a 
multitude of “architectures, technologies of speech, sets of procedures, definitions of freedom 
and domination, ways of bringing together those who are concerned – and even more important 
those who are not concerned – and what concerns them, and ways to obtain closure and come 
to a decision” [1]. Design, social media and technology have been put forward as a way to 
operationalize this multitude. Design refers here both to the analogue and the virtual, the 
temporary and the permanent and can range from the scale of objects to cities. Social media 
refers to digital applications supporting posting, sharing, commenting, rating, etc. And 
technology refers to hardware such as urban screens, smart tags, georeferenced sensors. The 
objective of this conference is to discuss three issues related to the implementation of this 
multitude. These are structured in the three following tracks: 

Track 1 – How can design, social media and technology encourage and empower citizens to 
take part in and/or start up civic self-organisation practices? 
This track welcomes contributions exploring methods, such as, intervening, playing, mapping, 
data-mining, etc. 

Track 2 – How can design, social media and technology sustain civic self-organisation practices 
over longer time periods, and within a diversity of socio-economic contexts? 
This track welcomes contributions reflecting on concepts, such as, civic learning, capacity 
building, generativity, duration, etc. All reflections should preferably depart from actual cases. 

Track 3 – How can the impact of design, social media and technology on civic self-organisation 
practices be documented and evaluated? 
This track welcomes contributions addressing issues, such as, quantifying qualitative data, thick 
documentation, the formalisation of self-organisation processes, measuring civic learning, etc. 

[1] Latour, B. 2005. From Realpolitik to Dingpolitik or How to make things public. In: Latour, B. & 
Weibel, P. (Eds), 2005. Making Things Public: Atmospheres of Democracy. MIT Press. Pp.
14-41. 

This conference is a follow-up of the Conference ‘Using ICT, Social Media and Mobile 
Technologies to Foster Self-Organisation in Urban and Neighbourhood Governance’, organized 
by the OTB Research Institute for the Built Environment, Delft University of Technology, the 
Netherlands, from May 16th – 17th 2013. 
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participation in creative design processes. In particular she looks into how can we design with 
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organizing projects around three main strategies: exploratory inquiry, sustained participation, and 
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Christopher Lindinger, Co-Director, Ars Electronica, Futurelab 
Christopher Lindinger is Director Research and Innovations at the Ars Electronica Futurelab in 
Linz, Austria. This Lab brings together artists and scientists to develop future scenarios. 
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Christopher Lindinger will discuss a number of Futurelab projects that were developed to 
encourage and empower citizens to take part in participatory processes.  PR
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SHARING AUTHORSHIP AND MEASURING INFLUENCE IN ARCHITECTURAL TRAININGS 
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Abstract 

Designing for domesticity includes the looseness of boundaries among what is considered private-public, 
own-shared, particular-collective, as strategies learnt from Jacobs (1961), Gehl (1971) or Kroll in the past, 
and Bow-Wow (2007) or Monteys (2012) in the present.  

In 2014, a group of students of Polytechnic School of the University of Alicante conducted by Antonio 
Abellán and José Carrasco through an experimental pedagogy called “Common Extra House Lab”, 
developed creative devices for participatory processes to essay, as part of their learning process, how to 
co-design dwelling refurbishments and neighbouring communities in order to empower them, that is, 
helping them to arrive to collective agreements about common issues.  

These students built what some experts could understand as laboratories or “local surveillance units”, that 
is,  some kind of workbenches installed in actual context, designed to obtain project decisions placed in 
the heart of the controversies (Latour 1991, Romero 2010). 

For example, after implementing a “folding screen” (a game addressed to the residents of a housing block 
to give visibility to personals abilities about clothes care) a technical wardrobe was designed to be 
embedded in common spaces of a neighbouring community; or after demonstrating how part of a 
dwelling could be modified by games (portable models), by evaluating different levels of concentration for 
domestic routines, a complete redesign could be submitted to the client, including custom spaces for folk 
crafts.  

Keywords: co-design, assessment devices, architectural education  

1. Introduction        

1.1 Domesticity and knowledge     

The term domesticity could be understood as a collection of daily affairs, some of them referred to shared 
duties affected by resources, physical conditions, seasons or socio-cultural values. While preparing the 
workshop at the beginning of 2014, some theoretical and graphical backgrounds were discussed with 
students via a number of illustrated journals at the end of XIXth century (e.g. Ladies Home Journal); in the 
modern way of live of Europe and America after WWII (e.g. Le Corbusier’s machine-home, Case Study 
Houses in USA´s West Coast); the sublimation of everyday life in traditional Japanese detached homes 
(e.g. Tokyo Story, Yasujiro Ozu); the ironical expression of dependence between modern dwellings and 
their users (e.g. Mon Oncle, Jacques Tati); or recent advertising campaigns of leading furniture retailer 
(e.g. Welcome to the Independent Republic of Your Home, IKEA). 

To support the hypothesis of a contemporary approach to domesticity that would work in the ambiguous 
space between private-public, own-shared, particular-collective, the main argument is that dwellings,  
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mainly those multi-generational, have historically contained spaces for different functions: studio, repair 
shop, craftsmanship practices, and minor labours complementary to common spaces of residential 
programmes. Activities like sewing, patching, repairing clothes, canning, feeding preparations, arranging 
furniture, etc. are some activities that used to take place inside the dwellings. 

Following this consideration, there are many demonstrations along the history of these ways of inhabiting, 
including those genre-related scenes like sewing or reading inside the bourgeois Dutch and Flemish 
houses and depicted by painters Pieter de Hooch and Jan Vermeer in the 17th Century (Fig. 1), or those 
shared actions inside the houses of craftsmen in Tokyo called “machiyas”, narrow to the street and 
stretched towards the back of the plot, some of them reformulated recently by Atelier Bow-Wow (Stalder, 
2013, 104-110). This dual condition of joining into a single architecture the functions of home and shop 
has been lost during last decades, marked in the Mediterranean urban settlements, due to the 
segregation of duties. 

In Spain, some research teams from public universities, (e.g. “Rehabitar” in Cataluña), are recovering 
some housing projects from Modernity considered “filed case studies” through slogans like “leftover 
homes”, finding out lessons to be applied in Spanish housing stock (empty houses, secondary or holiday 
residences, etc.) (Monteys, 2012) (Fig. 2). In relation with this paper research when talking about 
connecting houses with common situations, Rehabitar team depicts and analyzes the case of ground 
level houses in urban areas, in which street quality depends on the hybridization of private uses with 
those ones like offices, shops and little business activities, which depend on the level of integration from 
residents. These situations are only possible when there is a flexible schedule for the use of the space by 
the different stakeholders, the mobility is reduced and family in the back fosters team duties. 

Other characteristic of this sort of multi-purpose houses is that they used to be spaces of relationship and 
integration managed by people with an ability to generate social and domestic interaction thanks to a 
particular way to address to people, chatting, listening, caring, cooking, etc. Architect and educator 
Andrés Jaque names this “superpower”. Jaque explains the case of Candela Logrosan through the 
installation “IKEA Disobedients” (Jaque, 2012), a characteristic housewife based in Lavapiés, Madrid. 
These are people with common sense to solve domestic issues, with a practical knowledge and intuition 
to fluently manage with daily affairs; with empathy to connect with different generations, making them work 
and participate in every familiar and community decisions. 

The domesticity concept also includes the way that objects interact inside the house with people, 
furniture, household appliances, etc. This analysis is not exclusive of the Science and Technology fields, 
for which technology and society are interlinked components by programmes and counter-programmes 
to explain common controversies or paradoxical situations (as in the case of Kodak camera and the 
emergent mass market of amateur photographers) (Latour, 1991). Rather, some students focus their 
attention in common fields as the folk craft. For example, we have learnt from Japanese movement Mingei 
that common folk objects has the ability to condense sequences of behaviour: e.g. a decorative 
cupboard is not only related to the act of eating, but also to serve, to attend the guests, to enjoy the food 
with them, and also the shared time for washing, cleaning and storing it. This is something recently 
rediscovered as a tool for designing interior refurbishments by Atelier Bow-Wow (Stalder, 2013, 116-117).   

1.2   House co-design     

The democratic design means a supervised process with neutral agents or experts in social dynamics 
(facilitators), who are being progressively included in architectural teams. It was early in the 70s that the 
Educational Facilities Laboratories Report concluded about the necessity to open design processes to 
citizens that could be co-generators of their products: “…not designing the device or building, but being 
included in the discussions about function, use, etc…” (Weinstock 1972). 

Some experimental practices tried to modulate this kind of shared decisions that in sociology are called 
participatory processes. One of the pioneers was Yona Friedman, who designed a human-scaled 
mechanical device with which future users could choose the layout of dwellings placed in skyscrapers  
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and could type a selected option for Expo’70 in Osaka. With 53 keys anyone could receive a 
personalized dwelling, one among millions of possible combinations (Yona Friedman, 1970) (Fig. 3a). 
Another pioneer was Lucien Kroll, who designed the methodology with which multiple collective could co-
design the Medical Faculty Housing at the University of Louvain (Belgium). In a later interview, he 
summarised: “… I gave a specific role to each team. Afterwards, I suggested topographical divisions, in 
order to avoid uniformity and repetition…” Only if viewpoints could approach, technical drawings were 
initiated starting with a structural disposition inside which variations could be produced (De Molina 2011, 
Penhnt 1987). Habraken insist on the idea of architecture as the frame in which interaction between 
people and “ordinary” environment happens (Habraken, 2000), against other theoretical positions more 
interested in the “extraordinary”. Recently, Kroll has reminded the difficulties of this kind of interaction 
processes: “…Like in one psychodrama… complexity is incorporated in the project when each one 
recognize that others are different… models after models have to be broken… it takes not too much time 
(several days)... Then you can build it…” (Kroll, 2010). 

For the particular case of co-designing refurbishments in family houses and dwellings, Rodolfo Livingston 
established some equidistant and meaningful techniques based on the ability to listen and dialog, arriving 
to specific solutions for particular problems instead of dealing with impersonal or abstract concerns. For 
that, he organized a new series of games: first of these was “more-less” (this one was the ice-breaking 
exercise) with which the architect took note about a favourite and repulsive choices about home 
concerns, for each member of the family; after it, came the “prosecutor”, with which the client pretended 
to the architect, who became a mere draftsman; and the last one was “desired home”, in which context, 
resources, budged, location were opened to suit to client’s dreams. Even recognizing a kind of 
determinism in these practices, they supposed a radical response in the educational programmes for 
architecture schools. 

This kind of collaborative experiences used to make a difference between levels of participation like 
programme, pre-design, design, construction, putting into service (a), grades of common relevance e.g. 
people learn how to respect the others (b), institutionalization of community (c), hybridization of 
programmes (d), networking (e), and non-evidence issues (f) (Yonesu 1988 and Li, 2013) which are, 
fortunately, basic methodological conditions for social architecture nowadays (Fig. 3b).  

In the latter years, young architects in Spain are giving priority to collaborative dynamics in the process of 
project preparation of dwellings and shop spaces associated to them. This is the case of the restoration 
of industrial colony into artisan ateliers and domestic spaces in Minas de San Antón, Orihuela (Javaloyes, 
2014). The main fact for this research is that the approximation process always took the form of 
workshops in local context (what is called “situated learning”), in which neighbours and future users could 
learn together with builders and architects about how to deal with project controversies.  

In the case of the architect Izaskun Chinchilla, she considers that we need to overcome the modern era in 
which homes were designed by architects in collaboration with industry, to arrive to a promising new one 
in which users will have a leading role (Chinchilla, 2014). However, the architect and educator Jeremy Till 
emphasizes that these new range of participatory processes are involving levels of risk, uncertainty and 
chaos. Also, they need to solve two of the main problems: first, the distance between the expert 
knowledge (the architect) and the tacit one (the user); and secondly, the distance derived from codes, 
tradition, and hierarchy. In a way, he concludes that the process should take place in the physical context 
and, further than considering it a case of problem-solving theory, think about architecture as a frame for 
the negotiation of hopes (Till y Blundell, 2005).  

2. Architectural workshop, relevance and objective       

This paper explains part of an architectural methodology that was created in the Polytechnic School in the 
University of Alicante (Spain), a young school with only twenty years of life placed in the periphery of main 
universities in Spain, working with low densified urban contexts and local concerns. 
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The sociological devices (friendly and effective) that were created needed a considerable amount of 
craftsmanship and digital supplies. Instead of scaled models, these devices worked as interfaces to 
connect people in their common discussions about neighbourhood questions. Also, some 
methodologies were focused considering the students as entrepreneurs dealing with “problem trees” 
through working sessions with their hypothetical clients. 

The hypothesis of this research is that domestic spaces in which these kind of urban villagers live, 
especially those that allow hybrid functions, are a suitable framework for common relations thanks to 
human neighbouring links: persons who are able to use different levels of communication, with especial 
ability to understand overlapped situations (from everyday life, duties that happens in the same place…), 
an ability that has nothing to do with richness, prestige or age.  

Most of the proposals are referred to neighbouring communities or isolated dwellings in suburban and 
satellite towns around Alicante. In some cases, the urban fabric is built overlapping familiar heritages, 
common spaces, retail stores and new formats of dwellings. 

The final goal of this methodology and research is to extract from specific situations a collection of 
typological recipes to help people to take decisions about joint living conditions in low density 
developments related to Transition Town Principles. 

3. Design and assessment methodology       

During two consecutive semesters, two kind of productive activities are combined: first, materials 
(graphics, models and videos) which give sense and reproduce the evolution from an assignment chosen 
on the first week to a co-designed product. Second, with the support of creative resources, students 
submit all sort of physical or sociological demonstrations to verify a certain capacity to transform, improve, 
interact in the designed context, evaluated through collective dynamics (Fig. 4).  

The workshop’s name is Common Extra House Lab, because of its condition as laboratory, in which 
models, discussions and representations of landscape and living settlements are produced, giving priority 
to statements addressed to communities, networks of houses and common living conditions. Contexts 
can be urban, suburban and rural in between the domestic domain, what we call the extra-domestics or 
transitional spaces. 

3.1     Shared design  

Student versus student: By the middle of the semester, one of the methodologies to share team’s 
evolution is “The Great Blackboard”: as a work of a single week, each person had to propose two design 
reorientations, depict them and hang a flyer on the blackboard, one addressed to the following in the list 
(below the reference line) and another one chosen freely (above the reference line). As it happens in the 
Hockney’s Great Wall (Hockney, 2006), the collective knowledge was exposed, and it was easy to find 
the most successful ones. (Fig. 5) 

Student versus group: one of the digital interfaces that is used is called “eGlia” and it works as an on-line 
display in which non-linear learning processes could be evaluated. Each user creates his own learning 
itinerary (Hernández, 2011) (Fig. 6). For example, one can observe the moment in which cultural 
references were chosen or the moment when some hybrid proposals were given to the client. This 
dynamic display establishes a suitable frame to avoid the typical sprawl in architectural learnings. 

Student versus neighbours: Being divided into groups, the students freely chose the physical and human 
context in which their statements are essayed. The dimension of this target group is chosen by them but, 
always, it’s a relevant question: which is the size of the territory and what number of residents that would 
create, in later processes, some typological recipes? (Fig. 7)  

 11

SESSION 1 -  Neighbourhood mappings to trigger co-productive planning 



3.2     Measuring influences  

How can these design processes be evaluated? On one hand, as a scientific experiments, the students 
are evaluated in relation to their capacity to create new hypothesis, to open scenes that re-frame the 
architectural discipline in its widest sense: as the frame in which life take place, where human relations are 
developed in all the possible scales. On the other hand, sociology offers references, charts, rules of 
analysis and diagnosis (e.g. Fung, 2004) from which a range of new questions are opened: the use of 
non-evidential data, the inclusivity, the use of friendly interfaces, the understanding between experts and 
non-experts, the capacity to obtain long-term results, etc… All these could happen because during the 
academic year, the teachers introduced in the learning programme some sociological technics related 
with participatory processes. 

The main tool was called “Round chart to observe participative dimension of the proposals”: inspired in 
the Democracy Cube (Fung, 2004) (Fig. 8a), this map was used to classify the sociological impact of the 
team proposals: e.g. the capacity to call people, the capacity to incorporate rules in the participatory 
process, the transparency in the co-design process, the capacity to speculate with non-visible issues 
(Fig. 8b). All properties were ordered in three groups: inclusiveness, methodology and influence. Each 
one of the 22 parameters was given to a team, with the commission to select and give an assessment to 
a reduced number of projects. When the diagram was finished, some of the projects had been chosen to 
be implemented with more parameters, and some of them had almost disappeared, but being valuables 
for its specific goals, e.g. the capacity to broaden a community knowledge, or the capacity to deal with 
common issues.  

4.      Case studies  

4.1     Neighbouring wardrobe (Tombola’s block) 

Problem: The domestic arrangement in relation with clothes, cycles of wash, drying, ironing, caring, etc. 
has been historically circumscribed to the family sphere. In the case of a neighbouring community, it was 
difficult to find a believable commission in which clothing care would became the main argument to 
rethink and redesign shared spaces inside the block. 

Strategy: Identifying the concept of community as a form to spread familiar links thanks to some shared 
experiences, the team work proposes the installation of a technical wardrobe embedded in between the 
stair and the elevator. 

Participatory methodology: First installation helped some neighbours and occasional walkers, next to the 
block, to inform about clothing sizes, styles, preferences, weekly schedule, as well as their disposition to 
share part of their personal cabinet. Another one, called “folding screen (biombo)” was a game addressed 
to the residents of the block in Tombola neighbourhood, with which personal skills referred to clothing 
care (washing, cleaning, ironing, hanging out, ordering in sizes, etc.) were reported and timed, in a way 
that the conclusions would help the team to decide in which floor they would install each part of the 
programme (Fig. 9).  

Project: The neighbouring community in Tombola neighbourhood gives in some spaces, like lobbies next 
to the general door and lifts, as well as part of their dwellings, to be able to place a shared wardrobe and 
other architectonic services.   

This design process opens new questions: How resident relations are affected by this devices? How 
common spaces are redefined? How dwelling functions are reprogrammed? Which new forms of urban 
organization does this experiments foster? 
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4.2     Shop-dwellings for urban homemakers (Alice’s house) 

Problem: In the Mediterranean countries and for middle-aged homemakers, it is difficult to combine 
domestic duties, attention to family issues and abilities which could be a link towards personal 
improvements. Also, most of low rise houses in suburban developments near Alicante (Spain) are built 
through generic designs for average families, with no possibility for its adaptation before they decide to 
live in. 

Strategy: The team works proposing a complete rescheduling and refurbishment of a typical suburb 
dwelling by including new domestic, leisure, productive furnishing, co-designed with a group of 
homemakers. One of these, Alice, would be their host for the complete semester and their main character 
for all video experiments.  

Participation methodology: A complete set of experimental interactions are produced (learnt in this case 
from Livingston techniques) to co-design an urban dwelling: modular games of conversation about 
shared and private spaces (Fig. 10); sociological graphics of problematic interactions between 
neighbours; video demonstration of grades of concentration of the homemaker while doing more than 
one duty and being disturbed by members of her family; or video anticipation (call “fish eye”) with 
transformation of a little storage area (a typical cupboard) into a technical device,  changing the sleeping-
room into a domestic laboratory specialized in scenarios for tolls and folk craft.  

Project: Alice’s passion to build doll’s mock-ups and to collect folk crafts orientate all consultations about 
how to generate new domestic and productive home layouts agreed with the rest of her family. The team 
work applies the folk craft capacity to produce family agreements for new distribution of spaces (Stalder, 
2013, 116-117). 

5.      Discussion and Conclusion 

Scarcity of resources and global austerity affect water, food, materials and energy limits in architecture 
and the wider built environment. Giving response to these, it is time to propose a courageous range of 
frameworks in architectural education to include these issues or others related to Transition Towns 
Movement. For example, at the same time as us, some Units in prestigious schools like The Bartlett in 
London were working to produce a set of models “to demonstrate innovations with real effects that 
improve everyday lives, in contrast with old technologically determined visions, challenging the role of 
expert technicians using the rationale of the affected communities…” (Chinchilla, 2014). On our behalf, 
Izaskun Chinchilla defended that global changes predicted between now and 2050 would include, 
looking to the past, a new kind of dwelling able to integrate working spaces, offices, supermarkets and 
public amenities.  

Second, it’s also time to share methodologies with others, creating new interfaces and laboratories, trying 
to enlarge and strengthen opinions and levels of communication, e.g. sharing students with disciplines 
such as geography, sociology, or anthropology.  

At the end of this reported academic year, this framework called Common Extra House Lab has 
generated some desirable confidence among the students. It was in the middle of uncertainty conditions 
that students were able to write: “…working as facilitators, we’ve entered in the private sphere of 
homemakers and we have understood their schedule, their concerns, their hopes (…) we have learnt that 
everyday life is supported by the homemaker, which disable her personal development (…) at the end we 
were able to evaluate how flexible could be a dwelling, in order to accommodate productive 
uses” (students Amorós y Doménech, 2014).  

Finally, we can summarize that this philosophy of teaching-learning process is open each year to failures, 
divergences, nothing compared with the emotion when we find striving results to prove, as facilitator 
architects, how to approach statements, opportunities and dreams relevant for common people and for 
the way they live on Earth. 

 13

SESSION 1 -  Neighbourhood mappings to trigger co-productive planning 



Acknowledgements 
This is a sample of emergent pedagogy produced by Group "Teaching Architectural Projects" (leaded by 
Chair Prof. Jose Maria Torres Nadal), and by Group “Viceversos Socioarquitectónicos” in University of 
Alicante (Spain). 

Figures 

Figure 1. Domestic scenes. (Pieter de Hooch, s XVII) 

Figure 2. Ground floor hybrid uses in Barcelona Street. (Rehabitar Team, UPC, Spain, 2012) 
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Figure 3. Typewriter (Friedman, 1970) (a); Decision-making levels (Li, 2013) (b). 
Figure 4. Students classifying videos by quality, naturalness, amazement, risk and usability.  

Figure 5. Students proposed, depicted and hung their proposals through the “Blackboard” dynamic. 

Figure 6. “eGlia” platform to follow a collective learning process (Hernández, 2011).  

Figure 7. Jury with participatory tools designed for the interaction between student and neighbours. 
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Figure 8. Democracy cube (Fung 2004) (a); dynamic in the room: round sociologic chart (b, c). 

Figure 9. Folding screen (“biombo”) to register domestic abilities related to clothing affairs. Link to Wardrobe Project: http://
grupo3-nuria-eva-santi.blogspot.com.es/  
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Figure 10. Participation tools for a refurbishment discussion with a homemaker (Alice’s house). Link to Alice’s House Project: 
https://daniyveroprojectlab.wordpress.com/ 
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Abstract 

The confluence of social media and viral marketing has led to the fostering of civic self-organisation in 
developing countries. The access to social media and ready availability of technology has led to an 
empowerment of citizens and examples of self- organisation of civic practices. This paper explores the 
necessary conditions and role played by technology and social media to allow civic groups to self-
organise and drive a social agenda. It specifically uses memes as the theoretical foundation to explore the 
initiation and sustainability of viral civic messages and their impact at a community level. 

Keywords: memes, social media, self-organisation 

1.  Introduction 

The notion of the 'meme' is a popularised concept in social and viral internet marketing. An internet meme 
may be described as "an activity, concept, catchphrase or piece of media which spreads, often as 
mimicry, from person to person via the Internet" (Schubert 2003).  The viral nature of some memes 
indicates a process of emergence in social behaviour as has been observed in complexity theory 
(Langston 1986; Wolfram 1984) and modelled using cellular automata.  The entirety of Internet social 
media represents the 'static of irregular activity' (Marion 1999) through which it is hypothesised by chaos 
theorists (Lewin 2000, 1992; Goldstein 1999; Dooley 1997) that coherence and organisation has a 
tendency to emerge.  The meme therefore represents a unit of culture (Gill 2012; Price and Shaw 1998) 
whose replication and transmission amongst numerous individuals indicates the emergence of cultural 
patterns similar to the effects of swarm behaviour or the flocking of birds. 

Dawkins (1982, 1976) introduced the term 'meme' as a cultural equivalent of the gene and as a means to 
encapsulate the cultural building blocks of our behaviours and psyche.  Others have explored the 
concept through an organisational lens (Weeks 2010; Lord and Price 2001; McKelvey 1982).  From an 
evolutionary perspective the concepts of replicator and interactor have been offered as cultural 
equivalents to the genotype/phenotype distinction with the replicator being the memetic concept or idea 
and the interactor representing the physical expression of this (Hull 1988).  Marion (1999) outlines that 
whilst genetics depends upon physical, biochemical mechanisms to transfer information, memetics is a 
dynamic function of learning that may progress at whatever speed and reach the method of 
communication can afford.   Expressions (interactors) communicated digitally include, writing, the spoken 
word, music, imagery, multi-media, and symbolic artefacts (Weeks and Galunic, 2003).  The interactor 
may be considered as the 'consequence' in the real world of the memetic replicator residing as an 
individual's mental construct (Breslin and Jones 2012). It is suggested by Durham (1991) that emerging 
memes evolve over time as they become subject to variation and differential transmission.  In fact we may 
assert that for many viral phenomena it is the potential for slight variations upon a concept which ensures 
the evolution and reach of an idea to many thousands or millions of people.  It is important to note here 
that both stability and dynamism are required for the emergence of viral memes (Marion 1999).  Stability  
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of themes or concepts help the phenomenon to be considered identifiable as such.  For example, the 
recent #icebucketchallenge gained momentum due to some stable elements.  The act of tipping a 
bucket of ice over yourself provided a constant theme, whereas the location, the exact method, how it 
was filmed, what you chose to wear, who you nominated etc all provided opportunities for dynamic 
uniqueness.  Therefore the consequence in the real world is subject to slight variations and mutations 
ensuring the evolutionary life of the viral phenomenon.  "Behaviour is the product of cultural memes, and 
memes are influenced by intentional behaviour" (Marion 1999, p.133).  Harnessing this for civic 
empowerment and social good is the subject explored here. 

The paper uses the 'Clean India' movement as an example to critically explore the contributing factors that 
allow the mobilisation and self-organisation of individuals for civic duties from a ground level. It specifically 
looks into the role played by social networking sites like Twitter and Facebook in propagating the call for 
civil discipline and action in keeping the streets of major metros in India clean. It investigates the qualifying 
criteria which may be needed for the sustainability of the viral call for action and the impact that the call 
has upon ground realities. Similar to #icebucketchallenge, the hashtag #cleanindia has recently gained 
momentum, in this case encouraging Indian citizens to take part in cleanliness activities. The initiative was 
started by the prime minister of India and he has nominated nine other prominent citizens to take part in 
civic cleanliness and propagate the initiative by nominating others. By initiating this viral action, an 
emergent social behaviour in tackling civic cleanliness can be seen.  This civic call has led to the 
emergence of a meme whose capacity to propagate has been attenuated by the use of social media and 
amplification provided by the endorsement and direct action at the ground level by tagged individuals as 
well as their creativity in interpreting the initial concept (replicator). 

Through the lens of memes and with the intention of fostering civic engagement, viral internet messages 
have a scope to develop and change social behaviour. This paper investigates the conditions that are 
required for the propagations of civic messages and the mutations that occur in order to sustain interest 
and sustainability of the original call. It theorises that in order for the messages to be relevant and 
sustainable, mutations to the original call are necessary and elements of creativity are needed to sustain 
interest and further reach. The paper also focuses on the impact of such viral phenomena at the ground 
level and it explores the role of social media and technology to assess impact of these civic calls.  
Conclusion aims to explore whether such calls may have a future in fostering self-organisation towards 
common good. 

2.  Approach 

The data to study the conditions for the formation of a viral meme and its propagation has been sourced 
from sites offering social media analytics and primarily through the calculation of Twitter popularity ranking.  
The ranking scale is on 0-100 with zero representing a hashtag that is not used to one hundred 
representing the most popular hashtags on twitter.  These and related hashtags are presented for a 2 
month period following the initiation of the Clean India campaign in 2014. 

3.  Results and Discussion 

From the literature it is theorised that the sustainability of a viral internet meme, through evolutionary 
mechanisms, is a function of the selection and retention of variations (i.e. mutations) of the original call.  
We might interpret this as the creative input provided by those engaging with and therefore propagating 
the original call. This section explores the Clean India movement from this perspective. Data collected 
over a period of time on the Clean India campaign has revealed evidence of the call being evolved over a 
period of time. The initial call which was called the 'Swachh Bharat Abhiyan' (Clean India Mission) was put 
forward by the Prime Minister of India with a view to improve the sanitary facilities across the country. He  
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nominated nine other prominent citizens to take part in cleanliness activities and propagate the message 
by nominating other people. What started as a simple call to drive the message of cleanliness has taken a 
different proposition within the realm of social media. The initial campaign was followed in both Twitter and 
Facebook. In Twitter, the hashtag  #SwachhBharat became the starting point of a viral campaign and 
several versions of the original message are now successfully propagating online. The initial message has 
mutated into several similar calls with each devised around the central idea of civic engagement and 
responsibility and the call to participate in cleanliness activities (see figure 1). Looking at the data available 
from Twitter, it can be seen that since the inception of the viral call in October 2014, there are at least six 
other hash tags which centrally carry the Clean India message with #CleanIndia quickly gaining 
predominance.   Closer correlation between terms is indicated by the thickness of the connection 
illustrating the correlation between #SwachhBharat and #CleanIndia. 

Figure 1: Mutations of the original call (Source: hashtagify.me) 

Magnifying these hashtags (figure 2) we can see that each hashtag acts a node within the network 
illustrating creation and variation of the Clean India campaign. In each of these clusters the central idea of 
civil engagement has been transmitted from the original call and new centres are formed depending on 
the assessment, take and creativity of the individuals/groups involved.   
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Figure 2: Propagation of the call (Source: hashtagify.me) 

For example, the #CleanIndia was formed from the idea of the #SwachhBharat campaign and 
#MyideaofSwachhBharat# formed from the seeds of #SwachhBharat# and #CleanIndia viral messages. 
The spread of the initial message can also be seen the trend given in figure 3. Here we can see that the 
after the initial message of #SwachhBharat was circulated among the net citizens, further variations of the 
messages were created and these messages tend to follow a similar viral uptake as the original message. 
Figure 3 illustrates the point that after approximately 1.5-2 weeks into the campaign  #SwachhBharat is 
overtaken in popularity by #CleanIndia and #MyCleanIndia. This spread of the original action and its 
mutation represents the formation of social behaviour and a unit of culture that underlines the presence of 
a meme. Its replication and transmission amongst numerous individuals indicates the emergence of 
cultural patterns similar to observed phenomenon in nature. Interactions in the form of digital messages/
pictures, video and audio files (e.g. before and after pictures of clean initiatives) form the basis for linking 
real world consequences and the variations/mutations of these help in the achieving the viral factor 
needed to reach large populations. The hashtags are replicators whereas the artefacts/digital messages 
point out the interactors, which scope the physical expressions and associated social behaviour.  It is 
interesting to note here that the #My and #Myideaof prefixes illustrate that those taking part wish to signify 
their personal interpretation and the individual creativity in their performance of action. 
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Figure 3: Propagation of mutated calls - Week 0= 14/11/2014 (Source: Hashtagify.me) 

Deconstructing the meme, we may hypothesise that its creation and propagation is dependent on certain 
critical factors, the first important factor is the central idea or the core concept, it is the fundamental block 
around which other factors are built upon and may be considered the replicator. The following 
components make up the interactor.  The first aspect of this is the performance of the replicator through 
ritual, gesture and practice/action.  This represents the external expression of the central concept or the 
idea, i.e. it is the connecting link which expresses the idea or the message in a creative manner. The third 
factor is associated with the emotional value that the message and the associated rituals carry. The 
successful propagation will depend upon whether the message and ritual can impart emotional 
resonance on the viewer and whether the resonance is strong enough to create propagative or mutative 
actions. Emotional investment plays a crucial role in developing the inertia that is necessary for the 
sustainability of the core message. The two other factors are openness and curiosity, especially around 
social media. The Internet and social media offer platforms where information sharing is encouraged. 
Citizens are proactive in sharing information and feel empowered to contribute their thoughts, writings, 
creative artefacts etc. This global sharing has allowed memes to propagate and mutate depending on the 
creative input imparted by individuals and social groups. One of the main reasons for the viral spread of 
social media messages is the curiosity/amazement factor associated with messages. Associated rituals/
gestures increase the curiosity of intended messages and they form an additional propagative tool in the 
spread of the ideas. The unpacked meme is offered in figure 4. 
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Figure 4: Unpacking the meme 

 
The initial core message was one of cleanliness and sanitation.  When Prime Minister, Narendra Modi 
initiated the campaign his action was to help sweep the streets at India gate in New Delhi. This was 
followed with calls from others for no littering, no public urination and the suggestion that one should keep 
a broom in the boot of the car.  Delhi's policemen also posted pictures of them sweeping the streets; the 
juxtaposition between the seniority and formality of the individual acting outside of their normal and 
expected roles added a level of curiosity and amazement.  However, this juxtaposition has less 
significance if performed by ordinary citizens rather than figures of authority, film stars or leading sports 
people. 

The call quickly became modified through the use of the #my and #myideaof prefixes and has now 
started to shift as people adopt further methods of performance and diverse interpretation.  For example, 
figure 5 illustrates the correlation between cleanliness and aesthetics and many current actions now focus 
on the creativity of performance. Emotional appeal is in-part created through the juxtaposition between 
what was before and the improvement as well as the fact that many actions are being undertaken by 
mobilised school children. 
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Figure 5:  Wall painting on Krishna Plaza 

Survival of the viral call is also based on significant pings (amplification stations) needed to for the 
message to reach a large population. Typically these amplification stations are provided by celebrity 
endorsements. Figure 6 shows the hashtags associated the #SwacchBharat campaign, the trend shows 
that whenever there is a celebrity endorsement; there is an uptake in the viral message. Within the context 
of the Clean India campaign, endorsements came from cricketers, actors, actresses, political figures etc. 
The trend has shown that whenever there is an involvement of noted public figures either in participation 
or in endorsement, there is a sudden increase in the popularity of the message.  For example, in figure 6, 
when Salman Khan, a popular Bollywood Hero accepted Prime Minister Modi’s invitation, his followers re-
tweeted the message 1280 times (original tweet in blue and the orange line are re-tweets, x- axis 
represents the 24 hour time period, while y axis the tweet count). Similar trend in the increase in the 
number of re-tweets has also been noticed; when other well-know figures have accepted the invitation to 
take part in Clean India initiatives (Mishra, 2015). 

Figure 6: Amplification of social messages (Sourced from: Mishra, 2015) 
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4.  Conclusion 

One of the main aspects of the paper was to see whether these social media messages had any impact 
at ground level. So far with the clean India campaign, evidence suggests that there have been many 
cleanliness and aesthetic improvement initiatives undertaken at various cities, town and villages in India. 
The impact can be seen from the feedback received to the cleanliness calls. Before and after pictures of 
the sites those were cleaned and starting of websites where common citizens can complain about the 
cleanliness of street, towns etc. all point to some level of impact at the ground level. Several Clean India 
Apps have been created that document the response from civic authorities and there has been a growing 
pressure on the local, state and central governments to provide essential services quickly and efficiently. 
The interaction between citizens and their governments has changed because of the pressure from social 
media campaigns and it can be expected that in future these memes and viral messages have the 
capacity to change the relationship between the people and the government. 

Another important observation to make here is in the mobilising effect of civic action calls for other societal 
issues. For example, the #stopmarriagebill is now used in conjunction with #SwachhBharat (figure 2) and 
illustrates how a meme initiated by the Indian prime minister has evolved and been appropriated through 
civic engagement to become one associated with certain forms of political opposition.  
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Abstract 

Public participation in the urban planning of cities is a growing field of research and policy-making. In the 
context of an increasing demand for more direct and transparent city governance, citizens’ groups self-
organise to have their voice heard in the decision-making of spatial and planning issues of their cities. 
However, this civic form of voluntary participation in urban planning has started to be institutionalised and 
integrated into the mechanism of city governance. This paper focuses on the case study of Lucca in Italy, 
where a challenging initiative by the municipality and public authorities has led to the integration of existing 
self-organised citizen associations in the form of Participation Labs. The paper analyses past practices of 
public involvement in the urban transformation of the city, the issues that led to the creation of 
municipality-led Participation Labs, their current structure and spatial and social limitations. Finally, the 
paper proposes the initiation of a framework tool, the city sounding board, as a mechanism to overcome 
social and spatial fragmentation in public empowerment. It takes the form of an online platform of 
communication and design, where overlapping focus areas span the spatial boundaries of Participation 
Labs, addressing the city as a living organism.    

Keywords: Self-organisation, Urban Planning, Participation Labs 

1.  Introduction 

Public participation in the urban planning of cities is a growing field of research and policy-making. In the 
context of an increasing demand for more direct and transparent city governance, citizens’ groups self-
organise to have their voice heard in the decision-making of spatial and planning issues of their cities. As 
self-organised citizens’ association gain momentum in the decision-making of city planning, the questions 
that arise address the issues of ‘structuring’ and ‘formalising’ the communication between citizen groups 
and city authorities. 

Initial steps have been taken so that this civic form of voluntary participation in the urban planning of the 
city is incrementally institutionalised and integrated into the mechanism of city governance. This paper 
focuses on the case study of Lucca in Italy, where a challenging and innovative initiative by the 
municipality and public authorities has led to the integration of existing self-organised citizen associations 
in a structured framework that takes the form of Participation Labs.  

Although the project of Participation Labs (Lavori Pubblicci Partecipati) is still in its early phase, this paper 
attempts to examine methodologies that restore the link between community organisation and municipal 
authorities.  Through a bottom-up approach, the case study of Lucca will aim to address the research 
questions of (a) the ways public participation can yield better co-design, and (b) the ways the participation 
process can become more inclusive, making self-participation an organic part of the process and leading 
to co-design.  

2.        Theoretical framework 

In urban planning, consultation is seen as a necessary requirement, or sometimes box to be ticked. 
However, new practice and research projects suggest that it may advance the process of city  
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transformation and help identify creative solutions of co-designing and new perspectives for community 
development (Skidmore et al, 2006).  

2.1   Public participation in urban planning      

New consultation techniques and discourses are made possible by an unprecedented confluence of 
technology, increasing civic appropriation, dissatisfaction with current processes, and intense global 
challenges in environmental and economic decision-making. Kofoed (2009) in his executive report to 
Dublin municipality, describes an optimal new process: the architecture of conversation – a form of 
consultation that can inform and inspire local planning authorities’ practice.   

Today, there are a lot of definitions concerning public participation including (a) informal consultation, (b) 
circulating proposals for public comment, (c) public notice and comment, (d) public hearings and (e) 
facilitating bodies. In these processes, data collection and communication take advantage of 
technological advances and the application of new consultation tools, including blogs, email newsletters, 
online surveys, social networking sites, podcast webinars, photo and video discussion boards and 
collaborative maps (Rucker and Whalen, 2012).  

The application of a series of hybrid methodologies and co-creation techniques has led to the need for a 
new qualities of public participation, that are based on values of active engagement, transparency and 
effective dialogue. New strands of engaging the wider public in the decision-making process of urban 
planning have been developed in the form of ‘living labs’ (Pallot et al, 2010). Gehl & Gemzoe (2004) 
applied an interactive method of public conversations model, where incremental implementation of urban 
interventions were affected at a small-scale by people surveys, interviews with the public and with a 
special focus on the users of the spaces of intervention.  

2.2    Self-organisation     

The active engagement of citizens in civic forms of participation concerning decision-making in their 
neighbourhoods is the main feature of self-organisation, including different scales of intervention form 
building a community garden to local website and special events organisation.. According to Boonstra & 
Boelens (2011), government does not predominate in the structures of self-organisation, as it remains an 
external set of institutions that steer economic and social processes. 

Horelli et al. (2014) have emphasised on the intersection of self-organisation with urban governance in 
various ways. This intersection is usually apparent in a micro sphere of discourse using semi-formal 
platform of communication. They go on to point out that a balanced interplay between formal and informal 
spheres of urban governance lead to more responsive and sustainable co-governance and co-design, 
increasing engagement at the scale of the local neighbourhood.4 

The impact of self-organisation on urban planning can be accounted for in terms of quality of community 
activities and the environment with transformative influence on formal planning and governance 
processes. These processes are approached through the study of complex urban systems, as emerging 
mechanisms of local interactions that have an unpredictable result at the city or regional level (Partanen, 
2015; Boonstra and Boelens, 2011). 

2.3    Processes for collaborative design     

For participatory methods, one of the main aspects of complexity, besides territorial segregation between 
self-organised units of participation is the accumulation and management of information and decisions 
made at the local scale, as a result of collaboration and communication. Tools and online platforms (such 
as CogniScope, Participation Now, etc) facilitate this aspect as there is an increasing need to address 
this issue. The definition of complex situations needs to rely on focused and open dialogue in order to 
construct patterns of interaction between observations. 
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The use of bottom-up approach is inherent in the study of self-organisation and public participation in 
urban planning, focusing on Case studies of experimentation (Participation Now) and sites of intervention. 
However, the site-specificity of participatory interventions do not minimise the scope of spatial 
connectivity between self-organised groups. The role of urban governance and semi-formal structures of 
co-design may facilitate this spatial convergence.  

At the same time, the role of the citizen is changing rapidly. Ledbetter and Miller (2004) have introduced 
the concept of the professional-amateur: better informed citizens that are in position to demand more 
information and involvement from institutes of governance, and thus to create pressure for more open 
consultative mechanisms. This approach seems to create more effective opportunities for participation 
and dialogue than conventional consultation activities.  

3.  Methodology 

This paper presents the case study of Lucca, in the Tuscan region of Italy, focusing on the way self-
organised citizens association have collaborated with the municipality to form a new strand of co-design, 
in the form of Participation Labs. The methodology involved on-site observations, photographic 
documentation, recorded interview of representatives of citizens association and key city stakeholders, 
unstructured interviews with the public and spatial analysis. These methods were used during an 
intensive exploration fieldwork of the city’s networks of challenges and connections.  

Figure 1. The spatial fragmentation of the Greater city of Lucca is materialised by the physical boundaries of the historic walls. 

The case study of Lucca (Figure 1) presented specific challenges that were closely related to the spatial 
and territorial characteristics of the urban environment. As an example of a resilient walled city, the urban 
structure of Lucca has undergone successive transformations, including a systematic growth outside the 
historic walls.  The city centre is characterised by a continuity of urban space, high interconnectivity of 
public squares and narrow winding streets (Bartoli, 2013). Many aspects of the former medieval 
organisation survive to his day, creating an urban museum out of the historic core. Outside the walls, the 
urban extension of the city has not followed a strategic urban plan of growth. Spatial networks of land 
ownership and agricultural infrastructure have shaped the districts outside the walls that form the Greater 
City of Lucca. The Greater city structure is thus characterised by a distinct fragmentation both in spatial 
and social terms.  
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The interest on the public participation practices and the role of self-organisation in urban planning in 
Lucca, was formed after the unsuccessful completion of an urban regeneration project inside the city  
 
walls. The PIUSS project was part of the Integrated Plans for Sustainable Urban Development that were 
funded under the Regional Operational Program (ERDF) during 2007-2013. The project represented an 
instrument to apply the economic and social development policies in the Tuscan region, where a 
coordinated set of public and private interventions were designed. This project was used as a starting 
point in order to review the level of public participation that was integrated in processes of urban 
regeneration, but also the degree to which self-organised communities were engaging with the design 
proposal and the main stakeholders of the project’s implementation.  

Following the partial implementation of the PIUSS project, the municipality initiated a programme of public 
participation, incorporating representatives of citizens’ association in the process of Participation Labs. 
Structured interviews were carried out with five citizens’ associations, each representing a territorial part of 
the Greater City of Lucca.  

4.  Co-design between citizens’ associations and the municipality: participation labs 

4.1    Public participation in the PIUSS project     

The initial framework of the PIUSS project consisted of the front-loading of a range of cultural and civic 
infrastructure in the southwest part of the old city centre that included: 

•	 New public places: reshaping touristic landmarks and points of interaction in the arrival space. 
This would be integrated with a new system of urban squares, both external and covered, reusing 
the abandoned industrial site of the city.  

•	 New public facilities: re-habilitation of structures for productive and artistic activities (Teatro del 
Giglio). In particular, this involved the creation of a social services centre and a cultural museum, 
relevant to the heritage and cultural image of the city.  

•	 Public/private synergy and leverage: Creating centres of innovation, technology and culture as a 
synergy between private and public funds, involving business incubators related to cultural 
heritage management. 

The project assessment and planning of the PIUSS project was characetrised by a bottom-up approach. 
It was deemed essential to disseminate the plan in order to ensure the broadest participation of city 
stakeholders and partnerships. Managed by the municipality, a conference of citizens’ consultation was 
organised. During the design phase of the project participation was essentially limited to public 
consultation, a presentation and a sign of approval. However, in the evaluation of the project, a 
participatory process is implied and a 5% of the total selection criteria is allocated to citizens’ 
engagement.  
During the consultation period, points of disagreement were raised by different citizens groups, with 
prominent arguments referring to the limiting nature of the project in respect to touristic facilities (the main 
economic driver of the city) and the improvement of the welfare of the local population. Despite an 
extensive process of facilitated citizen engagement, part of the stakeholders did not engage during 
consultation, submitting their observations at a later stage of the process. 

Beyond a critical assessment of the PIUSS project on a planning level and it overall objectives, it 
becomes apparent that citizen engagement processes were essentially not an organic part of the design 
and partial implementation stages. Public participation and transparency were absent from the onset of 
the inception and during the development of the project. The late point at which citizens engaged in the 
process did not allow for active participation and was limited to one-way briefing rather than open 
dialogue. This led to a sense of distrust towards the local authorities and an opposition against the project 
by self-organised groups. However, this was interpreted by the authorities as ‘problematic’ and 
‘conservative’. The interviews indicated a lack of trust towards the municipality processes, with reference  
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to past practices of misgovernance and the need for transparent processes in urban planning, with a 
special reference to lack of inclusion.  

4.2    The role of self-organised citizens’ associations     

There is a distinct territorial segregation between self-organised groups and the Greater city of Lucca 
(Figure 2), with the area of the walls acting as a social and physical boundary. Citizens’ associations in 
nine communities outside the city walls have been actively self-organised and have pursued projects with 
specific objectives. The interviews include, among others: 

•	 Association Sto sul Serchio, Parrochia di Monte S. Quirico, operating in the North district of the 
Greater city of Lucca, 

•	 Association Parco Sant’Anna, representing the community of Sant’Anna and organised for the 
safekeeping and promotion of green spaces in Lucca, 

•	 Association Uniti per l’oltreserchio, a citizens’ group engaged in projects relevant to the West part 
of the city, in the area of the Serrchio river, 

•	 Italia nostra onlus, the lucchesian branch of hthe national association for natural and cultural 
heritage conservation, mainly represented by built environment professionals promoting the 
heritage and urban quality of the city 

•	 Terre.it, technical consultancy on urban planning and landscape design in Lucca,  
•	 Tourist Guides Association Lucca, not a citizens’ association, but essential actor of the 

commercial infrastructure of the city, the economy of which is based on touristic activities, one of 
the few associations that focus primarily on the historic city centre. 

 

Figure 2. Areas of interest of the self-organised citizens’ associations. 

Part of the interview process was also carried out with representatives of the municipality (urban planning 
department), the chamber of commerce, important private stakeholders from the business/ICT sector.  

The self-organised groups have a clear structure of decision-making among the group that is based on 
the prioritisation of planning issues, voting processes and communication with the authorities through 
elected representatives. The projects that are put forward include small interventions at the scale of the 
neighbourhood and affecting the wider community. These included restoring pavements, building school 
facilities, improving public spaces, procuring urban equipment, integrating cycling routes, upgrading street 
lighting, maintaining water infrastructure and improving street network. In their totality, these self-organised 
groups have developed projects that focus within their territorial boundaries and have little or no 
knowledge of the projects carried out by neighbouring associations, even though themes of interventions 
are often overlapping in scope. 
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4.3    Participations Labs     

In 2013, with the initiative of the municipality (Comune di Lucca), a new public council was formed with 
the aim to engage the public in participation processes. In order to achieve inclusiveness across the 
Greater city, five territories were identified: the historic part, the north, east, south and west parts (Figure 
3). Around each territory a body of citizens and local authorities officers was founded in the form of five 
different Participation Labs.  

The aim of a Participation Lab is to discuss and indicate area of priority for public works that are relevant 
to the territorial boundaries. There are three annual meetings for each Lab that are supported by 
facilitators and the administrative staff of the municipality. The outcome of each meeting is accessible 
through online ‘instant reports’. There is a specific budget set for each Lab and the objective of the 
process is to include the selected projects in the three-year plan of public works and Lucca, towards their 
realisation.  

The process of the Participation Lab is structured around: 
•	 Communication to the wider public of the existence of the participation project through online 

dissemination and calls for participation 
•	 Creation of groups of 40 people for each Participation Lab (in total 200 people for the five 

territorial sections) 
•	 Group meetings in the municipality premises 
•	 Group discussions on the needs and improvement scope of the built environment in each 

territory, 

•	 Smaller groups inside each Participation Lab focusing on specific prioritised aspects. 
•	 Set duration of each meeting at five hours, 
•	 Voting for arguments to be brought up to the city council, 
•	 Following meetings set up at the specific territories, according to the selected intervention, which 

strengthens the locality of the process 
•	 Decision making with final appraisal by the municipality (with the ability to promote or reject 

selected projects) 
During the last two years of implementation, there are specific limitations to the successful engagement of 
citizens. The age group representative for the Participation Labs is primarily people above 50 years old, in 
the majority retired professionals with an active interest in commons and participation. The majority of the 
participants are members or have a close association with the self-organised groups of the city.  

The process creates an extensive web of ideas that are grouped together through a relational process, 
according to priority, theme, and time scope, with all proposed ideas included. Participants are aware of 
the dynamics behind highlighting specific themes over other, through the use of board notes and 
monitors. However, tools to facilitate and visualise the time-scope and prioritisation of this ‘clouds of 
ideas’ are not yet implemented, thus rendering difficult the association and relevance between proposed 
projects. As projects scale up in size, it becomes apparent that more complex organisational models are 
necessary in order to make the data of the meetings useful. Co-designing manifests as a dynamic data 
provider, with technology facilitating the realm of collaboration and co-decision making.  

4.4    Findings     

Findings show that the experimental stage of the Participation Labs may yield significant conclusions for 
limitations in the communication tools, not only between local authorities and self-organised groups, but 
also between citizens’ associations themselves. Responses from the interviews show that there is a lack 
of communication between Participation Labs as well as low levels of public engagement, especially from 
specific territories, such as the historic core. Indeed, projects that fall into the same thematic category do 
not overcome the territorial boundaries of each Participation Lab. Thus the strategic urban planning of the 
greater city of Lucca remains in its totality a matter of formal institutionalised mechanisms.  
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In Figures 3 and 4, examples of thematic groupings of prioritised intervention areas are shown in 
diagrammatic form according to the reports of the last 2 years of East and South areas Participation Labs 
respectively. A process of grouping and relating actions is necessary before a proposal is examined as a 
unit of intervention. The diagrams below reflect the complexity of overlapping influences between thematic 
interventions. These include projects concerning school facilities, transport networks and street 
management. 

Figure 3. East area Participation Lab focuses on school building and facilities and street network infrastructure. 
Figure 4. The South area Participation Lab focuses on more specialised areas of sport facilities, safety issues and public 

infrastructure. 

Figure 4 shows the same grouping for the prioritised projects brought forward by the South area 
Participation Lab. Here the thematic focus is shifted from street management to specific sport facilities 
projects. Figure 5 shows a proposed analysis of thematic overlapping between Participation Labs, 
illustrating the benefits of cross-communication between territorial boundaries of governance in the city 
area.  
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Figure 5. The combination of prioritised thematic projects of interventions for two Participation Labs begins to depict a 
diagrammatic image of territorial synergy that leads to public participation at city level. 

It is suggested that although Participation Labs achieve the first attempt in a collaborative process 
between formal institutions and self-organisation, the participatory segregation in territorial boundaries 
reduces the cohesion of aligned projects under a wider city strategy. The participatory process is a co-
design work that creates by default an expansion and gradual filtering and refocusing in its process during 
the urban transformation.  The tools used in this process play a significant role in terms of facilitating 
communication and empowering people towards active engagement. In this context, the concept of the 
city sounding board is initiated.  

5.  Discussion about a platform of co-design: city sounding board 
  
The city sounding board (CSB) is manifested as a self-organised body of facilitation bringing together the 
main city stakeholders through the use of appropriate tolls for data collection to inform the decision-
making at city level. It form a platform of territorial synergy and social inclusion, where the topics of 
discussion address the complexity of overlapping projects and their implementation in the wider urban 
planning vision of the city. It function is the setting of a clear process of communication where values of 
public engagement are clearly defined around transparency, synergy and engagement. 

The CSB takes the form of a platform (online and physical), on which all issues are placed. The collection 
of a wide range of data representing the various stakeholders formulates the mosaic of current issues and 
concerns, while at the same time building on a long-term vision of a participatory urban planning strategy. 
The process of communication at the level of the city has tangible outcomes, but also acknowledges the 
dynamic nature of actions and the potential for change, so it becomes important to define strategies and 
key projects that are essential to the well-being of the citizens, while incorporating actions in the long-term 
strategic planning.  The concept of the CSB involves the incorporation and creation of communication 
and data management tools that convey the active engagement of the stakeholders. These can include 
1) the use of props, 2) interactive maps, 3) active walls, 4) ideas charrettes, 5) drawing maps, and 6) 
urban games.  
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6.  Conclusions 

This paper focused on the case study of Lucca in Italy, where a challenging and innovative initiative by the 
municipality has led to the integration of existing self-organised citizen associations in the form of 
Participation Labs. The paper analysed past practices of public involvement in the urban transformation of 
the city, the issues that led to the creation of municipality-led Participation Labs, their current structure and 
spatial and social limitations. 

Significant aspects of territorial fragmentation were identified in the implementation and cross-
communication of Participation Labs. A diagrammatic appraisal of participatory synergy revealed the need 
for a new framework tool that acts as a point of convergence between territorial interests and the greater 
city planning strategy. Finally, the paper proposes the initiation of a framework tool, the city sounding 
board, as a mechanism to overcome social and spatial fragmentation in public empowerment. It takes the 
form of an online platform of communication and design, where overlapping focus areas span the spatial 
boundaries of Participation Labs, addressing the city as a living organism and bridging the communication 
gap between formal urban governance and civic self-organisation.    
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Abstract 

This article reports on the in-between results of a Participatory Design research process in spatial 
planning in Godsheide, a small village in the Belgian Region of Limburg. The research explores how the 
language of newspapers enables citizens, policy makers, property developers and local organisations to 
build capacities (cfr. spatial capacity building) in ‘scripting’ their reflections on, but also actions in spatial 
change. In the heads of our participants, there existed a duality between - on the one hand - the 
participatory process wherein collective reflections can take place and - on the other hand - the actions of 
making these reflections concrete in decision-making (e.g. on the design, policy making, assigning 
responsibilities etc.). To provide a more nuanced view on this apparent duality, this article presents a 
literature study on spatial capacity building, decision making and scripting and an evaluation of a year of 
fieldwork. It discusses how the participatory scripting of spatial reflections and actions in the form of a 
newspaper, facilitated a closer relation between spatial capacity building and the process of spatial 
decision making on concrete matters of concern by paying explicit attention to publically debating spatial 
change.  

1. Introduction 

“I do not want to be heard, I want to be included in decision making”. This quote comes from one of the 
citizens we have been working with during the past year in a Belgian village, called Godsheide. A group of 
citizens, collected in the Unie Godsheide, were eager to work together with various stakeholders, such as 
property developers and policy makers, to constructively co-create spatial proposals for their village and 
its surroundings. The past ten years these citizens have been involved in participatory processes in the 
context of large-scale spatial studies and self-initiated artistic events in public space. They were 
disappointed by the impact that these participatory processes had on decision-making. They lost track of 
how their contribution got integrated by different authorities on different levels, arguing that as local experts 
they have a thorough knowledge of the concrete spatial context. They addressed the confusing, lacking 
or missing communication between different groups involved in spatial planning in Godsheide and asked 
for a more understandable and transparent decision making process. The citizens also explained that 
they were regularly heard in the debate about the why and what of spatial decisions (the juridical and 
policy aspects of the decision making process), but that they also want to be involved in how “the why 
and what” are concretely being implemented in the spatial context and by whom. In Latourian (2005) 
terms they thus not only want to be involved in providing and reflecting on “far away” facts, but to 
assemble with multiple human (policy makers, property developers,…) and non-human actors (a concrete 
spatial context, a fence, a mobile application,…) to address matters of concern via concrete actions. 
These concrete actions can entail policy decisions, design decisions, citizens’ different uses or 
appropriations of buildings or spaces, co-operations between neighbours and so on.  

The citizens associated reflecting and “hearing” with participatory processes and the “concretisation in 
decision making” with formal policy instruments. Based on previous experiences with participatory 
processes, also policy makers, architects etc. share the citizens assumptions on the - lack of - a link 
between participatory processes and decision making. Participatory processes have become a 
profession and industry in itself, next to policy, architecture or property development (De Bie, Oosterlynck 
& De Blust, 2012). This is not a problem in itself, but becomes one when this industry forms a d  
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politicised island, not addressing and including the other industries and - more important - the everyday 
context, conflicts and opportunities in the decision-making processes.  

This paper explores how our research group got involved in researching how to demonstrate and 
enhance the close relations between the participatory processes and decision-making processes on 
concrete matters of concern in the domain of spatial planning. More precisely, we initiated a participatory 
process of spatial capacity building, which addresses both the processes of reflecting on a spatial 
change and acting on concrete matters of concern. For instance, the reflections both the inhabitants and 
the municipality shared about an underused school building generated a series of actions: an event that 
gathers people to discuss a school building in decay, a policy decision to rebuild the school, a design 
sketch of how it can be integrated in the context etc. However, even if the spatial capacity building 
process addresses both reflections and concrete actions, the participatory process might not lead to 
spatial change when too little relevant actors are involved in concretising actions (e.g. when only citizens 
organise an event to address the school in decay, but no policy decision follows to allow a spatial change 
to take place). Therefore, in this paper, we hypothesise that when the participatory process of spatial 
capacity building on the level of reflecting and acting is publically debated (Parkins & Mitchell, 2005) or 
made public (Latour, 2005), multiple actors have the opportunity to assemble around the matter of 
concern at stake and take part in spatial decision making necessary to generate spatial change. In this 
project we investigate the use of mass media - and their ways of ‘scripting’ (Goffman, 1976) everyday life 
- as platforms to support this public debate.  

Image 1. De Toekomst is vandaag/ The Future is today 

This leads us to the following question: “How can the use of newspaper in ‘scripting’ spatial capacity 
building processes and making them public, facilitate a closer relation between the participatory process 
of spatial capacity building and spatial decision making?” Can the newspaper and the public debate it 
generates, enhance the capacities of diverse groups of actors to reflect upon space in participatory ways 
and translate these reflections into concrete actions that impact the daily environment? In the following 
body of literature, we will discuss the concepts of spatial decision making, spatial capacity building and 
scripting public debate. Next, we will analyse our fieldwork in relation to these concepts. We will end with 
a discussion on the role of the newspaper and the public debate it generates in facilitating relations 
between capacity building and decision making, with close attention for the relation between citizens, 
policy makers, local organisations and property developers.   
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2.  Literature: spatial decision making, capacity building and scripting public debate 

We have made use of literature in the areas of PD, media theory and spatial planning to discuss spatial 
decision-making, spatial capacity building and scripting. We will start with providing more insight in what 
decision-making means in participatory spatial planning. 

 
2.1.   Spatial Decision Making 

The core of our research in PD is spatial design, which implies introducing a spatial change in 
somebody’s practice by means of an artefact (e.g. a model, a picture, …). Bratteteig and Wagner (2014) 
recently made clear that making decisions about the spatial change, is crucial for the design result (e.g. 
different use of a building, co-operation between neighbours to set up a new service etc.), which implies 
that all people involved in the change should be included in the decision making. The authors state that 
design is a process of making choices among alternatives, a process that – following Schütz (1951) - 
only happens in situations that give rise to decisive new or uncertain experiences and we have to imagine 
(‘project’) the implications of a particular choice for future action. ‘Decisions’ are then selection processes 
among these choices, taking place in different ‘design moves’ (Schön, 1995): creating choices via 
exploring alternative futures, selecting choices, concretising choices and evaluating choices and the 
participatory design result. The authors address the fact that PD designers share power to make choices 
and decisions with users, but that not – although many PD designers would like to - every design move 
allows as much participation. Their research points out that in the creation and selection process of 
choices, participation has most opportunities in design processes, while in concretising choices 
designers have the largest role since they are trained in materialising ideas. In evaluating choices all 
participants have the opportunity to look back how opportunities were given to make choices. 

As we already mentioned, one of the aspects that contributes to decision-making in a deliberative 
democracy, is public debate (Parkins & Mitchell, 2005). This study thus discusses how this particular 
participatory process fuelled public debate on the different design moves and – more specifically - how 
this debate enhanced and/or inhibited different actors’ (involved and not yet involved citizens, policy 
makers, property developers designers etc.) contributions to decision making on the level of the – 
underexposed - concretisation process (policy decisions, design decisions etc.).  

2.2.  Spatial Capacity Building 

Participation is described by Ehn (1988) as a meeting point between language ‘games’ of people with 
each their expertise or the specific languages, ways and rules of speaking that are associated with certain 
participant groups. This can refer to how community members speak about (the use of) their 
neighbourhood or how spatial designers use a certain vocabulary, maps or models in the design 
process. In participatory processes meeting points between different language games are more or less 
deliberately organised, in the form of arguing and acting together (Forester, 2000), functioning as 
parliaments wherein power relations are renegotiated and decision making processes are shared 
between participants (Bratteteig & Wagner, 2014). They are also laboratories where new concepts, 
materials and ideas are tried out. 

In discourses on participation in spatial planning authors often stress the instruments and procedures that 
make participatory processes possible (De Bie, Oosterlinck & De Blust, 2012). However, for participants 
(citizens, project planners, policy makers, designers etc.) to be able to take part in a participatory process 
and take it further when the designers leave the scene, they also need to possess capacities in 
participating in and initiating processes of spatial change. Capacity building refers to the process of 
improving the ability of a person, group, organization, or institute to meet a set of stated objectives (Brown 
et al., 2001), in this case to come to new ways of seeing and giving form to spatial issues, relationships 
and options (Forester, 2000). To formulate our approach to – what we call – ‘spatial capacity building’, we  
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draw on contemporary literature. We refer to Dindler and Iversen (2014) – building on Edwards (2010) - 
who state that if PD researchers want to achieve sustainable participatory processes, they should pay 
explicit attention to developing relational agency, a capacity that emerges in a two-stage process of 1. 
expanding an interpretation of an object or task with others, recognizing resources brought in by these 
others and 2. bringing the own ways of acting upon this expanded interpretation of an object or task in 
relation to how others act upon it. Also Gordon & Baldwin-Philippi (2014) discuss that participation can 
only generate ‘durable civic engagement’, when two requirements are taken into consideration, namely 1. 
triggering collective reflection or the ability of a group of citizens to receive, discuss, make sense of, re-
interpret, circulate, and use mediated information and 2. building lateral trust, referring to the trust among 
citizens in acting upon this information. This leads us to pay attention to two aspects in the capacity 
building process mentioned by the above authors, namely enabling all participants to individually or 
collectively… 
•	 Develop insight in and reflect on matters of concern, in this case spatial changes, e.g. who has 

responsibilities (who will take care/manage the actual physical site; who will organize it: planners, 
property developers etc.; who will use the space?); what the conditions are for change (what can be 
changed, what can be debated); what is broader spatial context is and what known future 
developments are (e.g. integration of citizens with potentially alternative visions on the spatial 
situation…)…  

•	 Act on these reflections, which refers to concretely assembling around the matters of concern in 
deciding upon e.g. what design decisions should be made on material use, sharing of garden space 
between neighbours etc.; what contributions participating actors can make on the level of expertise 
and use of time (e.g. policy makers with little time to spend on a specific issue)…. 

2.3.  Scripting public debate  

Bringing spatial capacity building processes in the public debate means to make them public: to visualise 
the ideas, discussions and results of what happens on both the level of  reflecting as acting. This (public) 
documenting of the participatory character of spatial planning processes is important, since it is not taken 
serious by both policy makers and citizens precisely because –as we argued in the introduction- the 
difficult relation between decision making and participatory processes (see also Salgado and Salanakis, 
2014). Documenting participation invites society to openly advocate it, enabling people to take up a more 
active role in the participatory process and its results (see also Schuler and Namioka, 1993) and thus to 
take part in the decision making process.  

Diverse media can be used to document previous meetings between language games (Ehn, 1988) in the 
participatory process and move the conversations towards next steps. These documents are essential in 
infrastructuring processes – which refers to fostering sustainable crossing of language games (or ongoing 
participation) - enabling (unexpected) participants to make new steps, while building on the documents or 
re-minders of previous steps. In infrastructuring processes documentation can thus be used as a 
reference point for people who were not involved in the participatory process and can continue the 
process in their own ways and at their own time (Björgvinsson, Ehn, & Hillgren, 2012). Interactive media 
(Saad-Sulonen, Botero and Kuutti, 2012), board games (Eriksen, Brandt, Mattelmäki & Vaajakallio, 2014) 
or maps (Huybrechts, Dreessen, Schepers, 2012) have been used to document meeting points between 
different language games in spatial planning and move the process forward. These documentations do 
not copy the participatory process, they are ‘scripted’, a term inspired by Goffman’s explanation that mass 
media make use of dramatic scriptings.  

As we mentioned, in this case study we used a mass medium to bring the participatory process in the 
public debate. The dramatic scriptings used by mass media to document everyday life are careful 
constructions (Goffman, 1979, p. 84; Ytreberg, 2002). Like in the area of architecture, they are mock-ups 
of (both everyday as imagined) life. Via using different forms of technology (newspapers, radio, television, 
the live stage, social networks sites and so on), scheduling and dramaturgy, these scriptings give form to 
various forms of representation (Goffman, 1986, p. 53), such as making everyday interactions more 
condensed and entertaining to open it up for participation of an audience. These scriptings produce 
similar forms of identification with audiences as in everyday interaction, but Ytreberg (2002) – working  
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further on Goffman - explains that it works in a different way. Mass media are hyper-ritualised (Goffman, 
1979), which means that in the scriptings mass communicators compensate for the fact that the 
interpretations of mass media information are difficult to control. Therefore they perform rituals that are 
characterised by standardisation, exaggeration and simplification, paying close attention to power 
struggles and uncertainties. Also, since mass media allow a multiplicity of readings, audiences are strict 
on what is communicated via mass media, for instance on twisted readings of problems that are 
addressed. They are thus hyper-critical in relation to the hyper-ritualisation of the media (Ytreberg, 2002).  

In the case study we describe in this paper, we made use of newspaper language and build on 
McQuail’s (1994; 2010) description of the language of newspapers to specify ways of ‘scripting’ everyday 
life. McQuail indicates that the newspaper is characterised by its sense of social and ethical responsibility, 
its recognised role as opinion maker, its (intended) freedom from one specific actor (e.g. policy or private 
interest), its professional approach to the sources, form and style of the messages and images, its 
emphasis on human interest and diverse audiences and on entertainment. This paper looks into how 
participants used the newspaper language to ‘script’ their reflections and actions on the spatial situation in 
Godsheide and how this generated public debate in relation to the several design moves where decisions 
could take place.  

2.4.  Conclusions 

We wanted to bring participatory processes and decision-making processes closer together. Therefore, 
we used this literature overview to learn that decision-making takes place in relation to several design 
moves (creating, selecting, concretising, evaluating choices and the participatory design result) in a 
participatory process. We also defined our approach to participation as spatial capacity building, wherein 
people are enabled to reflect and act on spatial changes. We gained insight in the ways in which 
newspapers can support actors to ‘script’ everyday life. In the fieldwork, we experimented with how 
making a newspaper supported participants to script the different reflections and actions - taking place in 
different design moves - bringing them in the public debate and as such sustain reflection and/or action, 
enhancing relations between participation and decision-making.  
  
3.  Methodology and case study 

We evaluated the relations between the spatial capacity building and decision making during a 
participatory trajectory of approximately a year in an Action Research approach wherein reflecting and 
acting go hand in hand (Reason & Bradbury, 2001a, p. 1). We did a qualitative analysis of the 
documentation of the Action Research process to create diverse samples that are seen as a 
representative of an aspect of the studied phenomenon. The documentation consists of our field notes, 
the newspaper and the evaluations of the actions that were related to what was depicted in the 
newspapers in the form of group and one-to-one in-depth interviews (Billiet, 1996). We roughly use our 
literature study as a starting point for the sampling based on our fieldwork, creating a grid with on the 
horizontal axe the spatial capacity building process of reflecting, acting and publicly debating and on the 
vertical axe the newspaper language’s values such as responsibility, opinion making, freedom, 
professionalism, diversity and human interest and entertainment. The role of decision-making will be more 
thoroughly debated in the discussion. 

During one year we engaged in the context of Godsheide, to explore future scenarios for this village in 
close collaboration with citizens, policy representatives, property developers and local organisations. We 
asked the participants to answer the question: How will life look like in future of Godsheide and what can 
you do yourself to achieve this perspective? The future horizon is set on 2024, 10 years from the start of 
the workshop. Citizens, policy makers, private organisations and (spatial) design researchers were asked 
to use the ‘dramatic scriptings’ of newspapers to produce a set of articles, headings and images about 
how they saw Godsheide in 2024, opening their views on the spatial situation. In a scenario workshop 
small stories were told in short newspaper headings and texts. These texts were then used to produce 
newspaper images, made by the participants who collaboratively performed the stories in the spatial 
context of Godsheide. This performance was then translated in a still image, a “tableau vivant”. The stories 
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were thus not only depicted by, but also embodied by the participants, activating them to address spatial 
challenges in daily life. For making these images we were inspired by the use of drama and props by  

Brandt and Grunnet (2000), Binder’s video scenarios (1999), Ehn and Sjogren’s scripts for action (1991) 
and our own experiments with using performance as a method in PD (Huybrechts & Jansen, 2009).  
 
4.  Findings 

To be brief, we summarised the results in a grid, preceded by a small history of the project. We will 
describe two iterations of the fieldwork. The first iteration is discussed in the first two columns (reflection 
and action) and involves the making of the newspaper as a first capacity building process among citizens, 
designers and local organisations. The second iteration is discussed in the third column (public debate) 
and involves the public debate about the newspaper, being a second capacity building process among a 
larger group of people, during which some initial reflections or actions are taken up, new ones are 
generated, etc.  

In December 2013, a study that would result in a GRUP or regional spatial implementation plan Hasselt-
Genk (which includes Godsheide) was open to participation on a formal and juridical level by means of a 
‘public investigation’, in a period of 60 days. The format of communication of this GRUP with the 
community was limited to a ‘public declaration’ printed on yellow posters in the neighbourhood. As a 
reaction to that, in February 2014, 27 inhabitants sign a notice of objection to express their concerns. In 
May 2014 one of the representatives of Unie Godsheide  – a collection of citizens of Godsheide  – 
contacts our research group to support their civic actions in relation to this GRUP. In preparation of the 
participatory process ‘De Unie Godsheide’ again present their organisation and ten needs of Godsheide 
to the board of aldermen. Also, one of our researchers participated in formal working groups to prepare a 
new housing policy plan for Hasselt (including Godsheide). The study leader of this plan wants to remain 
involved in the Godsheide case, but he warns us that there is a strong reticence of the policy makers to 
formalise participatory initiatives. We invite an alderman and the executive chief of spatial policy to join in 
the workshop, but the policymakers, at long last, decide that no one of the policy administrators can 
participate, because of the contested procedure of the GRUP and the conflicts between the policy-
makers of Hasselt on this matter.  

Although both the citizens of Godsheide as the researchers/designers saw most value in the workshop if 
also policymakers join, they decide to go along with the workshop, envisioning that the capacity building 
process continues via the public debate that is generated via the newspaper. The process of making the 
newspaper, was thus mainly driven by citizens, representatives of local organisations and researchers/
designers. We call them the first group of participants, next to the second group of participants who 
became involved in a later phase The policy makers and people from the local community who were not 
involved in the first part of the process, joined the festive presentation of the newspaper on a winter 
barbecue in the village and in art centre Z33, where the newspaper articles are translated into small food 
dishes to make them debatable with people (e.g. greenly coloured dishes represent one of the pleas in 
the newspaper to turn the golf track also in a public green space for the community). Policy makers, 
public, private organisations and property developers also start responding to the content of the 
newspaper when it gets spread in the village, city and via social network-sites. The newspaper as a 
documentation tool made it possible to focus the attention of the first and second group of participants 
on the participatory process and to let go of their preconceptions (e.g. The city was planning new 
housing in Godsheide, since the city of Hasselt inevitably has to expand because of a growing amount of 
inhabitants. However, the citizens were worried about losing green space). These are the main 
conclusions from our sampling exercise, summarised in a grid: 
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5.  Discussion: the newspaper and decision making 

It is fair to say that the main objective of the newspaper was to investigate how the newspaper could help 
to turn reflections (which were often already present among the stakeholders, given the long participation 
history) into concrete spatial decisions, a step were design can play a large role. In this discussion we 
would like to look a bit deeper into how the public documentation via the newspaper of (the reflections 
and actions during) the participatory process interacted with decision-making and who was involved. 
Although in this article most attention was paid to the concretisation phase, we refer back to the different 
design moves (Bratteteig & Wagner, 2014) where decision-making can take place in a PD process to 
point to some areas of debate.  

The participatory scripting of articles and images allowed citizens, researchers and local organisations to 
take part in exploring and sharing alternative futures and thus in creating choices. The policy makers – 
because of the political conflicts surrounding the Godsheide context – remained absent in this exploration 
phase. However, in a ‘discreet’ meeting with the policy makers following the newspaper making process, 
they expressed their regrets about not participating in the first part of the process. They proposed us to 
subtly convince one alderman who did not believe in participation to set up a new trajectory by 
demonstrating a diversity of good participatory practices and by working directly with the property 
developers involved in Godsheide. To optimally include these policy makers, without excluding the 
citizens in the phase before taking a next step in the participatory process wherein more actors are 
involved, we should question the limits and possibilities of publicly documenting this type of discreet 
meetings where citizens are not invited. How suitable is the language of the newspaper to script the 
content and form of these types of meetings into articles and images for 2024? Could the newspaper 
become a periodical that slowly progresses towards 2024, where both the discreet and more public 
meetings become documents for next steps in the participatory process? How do the ways of scripting 
newspapers differ between groups of actors (e.g. should we organise scripting sessions with policy 
makers that are optimally integrated in daily meeting schedules)? 

Once the proposals of alternative futures got spread and became part of the public debate, discussions 
on some proposals were continued (selection between the choices), resulting in new design moves. 
Rather than the individual proposals (e.g. the debate on the school building was continued by policy 
makers and the school group), the more general debate on spatial planning, housing and infrastructure in 
Godsheide was continued by the citizens and policy makers. The citizens used the newspaper as a 
vehicle to take new steps in negotiating with policy on the GRUP. Policy makers  – after seeing the 
newspaper - contacted our research unit to discuss a structural cooperation on participatory spatial 
planning in the framework of Hasselt (and thus also Godsheide), with quick visible actions in Godsheide 
to demonstrate the good intentions of Hasselt policy in that village. Although they felt obliged to react and 
engage with the newspaper, they also ‘rejected’ the newspaper, as embodiment of the request for 
participation of inhabitants of Godsheide, who are perceived as activists, rather than concerned villagers. 
This slow shift to more and more diverse groups of participants – although with conflicting visions - 
participating in different degrees in the selection processes, raises questions on keeping the relations  

between capacity building and decision making strong. Two questions pop-up: How can the medium that 
is used to script documentation evolve in relation to the phases and the needs of the project (as is also 
discussed by Devisch, Poplin, Sofronie, 2015), e.g. when proposals start taking the form of plans and 
models or when more people starting to become involved in the debate? Can IT play a role in this? 

Some reflections during the participatory process were concretised into choices for material 
performances in public space and were photographed. Actually performing the articles about the future of 
Godsheide in space, using propos, changed the initial reflections and proposals and rooted them deeper 
into reality. For instance, the initial vague complaints about the school building became - through the 
action – concrete in performing a series of silent protests with community members, addressing concrete 
material aspects of the building and its location and eventually resulting in an article on a crowdfunding 
initiative by the protesters to rebuild the school. These concretisations were mainly a playground in- 
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between the citizens and the researchers/designers, but they attracted the attention by community 
members, private and public organisations and policy makers as potential participants in the process. 
When we want to involve these ‘other’ participant groups – next to the citizens – in the decision making 
on the concrete actions, we have to question how these actors can act as much as possible in the 
concrete spatial context with the people who are active there, taking into account the expectations and 
possibilities of a concrete participant group e.g. the little time policy makers have for travelling to the 
concrete worksite. 

The participation of diverse actors in making choices in the Godsheide process was evaluated – and is 
still being evaluated - with citizens, researchers/designers, policy makers and project developers. This 
evaluation took place through the action, but also via organised in-depth interviews with some of the 
citizens and group discussions with policy makers, advisors and project developers. It appeared that 
although the citizens and researchers would have liked to have policy makers more actively involved in the 
newspaper making process, they still felt that they made next steps in achieving their goals of impacting 
decision making since over time more and more actors became involved that could further concretise 
spatial actions using their expertise (e.g. investing money, making policy decisions, baking a cake for the 
meetings…). When – which is often the case in spatial planning - actors can’t be involved simultaneously, 
it is a challenge to keep the relations between capacity building and decision-making close. Therefore, we 
have to question how policy makers, planners and property developers can be approached in 
simultaneous ways with the citizens. And when no simultaneous workshops are possible, the question is 
how to keep the different participatory instances with diverse groups closely in interaction with each other, 
without forgetting people on the long road of the planning process (see infrastructuring, Björgvinsson et al, 
2012). 

The results of this participatory process are diverse and change over time. First, as researchers, we were 
very interested in the newspaper as a method to allow the participatory process to enter the public 
debate, which we considered as a result in itself. The second tangible result was important for us and the 
citizens, namely the newspaper containing the spatial proposals. A third result was very important for the 
citizens, being the intentions of policy makers to put the participatory trajectory in Godsheide back on the 
political agenda. However, we noticed that - in relation to this third result - policy makers/administrators 
approached the researchers as experts and mediators, which could threaten the close contact with the 
citizens in this process. When we want to keep close relations between participatory capacity building 
and decision making, we have to question how to advocate for seeing participation in decision making as 
an equal result to the spatial planning proposals themselves.  

6. Conclusion 

In this paper we hypothesised that when the participatory process of spatial capacity building - on the 
level of reflecting and acting - is publically debated (Parkins & Mitchell, 2005) (Latour, 2005), multiple 
actors have the opportunity to assemble around a matter of concern and take part in spatial decision 
making, necessary to generate spatial change. Therefore we explored the research question “How can 
the use of newspaper in ‘scripting’ spatial capacity building processes and making them public, facilitate 
a closer relation between the participatory process of spatial capacity building and spatial decision 
making?”. The findings showed that the newspaper generated public debate around the spatial reflections 
and actions by citizens, local organisations and researchers/designers, which invited a second iteration of 
reflections and actions by multiple stakeholders.  

In the discussion we debated how this this second iteration of reflections and actions, related to decision-
making by various actors. As Bratteteig & Wagner (2014) already indicated, participation in decision-
making has most potential in the creation and selection phase and often diminishes in the phase of 
concretising ideas. Via the performance of the proposals in the spatial context, the participants became a 
very active part in concretising the spatial proposals, but it was a challenge to involve other participants, 
such as policy makers, in this concretisation phase of acting in space. However, it was especially the  
participation of the citizens in the participatory results that raised most questions. The most important 
result for the citizens was that they would be involved in the spatial decision-making, instead of only  

 46

SESSION 2 -  Mass media to realign existing power relations 



“being heard”. Although the citizens were involved in many aspects of decision-making (e.g. choices of 
issues to address, concrete locations etc.), the newspaper rather became an indirect informant of the 
policy meetings where we as researchers, instead of the citizens, were invited to talk about the spatial 
participatory process. While not all participants need to be present at the same time in all decisions, we 
should be careful that this participatory process does not become - again - a way of “hearing” the 
citizens, instead of making them equal part of the spatial planning team.  

This article showed that for the participants this issue of not always being able to attend all meetings 
where decision making takes place was addressed by not only reflecting and acting on spatial changes in 
participatory ways, but also allowing the participatory process to enter the public debate. By publicly 
documenting the participatory process (and thus making the questions, decisions, actions… transparent), 
all actors – also those not present - can at all times take an active role (e.g. Schuler & Namioka). Public 
documentation thus becomes a platform for infrastructuring. This has advantages: 
•	 It shifts part of the attention from the end results to the participatory process, allowing the participants 

to let go of prejudices about these results, leaving openness for surprises. 
•	 The public documentation offers the participatory process a stage that gets – just like e.g. a museum 

collection – a value in itself so it can be shared online, via peoples’ windows and in exhibitions; 
becoming a reference point for new groups that want to develop (spatial) ideas for a certain issue 
subject of the participatory trajectory.  

•	 The public status of the participatory process gave participants more trust in the fact that the process 
could contribute to a desired product: decision making or spatial results.  

•	 When publicly documenting all public and discreet meetings, all actors have the opportunity to follow 
and enter the debate, which reduces problems related to some parties being absent in parts of the 
decision making process and to decisions on who can (not) be present. 

This case study showed us that giving a participatory process a well-designed stage, helps to build trust 
among participants (citizens, policy makers, project developers, architects,..) and can be a catalyst for 
reflecting, acting and decision making by multiple participants. If the process gets this kind of attention, it 
can lead to better results. If it doesn’t lead (immediately) to the desired result, than - at least - the process 
was worthwhile.  
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1.  Introduction  

In dealing with extreme events, many of the critical problems that arise are inherently spatial. Whether an 
analyst is assessing the potential impact of a hazard, or an emergency manager is identifying the best 
evacuation routes during a disaster, or an architect is planning a rebuilding effort following a disaster, all of 
these individuals face tasks with a strong spatial component. For this reason, geographical space is a 
valuable framework for reasoning about many problems that arise in the context of emergency 
management. Geographic information systems GIS were designed to support geographical inquiry and, 
ultimately, spatial decision making. GIS are capable of managing large amounts of spatially related 
information, providing the ability to integrate multiple layers of information and to derive additional 
information.  

One of the key roles of GIS is disaster risk reduction. The primary concern before a potential disaster is to 
mitigate its impact. Here, GIS is gaining favour in risk assessment and the development of long-term 
mitigation strategies. Crowd sourcing applications have become a major hands-on tool for collecting data 
inputs to support mitigation studies which are mainly urban risk assessment and also to empower 
community to cope with risks through increasing participation and raising awareness.  

2.  Urban risk assessment and local community  

Whether a disaster is major or minor, of national or of local proportion, it is the people at the community or 
village level who suffer its adverse effects. They use coping and survival strategies to face and respond to 
the situation long before outside help from NGOs or the government arrives. They are interested to 
protect themselves from the damage and harm.  

Within the last decade, growing recognition of the necessity of community participation for sustainable 
disaster reduction was translated into actions to realize community based disaster management. Parallel 
efforts in various regions worldwide called for a shift in perspective from the prevailing emergency 
management framework to disaster risk management to reverse the trend of exponential increase in 
disaster occurrence of and loss from small- and medium-scale disasters. These highlighted the need for 
proactive disaster management activities and the significant role of local communities. The community 
based approach also corrected the defects of the top-down approach in development planning and 
disaster management which failed to address local needs, ignored the potential of indigenous resources 
and capacities, and may have even increased people’s vulnerabilities.  

Community participation has been recognized as the additional element in disaster management 
necessary to reverse the worldwide trend of exponential increase in disaster occurrence of and loss from 
small- and medium-scale disasters, build a culture of safety, and ensure sustainable development for all. 
One of the Pioneering experiences in community based disaster mitigation was The Asian Disaster 
Preparedness Centre (ADPC) when they started the Asian Urban Disaster Mitigation Program (AUDMP) in 
1995 in collaboration with the USAID Office of Foreign Disaster Assistance to reduce the disaster 
vulnerability of urban populations, infrastructure, lifeline facilities, and shelter in targeted cities in South and 
Southeast Asia.  
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3.  Egypt problems with Disaster Risk Reduction  

With the kind of economic losses and development set-backs that Egypt has been suffering year after 
year, the development process needs to be more sensitive towards disaster risk reduction and mitigation 
aspects.  

Although Egypt has signed-in to the global move and agreements on risk reduction, the current situation 
shows a major crisis on several levels; on the macro and micro levels. * 

The problems preventing and hampering urban risk reduction in Egypt are summarized as follows:  

- The serious disintegration between hazardous events and sources mapping, decision-and policy 
making and urban planning.  

- The increased reliance on foreign imported models and complex programs for risk assessment create 
a cultural communication barrier between planners and the community, especially in poor areas with 
weak awareness.  

- Huge community risk illiteracy rates (risk awareness and reduction) in pre-disaster activities (forecasting, 
mitigation, and early warning systems).  

- The lack of official data input resources and hazard mapping with low budgets and weak governance 
especially in poor areas.  

- The relative lack of interest/priority in disaster risk reduction and environmental studies by nationaL 
agencies, research institutes, and social organizations.  
Objective: A community-assisted approach for local urban risk assessment  

4.  Objective: A community-assisted approach for local urban risk assessment         

The previous problem overview clarifies the motivation for the research objective; namely to develop a 
simple participatory risk assessment methodology that could be easily applied using GIS and mobile 
android applications and accessible to the poor urban areas under threat. The tool would be primarily 
used with the help of architects and planners who are interested in sustainable development and urban 
risk reduction as a part of their civic responsibility towards their own local community. In this context, the 
architect/planner can be both the technological and cultural bridge between the existing under-prepared 
and under-educated community and the higher end of the science and technology.  

4.1.  Methodology  

The proposed methodology is exploratory; based on reviewing hands-on the current local community 
situation, with its many limitations, bearing in mind the rich global urban risk management goals and then 
answering the following questions:  

- Which urban risk assessment approach is best for the local community (qualitative / semi- qualitative /
quantitative) given the conditions of Egypt?  

- Which programs are best suited to compile and analyse crowd generated inputs with specialized maps 
and data?  
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- What are the right and innovative role of the awareness catalyst (the architect/planner) that should be 
taken to build awareness and spread the research’s message across the urban community 

The proposal here has two tiers; a collector and a collection tool.  

We begin by exploring the latter; the collection tool. Smartphones applications and social media(Android, 
I-phone, and Blackberry) are now easily accessible and user/cost-friendly.  

Smartphones application has spread widely especially between ages from 15 to 35. Applications stores 
like Google play for Android devices now provide many applications in many different fields. Many different 
collection tools are found like Collector for ArcGIS 10.3, Ushahidi 3.9, Supersurv. M3 3.2, Insta-survey 
2.0 and GIS-cloud MDC 1.5.4. In order to decide the most appropriate application for the research 
objective, some criteria were used to compare and choose (Table-1).  

Table 1: Criteria for Choosing Application  

Figure 1: Methodology applying stages  
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Collector for ArcGIS 10.3 is the best android application tool with all preferences and also ease of use 
and simple interface. This application is coupled with ArcGIS online server through www.arcgis.com 
registering on the website allows one to have a free trial personal organization website where to add 
project maps and share it with users and applications.  

As for the collector, many authors have argued that web 2.0 crowd sourcing is the new wave for data 
democratization, transforming common people from content readers into publishers. They are seen as the 
shift from a broadcast mechanism, one-to-many, to a many-to-many model (ref.) In the some contexts 
however, this is not entirely true and needs some refinement. In Egypt, for example, spatial illiteracy and 
cultural factors may question the reliability and credibility of some crowd-sourced collected data. Ismail 
(2012) has found that in certain types of data-collection, a semi-formal format of volunteered geographic 
information is needed (VGI). When reporting of land-use violations over agricultural land, a hand-picked 
group of volunteer architecture students were used; called ‘reporters’. This method was more reliable and 
less problematic (Ismail, 2012). In this research, a similar approach is used. The idea is to use junior 
architects/planners to play the main role in collecting and surveying data from the local community. The 
reasons are as follows: architect/planners are trained to see both form and function; to consider both 
social and scientific forces, to consider political and technical factors. They can appreciate the urban 
morphology of the street pattern and land use dynamics, while considering all the existing non-physical 
aspects such as the cultural, social and economic realities of the community.  

 4.2. Case Study: Fayoum City – A tale of 7-Alleys  

Fayoum city is the capital of Fayoum governorate located 90 km SW of 
Cairo. Fayoum has a current population (2015) of about 3 million 
people (CAPMAS). It is one of Egypt’s poorest areas and one with a 
track history of urban disasters, especially urban fires.  

The 'Saba Doroob' area (translated to mean 7-Alleys) is the oldest part 
of the city and is now a public market place with many old traditional 
bazaars, acting as an economic, commercial and crafts heart of the 
city. The area also contains some old Islamic mosques. For the people 
in the area, ‘Saba Doroob’ is their home, origin, work and livelihood.  

Figure 3: Urban Fabric of 'Saba Doroob' area and survey area.  
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Figure 2: Fayoum’s location 



 

Figure 4: Saba Doroob traditional bazaars  

4.3.  Application  

4.3.1.  Digitizing the Base Map  

Esri’s ArcMap 10.2.2 
(TM) for desktop was used in conjunction with arcgis online fir handling and managing 

the base mapdata. Collector for GIS (TM) was used for surveyed and crowd sourced data. The base maps 
consisted of the following shapefiles and attributes:  

	 1.	 Parcels: paper Survey Authority 1:500 scale maps were digitized          

	 2.	 Buildings: Building footprint and condition attributes were added.          

	 3.	 Roads: Roads width, condition, integration values attributed were collected and stored.          

These base layers formed the platform for the risk perception survey.  

 ���  ���  
Figure 5: Digitizing the Base Map  
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4.3.2.  Creating Field Survey Layers 
 

Roads layer: Road conditions attributes were given an attribute value from 0 to 2 as per (Table 2)  

Table 2: Road Condition Attributes  

Buildings layer: Buildings were also given a descriptive value for both risk level and structural condition:  

Table 3: Building structure values  

Table 4: Risk values Description  

Table 5: Building Attributes  

Risk Perception Survey Layer: The perception survey questions were designed with binary yes or no 
answers to (0 or 1) to be suitable for GIS analysis. Two factors were investigated; the first is the local 
community tools for reducing and mitigating risk. These tools are limited to the availability of mobile phone, 
landline, car or vehicle, fire extinguisher, and first aids. The second factor, was investigating their trust level 
in relief efforts if a crises takes place. The third factor was having other income sources and their 
acceptance for changing the current situation and volunteering in social activities. A descriptive value was 
given for their trust scale as follows:  

Table 6: Community Trust Descriptive Values  
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Table 7: Attributes for Community Risk Perception Survey  

4.3.3. Adding Shared Layers Online  

In this step, the layers were published online to ArcGIS online as service (Share as service) with editing 
privileges. The team created the data-collection map of Saba Doroob on the organization website at 
ArcGIS online and shared it with the architects participating in this case study.  

Figure 6: Sharing window in ArcMap and creating a Map on ArcMap online  

4.3.4.  Field Data Collection Using Collector 
TM  

Architects started their field survey with CollectorTM on hand held Android devices directly linked with 
ArcMap online and added new coordinated points for each person interviewed. Shop-workers who 
welcomed the team answered the questions and were interested in the idea of risk reduction and 
mitigation. The team was also able to collect data about roads and building conditions and added them 
to attributes.  
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Figure 7: Collector application on android device  

Figure 8: Adding new feature point for survey participants  
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Figure 9: Final collected data map added to arcmap  

After collecting data and surveying all the added data is automatically uploaded to the map project on the 
ArcGIS online server and can be viewed on the webpage editor or the GIS ArcMap for desktop.  

4.4.  Results  

When all field data has been uploaded, ArcMap for desktop is opened and linked with ArcGIS online 
server. On the map we can find survey point of locations where architects have contacted with the local 
community .  

Table 8: Part of the attributes tables  

Table 9: Fields of Risk Perception survey 
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4.5. Analyzing data with spatial analyst tools  

Spatial analyst extension of ArcGIS has a very useful tool called Kernel Density. This tool computes a 
graduated raster from point or line features using a kernel function to reflect magnitude degradation from a 
chosen value (point or polyline). This function was used to analyse the spatial pattern of the survey 
results.  

Figure 10: Final Risk Maps Produced Online  

4.6. Analysing and comparing physical risk maps with risk perception maps 
 

Physical risk map shown above has major threat sources to both lives and livelihoods accumulated along 
two alleys in the middle of the study area. Threats include risks of fires, building collapse, damaged roads.  

However, when comparing the physical map with the preparedness map of first aid and emergency tools, 
social vulnerability gap becomes obvious. Preparedness is higher along the perimeter of the site, probably 
associated with richer merchants, while at the core, poorer people without basic survival tools like cars 
and phones. That is why the same periphery is more willing to accept change as shown in the map.  

The other interesting observation is the high trust factor in the core of site to local support (Community 
Appreciation of Local Support). The same phenomenon happens along the same pattern in the center of 
the map with poorer group among hazardous areas. It would seem an inversely proportional relationship 
where the higher the risk and the poorer the community, the more internal trust there is. A close- knit 
community fabric exists between them giving hope and direction where architects/planner could to raise 
their awareness and their capacities to face threats and risks. Architects of the team found these groups 
created their own associations to help each other in case of death, illness or financial crisis. Using this  
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locally- owned association in support of risk reduction and mitigation can be the start for architects to 
volunteering in social activities and changing current situation indirectly.  

5.  Conclusions  

This paper proposed a methodology to assess risk and empower local bonds among poor communities. 
The process combines the modern GI, VGI, and Web 2.0 tools in a more appropriate technology 
framework. It can be applied in many developing countries as it responds to many limitations and 
weaknesses hampering poor communities to cope with risk reduction. The new innovation was showing 
how community architects can be used as trusted collectors and mobilizers who will play the key role in 
raising community awareness and bridge the gap between community and specialists.  

Risk is always best assessed at a local level because it is based on the outcome of the relationship 
between particular groups of people and hazards in these people’s living and working environments. 
There is an important need for local research to understand the quantitative and qualitative risk-
accumulation processes, the key actors and the causal processes that are particular to each city and 
city-district.  

To move towards an understanding of the risk that urban centres face in Egypt we need to create a locally 
owned process of risk identification and reduction involving local authorities, NGOs and local community 
as they failed to perceive how serious disaster risk is until a disaster event occurs. Unfortunately, most 
citizens are reluctant to act, as they see this as the responsibility of governments.  

This paper has illustrated several fields where further research is required like quantitative risk assessment, 
GIS spatial analyst tools, risk perception indicators and community vulnerability functions.  
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Abstract 

Social science and new communication technologies are influencing deeply the transportation domain 
and new models of urban sustainable development are constantly emerging as new possible solutions. 
One of the principal reasons is the capability to reach the motivations that foster us to choose one or 
other urban transportation systems. It’s already feasible to develop solutions to aim the implementation 
and the rooting of more efficient and sustainable habits in urban transportation. 

The present exploratory paper presents the activities conducted by innovation lab PUSH, with the Italian 
Ministry of Innovation and Research, for the development and the application of the social innovation 
project “trafficO2” in the city of Palermo Italy. The project is a technology driven (a mobile app) serious 
game for sustainable urban mobility that tries to foster citizens, through information and tailor made 
incentives, to choose low emission means instead of using cars. 

In a very controversial context given by the urban mobility of the city of Palermo, aim of the game is to 
build a strong and values driven self-organized community, able to change the actual urban condition 
without any command and control policies or any structural transformation. 
The system was already tested twice with the community of students of the Palermo University; the paper 
shows the first results in terms of CO2 reduction and testers engagement. 

Keywords: urban-mobility, behaviours, serious game. 

The technology driven bottom-up attempts to improve the Palermo urban mobility 

All over the world designers are dealing with studies that aim to define new tools to face urban traffic 
issues in the old and consolidated cities (Gal-Tzur et al., 2014). Many believe that we need to change 
citizens’ views towards mobility systems, simply focusing on and improving “human transit”. 
The social sciences have already crossed into the urbanism field, but today new information technologies 
are making this communication faster and more productive. American private enterprises such as Nuride 
(ht tp://nur ide.com), Z imr ide (ht tp://www.z imr ide.com/) and Urban Engine (ht tps://
www.urbanengines.com/), and European enterprises like moovel (https://www.moovel.com/en/US/), Mo-
bility (http://www.mo-bility.com/mo/home.html) and Covivo (http://www.covivoturage-dynamiq.eu/) are 
quickly moving the debate on changing cities by switching their attention from the necessary 
modifications of the urban structure (the hardware) to the changes that can be induced by working on 
citizen behavior and the urban communities’ habits (the software).  

All of these initiatives try to stimulate the community to change its bad habits, fostering more responsible 
behavior through the use of smartphone apps. Essentially, the idea is to trigger a social and cultural 
change with the “dialog” tools provided by social media technology and, possibly, create a  
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new service and, therefore, a new market. In fact, the majority of the above-mentioned projects were all 
developed by start-ups. This area of computer science is called “Social Computing” (Kwai Fun & Wagner, 
2008). The idea behind it is: deep impact on global economy and on social organization can be obtained 
by fast connections (with low cost devices), modular contents and shared computing resources.  
In Palermo the most relevant on going initiatives in this direction are probably the three innovative projects 
on Palermo funded with almost 4 millions euros by the Italian Ministry of University and Research in the 
framework of the competition "Smart Cities and Communities and Social Innovation”. The projects aim to 
stimulate local communities to change their habits fostering more responsible mobility behaviours with the 
help of smartphone applications. The three groups that won the fellowship are young multidisciplinary 
teams with a “social entrepreneurs” approach to the theme. They are working on different softwares – 
Muovity, CityFree and TrafficO2 – that will provide services of carpooling logistic (mostly focused on short 
distance commuters) and inter modality logistic to foster sustainable mobility values. 

“TrafficO2” a serious game for sustainable urban mobility 

Among these social innovation projects we’ll report the activities of trafficO2, the project ideated, co-
financed and developed by PUSH research lab.  
TrafficO2 is an action-research study that tries to pursue the objective to improve traffic conditions without 
using any top-down policies but, through a social network, fostering directly the citizens toward more 
green behavior in a one-to-one dialogue. 
The goal of trafficO2 is to reduce traffic and pollution caused by the use of private cars by facilitating the 
interaction between pre-defined categories of users, companies, and potential sponsors in order to arrive 
to an agreement that is fair to all of them: an agreement providing for a reward in exchange for sustainable 
modes of circulation. 
TrafficO2 aims at orienting citizens’ mobility effectively, by showing them that sustainable mobility is 
possible also in complex urban environments (the first test takes place in Palermo), and that it can be also 
a fun and rewarding game (Figure 1). 

Figure 1. The user experience flow of trafficO2: Move, Play Win. 
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Therefore, trafficO2 mobile app connects together info-mobility, entertainment, and engagement with local 
companies, so that urban commuters are informed of the array of possibilities that allow them to circulate 
in a sustainable way (on foot, by bike, with public transportation, with vehicle pooling, car sharing) and to 
be rewarded when they opt for the most sustainable choice.  This means that the commuter will 
immediately be able to see the total improvement towards a more sustainable mobility, and therefore can 
be more motivated to change (Vinci & Di Dio, 2014).  

For each route and for any single mode of circulation the app describes the travel time, the cost in Euros, 
the environmental cost expressed in CO2 and the calories burnt.  
Furthermore, each choice will be worth a certain amount of so called O2 points (a virtual currency), which 
the users will earn and use towards prizes, transforming trafficO2 from DSS sustainable and 
environmentally friendly trips into a game citizens play. The possibility to earn O2 points is also influenced 
by a weather factor. This option is created with the attempt to promote more sustainable systems 
(walking, biking and moving by the public transport network) on the cloudy and rainy days. 
Obviously more sustainable trips will award more points and also users will be able to increase their O2 
points by challenging, through the website or via mobile app, their friends and playing with the 
engagement contents made available by the sponsors. 
With the O2, moreover, it’s possible to join the challenges (“thematic” challenges as “Move your feet” for 
those that will earn more O2 points just by walking have many prizes by several local business sponsors 
or “branded” challenges with few prizes by just one sponsor) and play to get the prizes gift by the sponsor 
community. 
Fundamentally, trafficO2 is a platform based on value exchange: for each responsible choice there is an 
existing tangible market value, and each choice will advertise and communicate information regarding the 
sponsors (Di Dio et al, 2015).  
TrafficO2 aims to provide commercial motivations and an emotional input to push people towards change, 
by combining information on mobility, advertising and a game (Figure 2). 
The game motto is “Move in a sustainable way, collect points, win prizes. Save the World!” 

Figure 2. TrafficO2 mobile app. 

The smartphone technology, besides the software interface, provides motion recognition for the trips 
(Dernbach, 2012), differentiated with a high level of accuracy if the user is walking, biking or travelling by 
car. This is possible due to the sensors within the devices and the microprocessors that, through a 
specific algorithm, overlap the GPS position information and accelerometer, and detects the motion 
system (Manzoni et al, 2011). The recognition of the transport system and validation is the most  
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interesting innovation, and represents for the users and sponsors a fundamental guarantee for the rules of 
the game. 

In order to build a model able to measure the results of the application, at first sample (about 100 people) 
of the Palermo University student community was selected through a workshop (involving students from 
computer science, business school and marketing and communication), and a survey was provided to 
inquiry into the mobility habits formed before the experiment (Scenario 0). Starting from this information an 
analysis model was designed taking in account two main indicators: the first connected to the distance 
home/school (dividing the sample in subsamples from the nearest A to farthest E geographical classes), 
and the second to the user’s improvement potential (according to the Scenario 0 emissions and the 
behavior change due to new motivations).  
In order to define this second indicator, simulations were made to lead to two possible improved 
scenarios of the Scenario 0 Palermo University students’ modal split (Figure 3):  
“Do Your Right Mix” is the easiest. In this Scenario is simulated that in choosing a system of sustainable 
mobility, a user within a given geographical class, in relation to his or her own preferences, acts according 
to the behavior of the mean of the sample taken in the same class; 
“Do Your Best Mix” represents the hardest. The simulation leads to more drastic, and hence challenging, 
modifications in a user’s behavior (again considering his or her geographical location and trying to meet at 
best his or her own preferences). 

Figure 3. University community’s modal split improvement simulations 

Results 

In order to test the assumptions trafficO2 application was tested twice in the city of Palermo with the 
participation of the students from the University in what was called “S.U.V. Challenges”, where the 
acronym stands for Sustainable Urban Values. The selected sample, although it is not representative if 
related to the total number of students of the University residing in the urban area (about 25,000), still 
displays some interesting features allowing us to detect specific habits and behaviors connected to urban 
mobility.  
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Figure 4. S.U.V. Challenge badge for the students’ community testers 

The first test, from May to June 2014, was conducted mainly for the definition and validation of the 
analysis model, the second one, from November to December 2014, for the implementation of new 
features in response to the first testers’ feedback.  
A third test is now running while we are writing this exploratory paper (from April to May 2015). 

Although the first version of the test provided only two systems of mobility (on foot and by bike), thanks to 
game dynamics and to the fact that real prizes could be won, the first test yielded encouraging results.  
As shown in Table 1, about 77 testers were active users of the app and almost a third of the system use 
was related to the home-to-university trips. As it is possible to see from Figure 5 students living in 10 km 
radius from the university departments mainly made the sample. 

Table 1. Results of first test of the system (from May to June 2013) 

Figure 5. First test sample’s distribution 
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In terms of CO2 emissions, the game active users’ performances reached the level indicated under 
Scenario 1, “Do Your Right Mix” (Figure 6).  
The desirable change seems indeed to be possible. 

Figure 6. University community’s CO2 reduction during the first trafficO2 test 

The second round of tests was performed on a larger number of testers, 245 active users with more than 
400 trips home-to-work (Table 2), and vehicle pulling was introduced as additional system of mobility. 
Also, data shows that the app is especially used in the user’s spare time, in so highlighting that the users’ 
appreciation for this new experience, for the gaming dynamics, and for the engagement with the 
companies. As shown in figure 7 the large part of the sample still lived in the urban area very closed to 
the university departments. 

Table 2. Second test of the system (from November to December 2014) 

Figure 7. University community’s CO2 reduction during the second trafficO2 test 

The data collected were elaborated in digital maps (as Figure 8) in order to draw a completely new 
scenario with regard to Palermo’s sustainable mobility and therefore reveal to be quite important  (see 
www.traffico2.com/data). For instance, thanks to the valiant bikers engaged in trafficO2, today we can find 
which is the safest route for a biker to move around the city and to get to the various university facilities.  
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Figure 8. University community’s tracks visualized 

The performance results of the sample taken for this test are in line with the previous results obtained as 
it’s shown in Figure 9. With reference to the route home-to-university the data analyzed shows that the 
sustainable mobility performance of the active users’ sample has improved of the 30% (as the previous 
experimentation the result accords to the Scenario 1: Do your right mix), reducing CO2 emissions in the 
atmosphere of about 30 kg. 

Figure 9. University community’s CO2 reduction during the second trafficO2 test 

Conclusions 

In these times of almost “zero resources”, it seems possible to improve the city’s livability without 
implementing actions on the current infrastructures but, through information technologies, by simply 
inducing people to change their current bad behaviors (Ceder et al, 2013). This kind of approach to urban 
policies on mobility, furthermore, does not foresee the classic top-down dynamics such as road pricing or 
the optimization of the public transportation network, neither the creation of limited traffic zones.  
The design and the analysis models of trafficO2, in fact, takes into account only the already available 
resources without modifying any aspects of them, but trying to highlight the real value they could provide 
to the citizens.  
Aim of the game is to build a strong and values driven self-organized community, improving the 
environmental conditions without any command and control policies. 
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Without realizing any structural or infrastructural intervention on the urban landscape, but only recurring to 
a game combining technology, information, and incentives, trafficO2 demonstrates that in order to bring 
about innovation in a city, it is sufficient (sometimes) to innovate its citizens’ behaviors. 
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Abstract 

In this paper we report on the first results of a counter-mapping project in the superdiverse 
neighborhoods of arrival in Ghent and Brussels that took place in 2014. Around 300 architecture students 
registered, interpreted and geocoded visible signs along preconceived tracks by means of a Geoweb 2.0 
platform. Through their activities, the students generated dynamic digital maps. We discuss three 
important results of this mapping project in this paper: 1) The large-scale registration of signs makes it 
possible to discern different layers of use in these neighborhoods that refer to different population groups 
that have to negotiate each other’s presence in the neighborhood; 2) The visualization of these signs 
produces new maps that make it possible to relate the neighborhoods to other places; 3) The platform 
created the possibility to efficiently combine fieldwork with online and offline lectures and offered students 
the opportunity to comment on and learn from each other’s insights.  

Keywords: counter-mapping; GeoWeb 2.0; superdiversity 

1. Introduction 

“The neighborhood around Dampoort revives finally: entrepreneurs are now starting to follow the arrival 
of young families. Here and there new businesses appear. This week even two next to each other at 
the Dendermondsesteenweg: a bookshop and the new hip bar Alberte” 1 

“The Louis Bertrandlaan in Schaarbeek revives slowly. Some hip shops where you can even have a 
coffee have joined the few renown restaurants already there. It has become a meeting spot that in the 
long term, as hoped by some, can equal the parvis of Saint-Gilles.” 2 

The two similar quotes above both appeared in 2014 in two different local newspapers in Belgium. The 
first one was the heading of an article in Het Nieuwsblad Gent which covers local news in the Ghent 
region, the second one was part of a report in the Dutch language and Brussels Capital Region based 
newspaper Brussel Deze Week. Both narratives, developed in two different public spheres, tell a strikingly 
similar story of a neighborhood that is in need of shops and in need of new entrepreneurs that will 
generate the revival of these neighborhoods. Both quotes however, do not recognize the already existing 
and often very diverse economic activities and complex socialities in these neighborhoods. Instead, 
narratives like these generate a mental map which renders these activities invisible, as if they do not exist 
at all.  

The urban sociologist and planner Fran Tonkiss (2013) recently asked, “How is it that material forms, 
inhabited spaces and even human bodies can be rendered unseeable as features of the ordinary city” (p.  
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100). The practice of mapping does play a crucial role here. Roy (2004), writing in the context of 
Calcutta’s informal economies, talks in that context about the ‘unmapping’ of many existing land uses by 
planners and architects. Indeed, while the real existing economies, livelihoods, land uses and population 
groups that are present in a particular place can be extremely visible, dominant hood of arrival is stillive 
their anymore, but the rrnisers mapping practices often unmap these realities. The practice of creating 
maps, is always a struggle around what should be on the map and what not. Mapping is therefore always 
‘unmapping’ as well. But mapping, the production of spatial imaginaries through discourse, be it under 
the materialized form of map visualizations or indeed through materialized narratives in newspapers, 
always occurs in specific contexts in which dominant images of a particular place can be reproduced or 
challenged. Counter-mapping then, is a practice that actively challenges these dominant images of 
particular places in a particular context (Peluso, 1995; Hodgson & Schroeder, 2002).  

The recent developments in participatory digital spatial media, in other words, the mediums or channels 
that enable, extend or enhance our ability to interact with and create knowledge on space online (Elwood 
& Leszczynski, 2013: 544) generated a massive proliferation of opportunities for such practices  (de Waal, 
2014). The emergence of online geographical applications combining web 2.0 and associated 
technologies (Geoweb 2.0) during the last decade profoundly changed the ways through which 
geographic data, information and knowledge are produced and circulated (Sui et al, 2013). Today, a 
significant amount of location-based spatial data is created through Geoweb 2.0 platforms by “produsers” 
(Bruns, 2010:119)  with no formal background in geography who contribute to the construction of spatial 
information over the Internet (Goodchild , 2009). In this context it is clear that these platforms are well-
suited for participatory knowledge construction and alternative mapping practices (Pak & Verbeke, 2014). 
It is the practice of counter-mapping with the help of Geoweb 2.0 in the context of Belgian inner-city 
neighborhoods that is the main focus of an ongoing research project on which this paper reports. The 
aim of our counter-mapping project therefore is first to build the architecture of a mapping tool for the 
mapping of this dynamic arrival environment and second, to bring to the foreground the manifold services 
that are provided in these superdiverse urban neighborhoods. 

In line with the aims above the research questions of our study were: 
•	 Can open-source Geoweb 2.0 applications afford the counter-mapping of urban ‘arrival 

neighborhoods’?  If yes, to what extent? 
•	 What can we learn from counter-maps created as a result? 
•	 What are the key factors to be considered for the facilitation of better Geoweb 2.0 supported 

counter-mapping practices? 

The paper proceeds as follows. Section two explains the rationale of our project to unravel the 
infrastructural dimension of complex and superdiverse neighborhoods. Section 3 expands on the 
affordances of geographic web platforms for counter-mapping. We use the term “affordance” to describe 
the “action possibilities latent in the environment in relation to agents and their capabilities” as introduced 
by Gibson (1986). Section 4 describes the methodology and the main results so far. Section 5 concludes 
and discusses in short the future outlook. 

2. The complexity of Belgian neighborhoods of arrival 

Different researches have already shown that the mental maps of many Belgians are strongly racialized. 
While the Belgian suburbs and countryside are dominantly imagined as ‘white’, ‘safe’ and ‘normal’ spaces, 
inner-city neighborhoods are dominantly described as ‘dilapidated’, ‘dangerous no-go areas’, ‘ghetto’s’,  
‘deviant’ or even ‘a foreign country’ and lacking a ‘healthy social mix’ (Schuermans & De Maesschalck, 
2010; Meeus & De Decker, 2013). Bringing back middle class families to these neighborhoods is the 
proposed solution for many urban policy makers to generate this ‘healthy social mix’ . Research in many 
European cities has however revealed that the disadvantages of a policy of social mixing outnumber the 
positive outcomes (Schuermans et al., 2014 & others). Authors like Saunders (2009) and Oosterlynck & 
Schillebeeckx (2012) have however started to reveal the function of these urban neighborhoods as 
‘neighborhoods of arrival’. Neighborhoods of arrival are the gateways through which many newcomers 
arrive in Belgium. In these neighborhoods, newcomers find access to work, housing, food, consumption 
products, legal assistance, leisure and so on. Services that are only provided in these ‘neighborhoods of  
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arrival’, and are  often provided by former migrants and migrants’ (self-) organizations. Perceived by others 
as ‘exotic’, the smells, sounds, languages and images produced in these neighborhoods often help to 
feel newcomers at home by creatively reconstructing a ‘home away from home’ (Ley, 2008) in Belgium 
and make clear that the services which are provided are directed to them. But these authors also 
emphasize that neighborhoods of arrival do not automatically produce social mobility for newcomers. 
What is needed for an arrival neighborhood to work as a social elevator is a welfare state that is actively 
present in these neighborhoods, provides services such as schooling for a superdiverse population  and 
supports the manifold bottom-up initiatives that grow – often out of the dominant gaze in these areas 
(Oosterlynck & Schillebeeckx, 2012).  

As a result of the continuous inflow and outflow of people and materials, these neighborhoods are 
constantly changing and are therefore an immensely complex part of the broader urban fabric that seems 
chaotic at first sight. Drawing on postcolonial urban theories (Simone, 2011), Blommaert (2013; 2014) 
however argues that “[such a] neighborhood can be understood in terms of a perpetually changing ‘infra- 
structure’ for superdiversity. We see how the complex demography and social stratigraphy in the 
neighborhood are supported by a flexible and dynamic infra- structure catering for nearly all segments of 
the population”. The services provided by existing shops and organizations, the truncated languages only 
spoken in these neighborhoods and so on, constitute the infrastructural dimension of these 
neighborhoods, a dimension, Blommaert argues, that probably forms the order in the chaos. Through 
time, the infrastructure of these neighborhoods dynamically reorganizes itself to serve the quickly 
changing population of the neighborhood and it hence reflects the subsequent trajectories that run 
through the neighborhood (Blommaert, 2013; 2014; Maly et al., 2014). 

But where does the metaphor of infrastructure come from? Infrastructures have a double nature. 
‘Traditional’ infrastructures such as sewage systems, heating systems, transport systems, ICT-systems 
and so forth continuously relate people through objects in particular places. Internet would not exist 
without the interactions between wires, screens, data-processors and humans (Graham & Thrift, 2007). 
What emerges out of these interactions is a particular environment such as a warm house, an online 
environment, a moving tram. The infrastructural ‘move’ of Blommaert consists of bringing this insight to the 
‘socio-spatial environment’ of the superdiverse neighborhood and then start to look at the people-object-
place interactions that generate this environment. Indeed, as other authors like among others Leigh 
(1999), Simone (2011), Amin (2014) and Tonkiss (2015) argue, urban infrastructures are systems of 
sociation. In the words of Tonkiss (2015: 385) “Networks of infrastructure broker interaction – between 
people, between things, between people and things -  and shape a larger environment that supports, 
secures and segments these interactions. In making things relatable, infrastructures also sustain wider 
conditions of urban social life”. It means that in order to better understand what’s going on in these 
neighborhoods we have to look at this infrastructural dimension. Our project therefore aims to make visible 
some aspects of this infrastructural dimension.  

3. Geoweb platforms and counter-mapping. 

In order to make the infrastructural dimension of these neighborhoods visible, there is a need for 
developing and testing alternative analysis and mapping strategies and tools. In the past, counter-
mapping projects that were based on traditional GIS technologies required significant knowledge and 
computer literacy above that of lay individuals (Milla et al., 2005). Furthermore, the high cost of specialized 
computers and software made it impossible to access for a large majority of local people, particularly in 
poor areas. Counter-mapping projects deepened divisions within communities along gender and 
economic lines (Cortbett et al. 2009) as advantaged parts of the society adopted the technologies faster 
than others. 

However, Geoweb 2.0 enabled low-cost mapping and opened up GIS to the masses. During the last 
decade, a new generation of geographical web (Geoweb 2.0) applications emerged as a strong 
alternative to expert-led top-down production and analysis practices. Their availability and ease of use 
enabled novel modes of counter-mapping (Leszczynski, 2012: 544). The possibility of facilitating 
collective production at a historically unprecedented scale enabled harnessing the power of masses or 
‘crowdsourcing’ location-based intersubjective information (Goodchild, 2009). Today, besides the  
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established examples like openstreetmap (OSM), thousands of platforms offer free services to the 
communities. Any grassroots organization or NGO can launch a mapping website instantly at no cost. But 
the biggest challenge in these cases is their appropriation for specific purposes.  

Since counter-mapping requires a critical attitude to existing mapping practices, it is often necessary to 
customize and redefine the operation modes of these free platforms. Unfortunately, most of these free 
services provide only a limited amount of freedom for customization and do not necessarily support 
configuring specific types of information to be collected. These limitations can only be overcome by 
setting up a low-cost service employing various open-source platforms and libraries. In this sense, open-
source Geoweb 2.0 could potentially be considered as well-positioned for the collective counter-mapping 
of urban ‘arrival neighborhoods’.  

4.  Cases: Counter-mapping Two Arrival Neighborhoods in Brussels and Ghent 

4.1  Method 

In this paper, we report on two similar cases of counter-mapping in Ghent and Brussels that were set up 
in spring 2014. Both cases were part of a second bachelor Sociology course for Architecture and Interior 
Architecture students. The students were asked to walk along a predefined trajectory and to register the 
‘linguistic landscape’ of the area. The linguistic landscape is ‘the visual language emplaced in the 
neighborhood  - handwritten signs, publicity signs, shop signs, graffiti, official signs, posters and any other 
form of publicly visible inscription’ (Blommaert, 2013: 3) (see for instance figure 1). These signs can be 
considered as a first indicator of the existing infrastructures in the neighborhood. We stay close to 
Blommaert by including not only signs that signal a shop, but also other kinds of services and events that 
do not necessarily are provided at the same place where the sign is located.   

In a first round, students were offered a form in which a number of data for at least three ‘signs’ (including 
a picture of the sign) had to be registered (see Table 1). Afterwards, these data had to be submitted 
through the Geoweb platform.  

Table 1. Dimensions of collected data 
    

In the second round, each student had to choose one of the signs and try to find an answer on the 
following questions: 

−	 Is the infrastructure addressing one or more communities? 

−	 What function does the infrastructure have? 

−	 How did the infrastructure come into being? 

−	 What does the infrastructure enable or disable in the future? 
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Figure 1. Schematic Description of the Geoweb 2.0 Platform. 

In the first case, 250 students formed groups of three and investigated four axes that run out of the center 
of Ghent (in February 2014) and that contain a high density of shops and services. In the second case, 
70 students formed groups of two or three and investigated the area of Brabantstraat-Paleizenstraat in 
Schaarbeek, Brussels (in May, 2014). Informed by the experiences of the first case of Ghent, a slightly 
different approach was employed in the Brussels case. 

The Platform used in this study was based on more than twenty open-source content management 
modules and other custom applications. It was developed with the contribution of real-life practitioners in 
the framework of a three-year post-doctoral research project supported by the Brussels-Capital Region 
(Pak, 2012).  This platform was specifically customized to support the counter-mapping practice 
described above. In this setup, Openlayers serves as the key library module for creating location-based 
information as well as complex geocoding and visualization. It provides the ability to connect to any 
popular mapping API available, including Google Maps, Bing Maps and OpenstreetMaps (Figure 1). In 
this setup, jQuery and its user interface (UI) library provide abstractions for low-level interactions as well as 
advanced effects and themeable widgets. Geotaxonomy was used to attach geo information (latitude, 
longitude, bounding boxes, etc.) to taxonomy terms. 

4.2  Main results 

The exploration of the neighborhoods in Ghent and Brussels generated three types of results: 1) a 
catalogue with the different layers of use of the neighborhood; 2) general and analytic cartographic 
visualizations and 3) a learning environment for students to which students contributed themselves. 

4.2.1 A catalogue of the different layers in the neighborhood 

To start, the maps produced in this exploration reveal the vibrancy of these neighborhoods and the sheer 
volume of real existing activities in these superdiverse neighborhoods that are dominantly portrayed as in 
need of revival. A superficial analysis of the pictures and student reports, already reveals some of these 
different layers in the neighborhood. Each layer represents a particular group of users whose traces can  
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be found in the neighborhood. These layers are: 1) all kinds of transnational services: communication 
tools such as internet, telephone service, money transfer systems and so on to cater the transnational 
outlook of many of the inhabitants; 2) (very) cheap vegetables, meat and other food products and 
consumption products such as clothes, furniture, construction materials, and so on to cater a (very) low 
income population; 3) services provided in Turkish, Bulgarian, Polish, Albanian, Arabic, and many other 
languages to create a ‘home away from home’ for particular ethnic-cultural groups; 5) but also more 
hybrid Flemish-Turkish, French-Turkish, or ‘Islamic cultural’ services to cater for a hybridizing ethnic-cultural 
population that is not necessarily low income ; 5) services that cater a Belgian cosmopolitan-minded 
middle class such as Turkish-Belgian restaurants and so on.  

Figure 2: Different layers of use in the neighborhood 
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4.2.2	 Cartographic visualizations 

The geolocated data on languages and services make possible a diversity of maps. In what follows we 
illustrate some of the affordances of the maps produced in the Ghent case. Figure 3 demonstrates the 
bulk of the data. The mapping of the activities does not stop at administrative borders and in its simplicity, 
it clearly shows that there is an abundance of signs in the investigated streets. The heat map for the 
Turkish language reveals some centrality along the axes. However, not all the data turned out to be 
equally suitable for mapping. The privacy issue comes at play here. Moreover, the reliability of the 
students’ registrations appeared to be a weak point here as well as recognizing languages as different as 
Urdu, Thai and Bulgarian is not the expertise of architecture students.  

Figure 3. The mapping interface of the Geoweb Platform. The bulk of signs in the Gent case (on top). The main page including 
the layered map of the Brussels Case (on the left) and the heat map for the Turkish Language Signs in Gent (on the right) 
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Figure 4. The international women’s day relational map 

The analytical potential of our approach resides however in the possibility to build relational maps. We 
illustrate this with the example of a temporary announcement that was captured in different places in the 
Ghent case. Figure 4 (top) illustrates where exactly the announcement of the particular event was 
registered by the students. The sign announces a special party for ‘international women’s day’ including 
DJ Lily and a fashion show by ‘Only One’ women fashion, an event that will take place in banquet hall 
‘Ceilan’, located in nearby Lochristi. It is almost entirely written in Turkish and announces a ‘spectacular 
night’. The announcement wants to attract a middle class audience of Turkish-speaking women. As a 
result of the geography of the dissemination of the announcement, we can assume that the organisers 
expect this audience frequents at least three of the four streets we investigated. More interesting even is 
the geography of the organisers and financial supporters of the party (figure 4 bottom). These are all local 
entrepreneurs from Turkish decent and include a Turkish fashion shop, two local kebap-shops, two local 
hairdressers, a real estate agency that was started up decades ago to help Turkish speaking renters to 
get access to a mortgage in Belgium and a Turkish-owned construction company. This analyis reveals 
that the Ghent homegrown Turkish middle class is firmly rooted in the Ghent neighborhoods of arrival.  
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They do not necessarily have to live their anymore, but the neighborhood of arrival is still intensly used by 
them.  

4.2.3 The platform as a learning environment for students  

A specific aspect of the reported counter-mapping practice is that it took place in a faculty of architecture. 
In this context, the platform provided a significantly different lens of analysis to the architecture students. 
Different than many other learning tasks given to them, it did not solely focus on the morphology of 
spaces and aesthetics. Rather, it offered a social-geographic lens for the recognition of social and 
economic realities of spaces, a finer lens that operates in a context that is smaller than the scale of 
statistical zones; the scale of architecture hence delivering more relevant result to the students. 

Furthermore, Geoweb 2.0 inevitably stimulated peer-learning and cross pollination between the students 
in different cities as well as learning from the different conditions of two cities. It provided the students: 

-	 a method for addressing and representing the complexity of super diverse neighborhoods  

-	 learning about the spatial issues relevant to a specific area by looking at how people manifest 
their identities and appropriate storefronts 

-	 learning making field work like a planner or a social scientist 

-	 stimulation of combining personal observations with data (aerial photos) and interviews 
(triangulation) Loopmans et al. (2011)  

5  Conclusion 

The main question that rises now is of course, to what extent does the platform generate counter-maps?  

To start, the mapping exercise demonstrates the multi-layered and superdiverse character of the 
neighborhood and in our opinion productively challenges the dominance of one particular group on the 
mapping and unmapping of this area. Maps such as these can connect to discourses that narrate these 
neighborhoods as superdiverse, multilayered and extremely complex.  

Secondly, the practice allowed the representation of relational maps of specific events, in the form of 
networks. In the future, by integrating timelines and concept mapping libraries into the Geoweb platforms, 
these kinds of practices in the future can lead to the development of network maps representing the 
complexity of the arrival neighborhoods in a dynamic manner. 

Thirdly, as a learning platform for students the Arrivee platform provided numerous benefits: 

•	 It provided an educational setting in which the dialogue between the students and the teaching 
staff was mediated by the use of Geoweb supporting, augmenting and enriching the reflective 
learning processes. 

•	 It enabled us to extend the learning that took place in the course beyond the teaching hours. 
While the students were disconnected from the physical learning environment, they could still 
learn from and comment on each other’s projects and create a collective understanding of the 
context. 

•	 It enhanced the observation power of students through the overlaying of several information 
resources and databases, thus created richer learning experiences in which the learners 
collaborated in creating new knowledge and extended their own understandings. 

•	 It was possible to combine conventional and online learning activities.  

•	 In addition, the materials that are created during the design studio are documented in a structured 
manner and will be transferred to concurrent and future design studios, designers and design 
researchers in various geographies. 
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In the near future the information collectively produced by the students is planned to be used by other 
students. The produced maps will be printed and used as a reflective medium to gather the feedback of 
the residents. This feedback will be included in the analysis phase of a one-year Master’s design studio 
focusing on developing planning strategies and urban architectural interventions for the area. 

Another evident future direction is to open up the developed platform to the local users of the arrival 
neighborhoods’ infrastructure through the use of a simple mobile interface. This could foster the 
negotiation over the future of the neighborhood with more equal stakes. We propose that such a platform 
could be used as a vehicle to bring together the multiple trajectories that run through the neighborhood 
and bring into view the multi-layered character of complex neighborhoods such as the cases we used. 
Local self-organizations could create their own categories to map their presence in the neighborhood, 
their claims on space. However, significant challenges exist in this venture. Among those are accessibility, 
privacy issues, precision problems of the mobile devices and the high cost of data subscription plans; 
making it difficult to collect location-based data on the site with the contributions of the users of the arrival 
neighborhoods. 
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Abstract 

How can the complex sound world of electronic musicians inspire the development of a new vocabulary 
and tools for describing and exploring the post- industrial transformation of urban sound environments? 
 Two artistic projects 'Parckdesign 2014' and 'Het Geluid van Hasselt en Genk', allowed us to test the 
transformation of two areas physically and socially defined by their industrial past. The avant- garde output 
and experimental collaborations of independent electronic record labels provides the conceptual and 
methodological basis for a participative dismantling and redefinition of the collective appropriation of 
acoustic territories of former industrial zones in the centrally located canal zones of two urban areas.  

Keywords: Techno Spatiality,  Sonic Experience, Post- Industrial Transformation 

1.  Introduction 

While making sound and space with beats, tones, and chords, UK experimental electronic musicians like 
Actress and Copeland interpret the physical and social conditions of their city into new sonic territories. 
Both musicians are inspired by early Detroit techno. They use similar conceptual and methodological 
techniques to evoke unknown urban spatialities in which listeners are allowed to roam. The sonic 
perception and its ability to invoke astonishment and wonder within music or visual media, is used by 
Jean- François Augoyard and Henri Torgue for an auditory analysis of urban environments. After an 
introduction to the composition of sonic spatiality in Detroit techno and UK Avant Garde Electronic Music 
and the sonic ecology of Augoyard and Torgue, I explain how these insights contribute to the 
development of a method to explore a 'sonic' post-industrial transition of two urban Belgian canal zones. 

2.  Techno Spatiality  

2.1  Early Detroit Techno  

At the end of the eighties the Detroit techno group Cybotron, formed by Richard Davies and Juan Atkins, 
made the single 'Techno City' (Fantasy; 1984). The song was intended to reflect the post- industrial 
transformation of their city by using new sound technology. To interpret the dying auto – industry Cybotron 
used subliminal funk pulsing amidst their crisp-and-dry programmed beats to reflect the shift in 
atmosphere in Detroit (Reynolds, S. 1998). With their work Davies and Atkins showed the world how 
musicians, by using new sound technologies, can create new 'sonic' spatialities in which listeners can 
detach themselves from the physical city. According to Derrick May, techno pioneers were not looking for 
the soul or identity of the Detroit, but rather for a distinct flavor as an auditory response to the people's 
blindness for the changing city.   

The Detroit pioneers used sequencers, samplers, and analog synthesizers to create their sounds and 
effects. By manipulating machines and sounds in a unique and experimental way they made a new form 
of music possible. The technology used for techno music, demands a much more analytical approach. 
Differences between parameter settings of individual steps are typically developed while the device is 
running in a loop. Frequency is used as a fundamental parameter for segregation. Segregation does not 
only take place within the boundaries of one sequence but also in combination with other sounds of the  
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piece. Other parameters like brightness, articulation and accentuation are also subject of variation, and 
they allow subtly change in a sequence's perception, also in relation to other parts of a piece. 

In ‘Mediapolis’ De Jong and Schuilenburg (2006) explain how a lack of sensory input can be 
complemented by a mental apparatus or mental assumptions, executing computations following musical 
rules. Techniques like sound collage and sampling provide a basis for subtly designed semi- acoustic 
environments or soundscapes with particular spatial effects. Following De Jong and Schuilenburg (2006) 
sonic spatiality is not abstract nor neutral. The two authors define it as space for social relations in which 
specific stories, symbols and knowledge are shared, a spatiality which is different than the spatialities 
which appear to people in the physical city. Concepts such as distance or opposite are less relevant in 
the sonic spatiality. Surrounded by a 360 degree sound sphere, the listener always stands in the middle 
of a sonic spatiality. The center is not a static but a dynamic place. Everything moves and resonates 
through the simultaneity of different sounds. Pulses, tones, tapping noise, melodies and beats form a 
periphery which keeps the listener in its grip. Sound opens doors and passes through walls to make 
people move. The acoustic space of a sonic spatiality therefore has no rigid but soft boundaries. It is an 
ongoing becoming, or intensity where only extremes seem to be playing.  

2.2  London- Based Electronic Music  

Early Detroit techno continues to inspire electronic musicians in search for new sonic territories. The 
music has a major influence on London- based electronic musicians like Darren J. Cunningham, best 
known under the pseudonym Actress and Inga Copeland, formerly half of the duo Hype Williams with 
Dean Blunt.  

The music of Derrick May, Juan Atkins, Carl Craig, Kevin Saunderson, Terrence Dixon and Theo Parrish 
forms a benchmark for Cunningham's music. In a review for Pitchfork Magazine Andrew Gaerig (2014) 
described Cunningham's most recent album 'Ghettoville' (2014; Werkdiscs / Ninja Tune) as a scorched 
hard drive, a dour drone record that takes his fascinations— Detroit techno, Chicago ghetto house, rap 
—and repeatedly kicks them in the ribs. On 'Ghettoville' Cunningham suggests crosscutting tensions and 
overlapping, narratives, just like the city itself. Sounds of the city from his walks, both real and imagined, 
form the backbone of this album. He doesn't seem to experience the city as 'inner' or 'outer but rather as 
a continuum. “Ghettoville is me walking around East London, trying to get my own moment of peace and 
being in a mood basically,” Cunningham tells in an interview with Derek Walmsley (2014) for the Wire 
magazine, “In a mood of all sort of emotions that needed to be controlled.” He refers to his experiences 
when smoking too much drugs, being disconnected from the world and looking for structure and cues by 
walking through the city, to get his thoughts bent into some kind of shape. “The only thing that is keeping 
you moving, are your surroundings,“ he explains to Walmsley (2014, pp.36). “Walking in London from one 
end of a street to another can be a journey between completely different modes of existence with poverty 
hidden behind curtains.” 

Cunningham composes his music by sketching stuff, drawing different images, and writing different stuff. 
Field recordings are used either very or relatively recognizable and even almost in an abstract way. On 
'Ghettoville' he tried to eliminate structure in his compositions, or the idea of how structure should play a 
part in music. Unlike other experimental electronic dance music, Cunningham is not shifting rhythms 
rather he is fiddling between the beats. In a review for Dazed Magazine Mark Fisher (2014) describes the 
album as a dark journey to a dystopian capital. 'Ghettoville' can be interpreted as a lecture. It refuses to 
commune with anything but itself, including the broken and disadvantaged world it purports to represent. 
“We live in a brittle, addicted world, and this is what a brittle, addicted world sounds like,” Cunningham 
explains in an interview with Larry Fitzmaurice (2014). 	 	  

Recently Cunningham contributed to the debut of singer/producer Inga Copeland. On 'Because I'm 
Worth It' (2014; Self-released), Copeland addresses the heartbreak and urban ennui against a backdrop 
of forward, phantasmic dub and electronic production by herself and Cunningham. On 'Because I'm 
Worth it' she explores the theme of urban life, both lyrically and through electronic music. According to 
Beth Tolmach (2014) her choice of stark, mechanical electronics make the listener imagine the skeletal  
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frames seen in exposed skyscrapers. This coldness is sometimes counterbalanced by a pop sensibility. 
Copeland chooses for monotony in the rhythms and repetition via numbing loops. In a review for Dummy 
Magazine Tolmach (2014) compares the work of Copeland with Detroit Techno. On 'Because I'm worth it' 
Copeland is taking bits and pieces, mixing machine- made grooves with her soft and imperfect vocals to 
build a bigger picture.  

2.3  Conclusion Techno Spatiality  

The complex sound worlds of the musicians discussed above illustrate how the city is imaginable and 
conceivable through electronic compositions. Their music deals with alienation, immobility and movement. 
It holds truths about ethnicity, gender and socio- economic identity. Their compositions touch on how 
they see themselves mirrored or alienated musically and aesthetically as well as economically, socially and 
politically in the actualities of city life. 

The urban electronic music of the London-based musicians is based on simple, sometimes even familiar 
sounds whose perceived units get undermined by ambiguous stream formation, both sequentially and 
spectrally.The process of breaking up and rebuilding auditory entities is a core feature of their music. They 
are experimenting with representational symbols like the for Detroit techno typical chord progressions or 
rhythmical patterns. Complexity is often created as musical textures. Cunningham and Copeland use 
sounds from daily life contiguous with their imagination. They combine field recording with working in a 
studio. Equipment is used rather in an anarchistic way. Abstract musical sounds are woven into the 
realistic fabric, creating distances and depths of field. They make use of instrumental sounds like 
sinusoids, noise and additive synthesis. Distortion becomes a subject in itself. By creating discontinuity or 
distortion they play with the perception of opposites, with time, place and psychology. It's like they're 
taking hold of time, generating permanence or deviation through an exploration of the dynamics of 
rhythm. 

The discussed electronic music has the power to unsettle aesthetic boundaries and to pull listeners in 
unknown auditory territories. Without the necessity to see the city, the music of these avant garde artists 
evokes real and imaginative urban spaces. Via the use of topographic references this effect is reinforced. 
In between the sounds and rhythms of their music another urban experience is woven. Contours of the 
city are no longer marked by physical walls or boundaries. They show not so much the landscape as the 
position of the listener within it. Their music offers the listener an imprint of the movement of one's body 
through an imaginative landscape, like a trace of an inhabited possibility, rather than a reportage of an 
assumed actuality. The music of Copeland and Cunningham can be interpret as an invitation to their 
listeners to put in some work, to extract their own sense of logic and rhythm, to awake connections, an 
idea, to create or recreate space and reimagine a place.  

3.  Sonic Effects 

Comprehending the sonic spatiality as another urban spatiality, the movements and spatiality generated 
by musicians like Copeland and Cunningham are interpret as creative, transgressive, or simply 
representative traces of urban design and everyday urban experience. For defining and analyzing the 
interaction between the physical sound environment, the sound milieu of a social- cultural community, 
and the ‘internal soundscape’ of every individual, the concept 'sonic effect' will be used. Contrasting 
earlier sonic models of analysis, such as R. Murray Schafer 'soundscape' or Pierre Schaeffer’s 'objets 
sonores', which dealt respectively with large sound environments and very small sonic utterances, sonic 
effects describe a set of experiential features (Augoyard & Torgue, 2005). Rather than defining things in a 
closed way, the concept opens the field to a new class of phenomena by giving some indication of their 
nature and their status. It characterizes the modal or instrumental dimensions of sound. Augoyard and 
Torgue immerse the sonic event in an ecology of vibrational effects, out of which, the subject and object 
appear. They write that 'the sonic effect', sometimes measurable and generally linked to the physical 
characteristics of a specific context, was not reducible either objectively or subjectively. The result is the 
revision of the notion of the sonic city 'as instrument' as merely possessing 'passive acoustic properties,' 
replacing it instead with a 'sonic instrumentarium of urban environments' — an idea of playing the city via  
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its design, and thereby modulating its vibrational effects. Augoyard and Torgue’s theory explains how 
musical terminology can be used for describing and analyzing individual and collective everyday 
experience of sound in an urban environment. Their catalogue 'Sonic Experience', provides a glossary of 
effects, including resonance, echo, rumble, and reverberation, analyzed in terms of their relevance across 
the scales from acoustic physics, socio-psycho- physiology to aesthetic, architectural, and urban design.  

4.  Methodology 

The music and compositional practices of avant garde electronic musicians like Cunningham and 
Copeland together with the theory of Augoyard and Torgue inspired a methodology and a selection of 
tools and techniques for a participative dismantling and redefinition of industrial sound environments 
transformation.  

Field recording is used as a primary method for exploring everyday listening experiences and producing a 
plurality of future sonic fields. It is interpret as a participative practice of social and cultural interaction 
combining both the immersive experience of the place or route investigated with the reflexive and artistic 
possibilities of amplified listening. Sonic exploration is conceived as an integrative process that can bring 
together distinct cultural sonic experiences. This reasoning is based on two assumptions as 
acknowledged by Augoyard and Torgue (2005). The first assumption sustaining the methodology is 
generic: perceptive organization is fundamentally the same in everyday and specialized listening. The 
second assumption is anagogic: the unification of sound phenomena must happen through a rediscovery 
of the pre- categorical approach to listening. Augoyard and Torgue (2005) argued that listening to sonic 
effects and developing the capacity to identify them are part of a rehabilitation of general auditory 
sensitivity. During a soundwalk along different locations in the observed area people are invited to 
participate in a sonic exploration of the area. A printed sonic map and a recording device are used for an 
exploration of different sonic experiences in a low- tech, open and flexible manner. The imagination of 
participants is triggered by an explanation of the spatiality produced in urban electronic music and a 
presentation of future plans for the larger area. By introducing the terminology, principles and sonic 
elements of the discussed electronic music, a specific way of interpreting and reworking the sound 
environment of the area is suggested. Rhythms existing in the mind of people are questioned in relation to 
the relationships they have with technology. They are asked to work with their sonic experience, to 
respond to it and to understand it as an imprint of the landscape. Participants are asked to transfer their 
reflections into movements and subsequently to the recording device.  

Once a sufficient number of recordings have been gathered, the resulting audio clips are added to a 
project map for the radio aporee ::: maps project (http://aporee.org/maps), a collaboratively created and 
continuously growing online sound map of the world which contains thousands of recordings from 
numerous urban, rural and natural environments, showing the audible complexity of our living spaces, as 
well as the different perceptions and artistic perspectives related to sound, space and places . In 
addition, the radio aporee ::: maps project allows project miniatures for mobiles, a platform and tool for 
creating space-based sound works, for listeners in motion, tuned to their actual environment. The audio 
clips of sonic experiences, made during different soundwalks through the landscape are loaded in a 
project map for a presentation out of context accessible to various local and foreign listeners.  

The resulting sound map project is used as a tool for a presentation of different recordings during a 
reactivated listening session in situ. The technique of reactivated listening has been initiated at CRESSON 
by Jean-François Augoyard in 1979 (Amphoux, 1991). Reactived listening consist in the presentation of 
audio recordings of specific environments to various listeners, in a way to trigger various comments, 
discussions concerning the recognition, the future development of a place. The technique introduces a 
distance between one’s everyday environment and its reactivated perception through headphones or 
loudspeakers. According to Amphoux (1991) this situation allows the reactivation of a listening in ordinary 
contexts, as it is experienced in one’s everyday as well as a reaction to the listening linked to the gap 
between the real and its recorded representation.  
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In a following session participants are asked to define a future sonic environment by editing and arranging 
their field recordings into a composition for the place they have been exploring before. Reworking the 
recorded material stimulates a closer listening, a discovery of hidden sonic qualities and a further unrolling 
of the possibilities of a place. Actions such as cutting out, moving pieces and leaving offer the ease and 
flexibility to reconstruct tracks for the different locations recorded earlier. In the search for a balance 
between the physicality of the landscape and technological innovation the use of digital sounds and 
effects is proposed. Digital innovation allows the participants to push beyond the boundaries of the 
recorded material. For the editing and construction in situ, Nanostudio, a digital audio workstation (DAW) 
for iPad is used. The application has virtual analogue synths, sample trigger pads, a comprehensive 
sequencer, a sample editor, a mixer and multiple effects. 

The search for techno drum beats and techno sounds and spatial effects is used as a method to 
softening- up, forcing listeners to open themselves to the message they can be a time ahead of this 
present time. It's about taking away the location and letting in the disorientation of a possible future. 
Techno spatiality is presented as a possible information circuit collecting and amplifying the future- 
potential of a place. Because of the use of sounds from field recordings, the rhythm construction process 
is an open ended form of experimentation where the loop is used as a tool rather than a rule. A creative 
use of space in the composition is encouraged but every resulting spatiality should be somehow tuned 
into the natural and urban conditions of the area. This session results in participants creating different 
soundwalks for the observed area.   Resulting compositions are not expected to be easy listening. 
Soundwalks which enable a tentatively appropriation of the sonic space are encouraged.  

The resulting soundwalks are introduced during final listening sessions in situ. These sessions consist of 
the presentation of audio recordings of specific environments to various listeners, in a way to trigger 
various comments, discussions concerning the recognition of the location, scenario's of a possible future 
development, etc. A varied group of listeners is invited, representing covering important dimensions of the 
city such as the sonic, the spatial, and the socio-cultural. For these final listening sessions and public 
sharing afterwords, the soundwalks are loaded on a locative audio platform like the radio aporee ::: maps 
project or the new platform Echoes (http://echoes.xyz). A platform like Echoes provides creators with the 
tools to upload the sounds onto a map and set the area for them. The echoes – app allows listeners to 
experience–listen to composed soundmaps in situ. It uses the latest technology built into smartphones - 
GPS, satellite location sensing, a compass, gyroscope, and accelerometer - to determine the location 
and orientation of a listener and it then plays back sounds as if they are in the environment around 
oneself.  

A project ends with a multimedia exhibition which presents the results of the in situ studies, the 
dismantling and redefinition of sound environments based on techno spatiality and sound effects, and the 
use of a specific approach to field recording and sound walking. In the exhibition the observed area today 
and in the future, is explored visually and graphically. 

5.  Research Projects 

5.1  Artistic Projects  

Through participation in two artistic projects, 'Parckdesign 2014' and 'Het Geluid van Hasselt en Genk', I 
conducted research on an artistic method for a participatory analysis and reconstruction of the sound 
environments in urban areas which are physically and socially marked by their industrial past. For the 
development of a method and tools, I focused both on  users and designers of the future landscape.  

Atelier de Stad (June – October 2014) 

'Atelier de Stad' is a project initiated by the Belgian television channel, Canvas. Creative talent was sought 
to work on five city projects in Flanders. 'Het Geluid van Hasselt en Genk' was also part of the bigger art 
project 'De Unie Hasselt – Genk', an Art project, related to the regional development around the Albert 
Canal. Together with five other young sound artists I worked on the identity of the two cities and the  
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similarities between the two. Through interaction with other artists, of which a majority were sound 
designers, a multidisciplinary approach was encouraged. For the development of a tool allowing a 
collective analysis and redefinition of existing and future urban sound environments in the area, I used the 
Regional Implementation Plan for the delimitation of the Regional Urban Area Hasselt – Genk (2014). In 
september '14 the artistic research ended with a sound expo at C- Mine Cultural Centre and a mass 
performance of the cable bridge, a symbolic place between the two major cities in Limburg. The results of 
my research were included in the expo of this project.  

Parck Design (May – September 2014) 

The aim of Parck Design initiated by the Brussels Environment is to reflect on ways to invent new public 
spaces in the city. The first three editions of Parckdesign in 2006, 2007 and 2008 questioned the 
approach of design through urban furniture in the city' s parks and gardens. Parckdesign 2012 named 
GARDEN was dedicated to installations by international and Belgian artists in the wastelands of the 
Anderlecht canal area. Parckdesign 2014, curated by the office Alive Architecture privileges design as 
process of engagement with local and regional actors to co- produce and maintain the PARCKFARM, a 
temporary use as a first chapter of the park Tour & Taxis that was considered as a test. During the festival 
period, I developed a project on the sound environment of the old railfield and its surroundings. I used the 
regional plan for the development of a Brussels green socio- recreative network as a framework for the 
analysis and definition of the post- industrial change of the sound environment. The design festival ended 
with a conference at the end of september '14 where the first results of my research were presented. In 
2015 PARCKFARM Tour & Taxis is developing its own dynamic beyond the temporary use of Parckdesign 
2014. Via ongoing research into the transforming sound environment, I participate in the afterlife of the 
festival. 

5.2  Approach 

Both areas are crossed by a canal and both find themselves in the midst of a post- industrial transition 
process. My research projects began with an exploration of the planning context and the appropriation of 
public space along the canal by inhabitants and visitors. For each project I selected a type of 
appropriation possible affected by the transformation of the area. For the project in Hasselt – Genk, I 
chose the car driver. In 2014 Ford closed its Genk Factory located along the Albert Canal. In Brussels I 
work with disadvantaged young people who hang out in the public space and the wastelands of of an old 
railfield in their neighborhood. The majority of the youngsters are boys many of which are searching for a 
job in the car industry because of their educational background. Given the interdisciplinary context of the 
project, for the project in Genk I decided to work on the design a cartography of a sonic ride through the 
landscape, a tool that can be used for the exploration of techno spatiality in the area. In Brussels I 
focused on the dialogue and the use of technology in situ, at locations where disadvantaged youth often 
meet.   

5.3  Results  

Atelier de Stad (June – October 2014) 

For the project in Hasselt – Genk I drew a route along existing and future roads in the canal area. By 
driving and walking trough the landscape together with sound designers and inhabitants I explored the 
sonic instrumentarium of the canal zone. I focused on the relationship between man and the automobile 
driving through the industrial landscape. Based on the results of these observations I designed a map for 
a sonic exploration of car driving in the area today and in the future (fig.1). The printed map consists of a 
listing of elements of techno spatiality, a choreography through the landscape, and a visualization of 
possible sonic experiences in the area. The map has been presented at the closing expo of the project. 
Visitors received a copy to take home. 

 84

SESSION 4 -   Experiential technology to trigger social interaction 



 

Fig.1. A visualization of Possible Sonic Experiences in Hasselt Genk 

Parck Design (May – September 2014) 

In Brussels I worked with local youth on a collective interpreting and dismantling of the sonic 
experience of a landscape in transformation. The collaboration with these young people growing up in 
disadvantaged conditions is based on a relationship of trust that I have built over the past few years 
with them. A cartography of their use of public space and wastelands in the area was the starting point 
for a range of field recording sessions in the area. Each session consisted of an introduction to the 
larger project, the method of field recording, sonic spatiality and the use of recording devices. A 
printed version of the cartography supported the conversations about sonic experiences (fig 2). During 
the sessions, we discussed about their relationship with the sound environment around them, the 
music they listen to, their use of public space, their knowledge about technology and their experience 
of the rapidly changing landscape. A dozen of young people took part in the field recording. The other 
youngsters agreed with recording close to them. The young participants responded positively to the 
effects of amplified listening. In several sessions the enthusiasm of the participants blocked a further 
exploration of their listening experiences in the area.  
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Fig 2. A cartography of the use of public space and wastelands in the area by local youth 

During several sessions with Brussels youngsters, various sonic experiences of the transforming rail 
field have been recorded by walking, driving, hanging, biking, playing and other forms of experimenting 
in the public space and wastelands of their neighborhood. Different youngsters recorded different 
spatial materials of the sound environment such as sounds from a distance, indoor acoustics, moving 
sounds, etc. Also various types of rhythms have been recorded. Mechanically produced rhythms have 
a dominant presence in the recordings. In daily life these young people devote little attention to the 
continuous low frequency vibration generated by traffic. Rhythm was recorded while walking, playing a 
football match or listening to a metro or train passing through the landscape. Kicks are produced in the 
action, when they interact with each other, an object, the material or the ground or the infrastructure. 
More tonal material comes from interactions with the surface, the play of nature in the landscape. 
These tonal materials serve as a substrate for the harsh, repetitive and rhythm- structuring mechanical 
sounds running through it. Finally, much attention is given to the use of music in public space and the 
ability to influence an environment in that way.  

A selection of different recordings was added to the project map 'Recording Railfields in 
Metamorphoses' in the radio aporee ::: maps project (http://aporee.org/maps/work/projects.php?
project=bxlrailfields). The collaboration with this platform allowed a presentation of the first results, a 
reactivated listening session and a first social media sharing among a group of Brussels youngsters, 
hard to reach for a discussion on the future development of their living environment. The 
reinterpretation and rework of the recorded material using a DAW, happens today, during the afterlife of 
PARCKFARM Tour & Taxis. The presentation of the results through a soundmap on a locative audio 
platform platform like Echoes is scheduled for september 2015. The absence of a larger project for 
youth participation in Parckdesign 2014 necessitated the launch of an additional participation project 
for the youngsters I was working with. Without this larger framework for youth participation it is difficult 
to achieve an active involvement of these young people in a reflection on the sound environment they 
are living in.  

6.  Conclusion  

Detroit Techno and UK avant garde urban electronic music together with the Sonic Ecology of 
Augoyard and Torgue inspired the conceptual and methodological basis of a participatory sonic 
exploration of a post-industrial urban transition in two Belgian canal zones. The music of Cybotron, 
Copeland and Actress has been used as a reference point from which I strayed rather than as 
steadfast frameworks. The way they interpret an urban psychogeography into new sonic experiences 
by constructing a techno spatiality is integrated in a method for a collective dismantling and redefinition 
of rapidly changing areas. Their terminology, principles and sonic elements of their music, allow a 
specific way of interpreting and reworking the sound environment. Their music fostered the exploration 
of spatial characteristics and techno rhythms in the sound environment. Field recording is used as  
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primary method for a collective exploration of the sonic environments today and in the future. In the 
search for a balance between the physicality of the landscape and technological innovation the use of 
digital sounds and effects is proposed. For a presentation and public sharing of the recordings and 
sound walks the use of locative audio platforms is proposed. These tools can support a reactivated 
listening, and hence also a debate and a reflection on the possible futures of sound environments.  

My participation in both artistic projects 'Parckdesign 2014' and 'Het Geluid van Hasselt en Genk', is 
part of an ongoing research, a work in progress. The first results of my research indicate that urban 
electronic music has the potential to contribute to the development of a qualitative approach of sound 
in landscape design, urban design and planning. Further research should give more insight into the 
applicability of a concept as ‘techno spatiality’ in the development of design strategies for landscape 
architectural praxis. My artistic research continues during an A-I-R 2015 June-July residency as part of 
the SoCCoS – project and trough participation in the afterlife of PARCKFARM Tour & Taxis.  
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Abstract 

The Curated Routes project reflects on the visiting routes’ ability to make apparent the internal 
characteristics of urban environments. The project’s name allude to the intellectual function of curation 
and the materiality of routes. Curate deals with the practice of arranging material –tangible or intangible- 
in a way that a new understanding of an area is revealed. The word routes refers to the linear 
associations that link places and guide movement. The Curated Routes aim to reinforce the 
development of bonding ties between people and urban environments by re-constructing the way we 
visit and explore a place.  

The overall goal of the project is to outline the conceptual guidelines of a visitors’ guide that could later 
be used for the development of the informatics model. The project follows the methodology that the 
context-aware routes apply, though particular attention is paid to the second phase of the process 
where an innovative approach is applied. The introduction of the “chronotope” filters enables us to 
“knit” the terrestrial route to a range of informative storylines, and hence to develop different 
interpretations of an urban environment. 

Keywords: travel guide, visiting route, urban environment 

1.  Introduction 

Along itineraries the conditions of the urban environments are made apparent as routes permit us to 
examine the very ordinary practices of living and consuming space. Itineraries were the fundamental 
condition for the apprehension of geographical space (De Certau, 1984, p.120). The first explorative 
journeys’ descriptions (e.g. logbooks) were an integral part of the geographical map. Through time the link 
between the two practices got lost (Ingold, 2007, pp.72-103 and 152-170). Today the literary and spatial 
representations of urban environments form the detached fields of literature, geography and urban design. 
In the urban design discipline the need to “read” the city led to the rationalization of space through the 
creation of “panorama” city maps. These design tools reinforced the apprehension of space in a bird’s 
eye-view perspective to the detriment of the pedestrian’s eye-view (Resina, 2003, pp.5-7).  

So far, routes have been applied by academics and professionals in two different ways: as a descriptive-
narrative medium to make apparent the internal characteristics of a place, and as a design concept to 
guide the creation of new terrestrial developments. The former approach is used in tourist itineraries and 
museum guides, while the latter applies in architectural and planning projects such as promenades, linear 
parks or infrastructure networks. This paper will elaborate on the first part of the equation, thus on the 
mechanisms that routes apply in order to reveal the character of a place.  

The last decade, due to the rapid development of geographic information systems (GIS) and spatial 
databases (Huan et al., 2014), a dramatic expansion in the number of electronic tourist guides has been 
occurred. The electronic tourist guides propose to travelers itineraries in urban environments that fit to their 
interests. Despite the important research progress which has been made in geo-informatics aspect on  
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the way urban environments are organized and perceived along a visiting route, in spatial design aspect 
the issue remains mostly unexplored. 

To present a better view of the relation between the physical form of urban environments and the ordering 
of knowledge along a route we draw an analogy to the space of a museum. The visitors of a museum 
while moving through the exhibition spaces, familiarize themselves not only with the exhibits, but also with 
a world of “second order”. With the term “second order” we mean the curatorial storyline that frames what 
we see and encounter (Sheller and Urry, 2004). This implementation does not aim to drift visitors away 
from reality. Instead it facilitates and enriches the interpretation of space.  

The project’s name Curated Routes allude to the intellectual function of curation and the materiality of 
routes. Etymologically, curate [Latin curare] means take care. Today specialists curate heritage collections 
mainly on an interpretational level and less on a conservation point of you. In this frame the verb curate 
refers to the practice of arranging material –tangible or intangible- in a way that a new understanding of 
the world is revealed. The word routes refers to the linear associations that link places and guide 
movement. Therefore, Curated Routes aim by re-ordering the way we visit a place to reinforce the 
development of bonding ties between people and urban environments. 

The remainder of the paper will be organized as follows. The theoretical framework of the research project 
is summarized in Section 2. The state-of-the-art, namely the different types of visiting routes that are 
currently available to visitors, is explored in Section 3. In Section 4 the Curated Routes application is 
described. The objectives and the applied methodology are respectively presented. The paper concludes 
with remarks and recommendations for future studies in Section 5.  

2.  Theoretical framework 

The man-space relationship was throughout explored in the 1960s as a reaction to modern planning 
recipes (Figure 1). Kevin Lynch (1962) was the first to formulate a rigid theory around the environmental 
image and the legibility of space by observing the physical values of the cities along routes of movement. 
De Certeau (1984, pp.91-110, 115-130) is considered the most influential forerunner supporting that 
social practices like walking form the sense of individuals about an area.  Walking has been also used as 
a method to investigate the conditions of urban areas which demand further comprehension, and thus 
they often remain in the margins of urban masterplans. It is not by chance the Situationists in the 1950s 
have employed the dérive to investigate the habitual patterns and tenses that were developed in districts-
in-transition in the core of Paris (McDonough, 2002, p.224). In the 1990s the research group Stalker re-
conceptualized the dérive under the new term transurbance. Since then Stalker have been using critical 
walking as a means of mapping the unique spatial and social conditions of the outskirts of several 
European cities. Although dérive and transurbance were initially conceived to assist designers on the 
production of new building environments, they were both seated uncomfortably with the air of rigor they 
wished to project (Sadler, 1998, p.157). Nevertheless the revolutionary approaches of Situationists and 
Stalker have underlined the importance and potentials of conducting research on the perception of urban 
environments along routes. 

Figure 1: Chronological distribution of influential theories and designs about experiential space. 
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Closer to our times several architects and urban designers have been reflecting on the way urban 
environments are conceived by the designers and perceived by the users. Francesco Careri (2002, p.
26), the founder of the Stalker group, states: “Walking is useful for architecture as a cognitive and design 
tool, as a means of recognizing a geography in the chaos of the peripheries, and as a means through 
which to invent new ways to intervene in public metropolitan spaces, to investigate them and make them 
visible”. Steven Holl (2007, p.48) points out that although people and architects believe that they 
understand the city as a “whole”, our terrestrial experience manifests that we understand places through 
fragmented and incomplete perspective views. Instead of looking for a fixed image, Bernard Tschumi 
(1994, p.9) argues that the city becomes interesting only when place, movement and events meet each 
other. Both Tschumi and the Dutch architect Raoul Bunschoten (2000) turn to routes and 
cinematographic techniques to apprehend the way building environments are organised. 

3. State of the art 

The potentials that the market offers for the development of a new travel guide application are revealed 
through a state-of-the-art study. So far, tourism, informatics and heritage management have recruited 
different types of visiting routes to describe the attributes of environments.  In our survey we took into 
account visiting routes which were developed in both paper and electronic form. First, the routes were 
listed and then they were classified based on their typology (Table 1). 

Table 1. Typologies of visiting routes and performance details. 

- Generic routes: In the first category we have classified itineraries that satisfy the interests of the majority 
(Cheverst et al., 2000). The most guidebooks and offices of tourism suggest generalized routes which 
simply interconnect the Points of Interest (PoIs) of an area. Thematic routes are proposed only by a few 
travel guides; for instance Michelin maps propose scenic roads in areas with natural beauty and Lonely 
Planet guides introduce routes that assist travelers to acknowledge better a location, namely classic 
routes, the essentials, roads less travelled and tailored trips. 

            
- Personalized routes: The second category refers to visiting routes that take user context into account. 

Personalized Electronic Tourist guides (PET) develop itineraries that interconnect the PoIs of an area to 
the travelers’ interests (Hale and Schnädelbach, 2009; Le Berre, 2013; Ikkala et al., 2014). Existing 
applications of this kind are the City Trip Planner (Souffriau, 2010), CT-Planner (Kurata, 2010), My Visit 
Planner (Refanidis et al., 2014), Photo2Trip (Lu et al., 2010), SuperHub (Alvarez-Napagao, 2014) and 
TripBuilder (Brilhante and Nardini, 2013). Although these applications are innovative in geo-informatics 
aspect, they often fail to offer a meaningful sequential relation to the entire route as each PoI is 
interpreted independently from another. 

Another popular activity among travelers is strolling in museums and galleries. These cultural environments 
assist visitors to “grasp” the historical and cultural identity of a city. In museums and cultural parks guided  
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Typology Origin Factors taken into account
Generic routes Guidebooks Points of Interest

Offices of Tourism
Personalized routes Personalized electronic tourist guides Points of Interest 

Journey’s restrictions
Traveler’s interests

Guided routes Curator Narration 
Electronic museum guides Visitor’s interests
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tours are performed by curators or electronic applications. It is in those areas that we meet a third type of 
visiting routes the “guided routes”. 

- Guided routes: A third type of itineraries includes visiting routes that provide guidance to visitors of 
museums, galleries and open-air sculpture parks. First the visitor selects the attributes he/she is 
interested in (historical period, art movements, area, style, material, etc.) and then the guide, or the 
electronic system, proposes to him/her the appropriate visiting route. Existing similar applications are 
the Hermes (Spence, 2005), Hippie (Oppermann, 1999) and HyperAudio (Petrelli, 2005). 

4.  The Curated Routes application 

Justification 
The paper elaborates on the development of a visitors’ guide application which aims to empower the 
interaction between urban environments and individuals. In the state-of-the-art analysis three types of 
visiting routes have been presented: the generic routes, the personalized routes and the guided routes. 
The Curated Routes application presents an alternative to the abovementioned routes by introducing 
itineraries with a sequential storyline and scenography. The itineraries that we develop derive from the 
dynamic synthesis of two existing types: the personalized and the guided routes. 
In the Curated Routes the visitors could find their personal PoIs set out on a route with a sequential 
storyline and scenography. The sequential storyline works as a connecting “thread” that assists the users 
to understand the meaning of a place. To better illustrate the technique that we use, we draw an analogy 
between the sequential storyline and the syntax of a sentence: A solely group of words presents 
fragmented information. It is only when we combine these words in a sentence under a syntax, that the 
meaning is revealed. Accordingly, the meaning of a route is revealed when a sequential storyline is linked 
to the visual stimulus of the landscape.  

The overall goal of the Curated Routes project is to outline the conceptual guidelines of a visitors’ guide 
that could later be used for the development of the informatics model. Eventually the Curated Routes 
informatics model could be accessible on desktop or hand-held devices (tablets and smartphones).The 
routes could be equally developed by other means such as human guides and guided books. However, 
at the latter occasion the person in charge should perform some additional calculations to “tailor” the 
itinerary to the needs of the group (e.g. visit duration, opening hours, departure and arrival points). 

Application’s methodology 
The methodology and means used for the development of the Curated Routes prototype are clarified in 
the following lines. Three consecutive phases are required to develop a Curated Route. Particular 
attention is paid to the second phase where an innovative process is employed.  

The methodology that we apply for the design of the visiting routes is aligned to contemporary discourses 
in museology, history and archeology (e.g. Everyday Urbanism, New Museology, Post-processual 
Archaeology, Hermeneutics). These discourses highlight the importance of presenting the context around 
an object; artworks, monuments or even landscapes could be conceived as objects.. Therefore, the 
Curated Routes are required to “knit” two types of routes: the terrestrial route and the figurative route of an 
informative storyline. Consequently, the project asks for a methodology which would be able to correlate 
hard and soft data of urban environments (Cook, 1999; Raxworthy and Blood, 2004; Tangires, 2008). 
The hard data refer to the spatial characteristics of a location (topography, morphology of the building 
environment, infrastructure networks, etc.), while the intellectual qualities of an area (affective charges, 
socio-cultural narrations, remembrances, etc.) constitute soft data.  

The electronic tourist guides are part of greater category of routes which are stated in the bibliography as 
context-aware routes. The context-aware routes have developed an effective methodology that allows  
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them to relate different data sets. In majority, context-aware routes use three consecutive steps to develop 
a tailored route: Content Selection, Route Generation and Adaptation (Garcia et al, 2010; Kabassi, 2010; 
Huan, 2014).  The system re-calculates the route in real-time by importing parameters in an advanced 
routing algorithm (Souffriau, 2010; Refanidis et al., 2014).  At the end of the process the graph of the 
desired route is developed. Our project follows in general terms the methodological process of the 
context-aware routes besides a differentiation on the second phase.  

In the next paragraphs the three methodological phases will be presented. In each step we will identify the 
objectives, the means used, and how the steps lead to the creation of the visiting route in continuity to 
each other. 

I	 Content Selection 

The design of a Curated Route starts with the development of a list of PoIs in the proximity of the visitors’ 
departure and arrival points. GIS and GPS systems collect the spatial coordinates of the PoIs and position 
them over a map. Parallel to the PoI’s process, the profile of the visitor is edited with the aid of a 
questionnaire. Information about the PoIs could be collected through different sources: public databases 
(OpenStreetMap, Google Places), social networks (Facebook Places), and feedback information of 
previous users (Tripadvisor, Flickr). Conventional applications such as City Trip Planner and My Visit 
Planner use existing databases -public or social- while more interactive applications such as TripBuilder 
and CT-Planner relate the PoIs of previous users to the itineraries of new ones.  

II	 Curation & Route Generation  

As the second step of the PET’s process, the system loads the data. It correlates the PoIs’ data (location, 
opening hours, ticket’s price, etc.) to the user’s profile to form a list with the desired places for visiting. 
Based on this evaluation the desired routes are generated. At this step three important methodological 
questions are raised:  

- Are the GPS coordinates and time restrictions the only parameters in real life that define the visitor’s 
preference on a route?  

- To what extent do the “desired” nodes (in our case PoIs) form as well “desired” paths?  
- And after all, which is the real expectation out of a visiting route? Is it the consecutive visit of interesting 

PoIs or an overall interesting route? 

These remarks have led us to differentiate the second step that the Curated Routes application follows, to 
the one developed by the context-aware routes. In our research, we support that urban environments are 
not blank pages with abstract spatial coordinates but rather charged places filled with meaning. The aim 
to emphasize the journey instead of the PoIs led us to add a curated function into the Route Generation 
step with the introduction of the chronotope filters. To present a better view on the curation function, we 
draw an analogy between the urban environment and the space of a museum. The museum visitors, 
while moving in the exhibition spaces, they not only familiarize themselves with the exhibits, but also with a 
world of “second order”. By the term “second order” we mean the exhibition’s spatial and conceptual 
design that frames what we see and encounter (Sheller and Urry, 2004). This curatorial approach does 
not intent to drift visitors away from the reality; instead it facilitates and enriches the interpretation of place. 
By selecting the chronotope filter that best expresses his/her mood and interests, the visitor would be 
able to experience different narrations, and thus develop distinct bonding ties with the urban environments 
he/she traverses (Figure 2). In the following paragraphs the role and function of the chronotope filters is 
explained. 
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Figure 2: Urban environments in the form of palimpsest, namely a layered parchment consisting of fragments of stories with 
none of them legible in isolation or completeness. 

Most of the professional training and thinking that architects and urban designers apply is strictly three-
dimensional. In reality though the city is four-dimensional, and one needs to acknowledge the influence of 
time to the perception of a place (Bishop and Williams, 2012). Bakhtin’s theory of the literary chronotope  

(Keunen, 2011; Verraest and Keunen, 2012) allows researchers to analyze urban space from an 
ephemeral and perceptive point of view. Chronotopes examine the association of time [Greek χρόνος] to 
the images of places [Greek τόπος] people construct in mind (Figure 3). Examples of possible 
chronotope filters could be: dramatic (important historical events, emotions); idyllic (romantic, wellness, 
happy end); postmodern (eclectic, without a real beginning nor end); mnemonic (heroic events, 
consciousness, respect). 

At this phase a methodological innovation was presented. The introduction of the chronotope filters to the 
design of visiting routes enables to “reconstruct” the way people explore a place. The different narrations 
that derive from the correlation of the chronotope filters to the PoIs reveal the dynamic nature of urban 
landscapes.  

Figure 3: The “image” of a place that we construct in mind along a visiting route differs significantly from person to person. 
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III	 Adaptation 
 

 At the last step of the application’s process the user would be able to change specific attributes of the 
visiting route (e.g. remove visiting points, select different filters, alter his/her departure and arrival points) to 
better fit his/her own restrictions  

Application’s evaluation 
The effectiveness of the Curated Routes application could be measured by conducting comparative 
research between the curated itineraries and existing visiting routes. Two different projects could provide 
us with platforms to publish and evaluate our routes: the RouteYou website and the research project 
“Mobiele Gidsen: Towards a Sustainable Mobile Tourist Guide” developed by iMinds and Thomas More. 
In the former case the routes will be published online at the RouteYou platform, while in the latter the 
routes will be distributed among the stakeholders of the project. After a six-month period we could 
proceed on the examination of the Curated Routes based on the statistics that will be exported from 
google analytics and the users’ reviews. 

5.  Conclusions 

The paper explores the conceptual design of a visitors’ guide application. Previous accounts on visitors’ 
guides were focused more on the geo-informatics aspect and the preferences of the visitors whereas we 
attempt to stretch the spatial design aspect. However preliminary, this study may offer some valuable 
insight into the design mechanisms that facilitate the apprehension and enjoyment of urban environments 
along visiting routes.  

The project was driven on the conviction that the majority of the existing visiting routes propose the 
consecutive visit of interesting nodes (Points of Interest) but not overall interesting routes. Although these 
guides are innovative in geo-informatics aspect, they often fail to offer a meaningful sequential relation to 
the entire route as each PoI is interpreted independently from another. To overcome this limitation we 
proposed a methodology which is drawing upon the dynamic synthesis of two types of routes: the 
personalized routes -which are developed by the PET applications- and the guided routes –which are 
performed in museums by curators or electronic guides-. In Table 2, we indicate the different processes 
that the Curated Routes follow and how they lead to the achievement of our goals in continuity to each 
other. 

Table 2: The processes the Curated Routes follow and their characteristics. 

An innovative approach is presented in the applied process with the introduction of the “literary 
chronotope” theory. The chronotope theory assist us to reflect on the ephemeral dimension of the visiting 
experience, thus the visitors’ mood, and the associated parameter of time [chronos]. The implementation 
of the chronotope filters enables to “knit” a terrestrial route to several informative storylines, and hence to  
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develop different interpretations of an urban environment. As the research is on exploratory level, we are 
unable to determine at this stage if and to what degree the Curated Routes would be effective in  
 
comparison to the conventional visiting routes.  In overall though we believe that the presented 
methodology points towards an interesting direction for their evolvement.  

In general the paper reflects on the design of the Curated Routes’ conceptual model which could later be 
used for the development of an informatics model. Thus working with specialists in the field of informatics 
will be an important future step. This phase will most probably require to proceed on the exploration of 
particular case studies. It would be interesting to investigate for the selected locations the available data, 
as these will determine the function of the chronotope filters.  

In the present study we intentionally used the terms travelers and visitors instead of tourists, and the 
phrase visiting routes in the place of tourist routes. Our belief is that tourists and locals do not adopt 
different behavioral patterns in terms of exploring an urban environment. Thereafter an application of this 
kind could be beneficial for a diverse group of users. Visitors are permanent or short term migrants, 
mobile professionals, students and jobseekers (Maitland, 2013). Consequently, leisure tourism is just one 
of the different mobilities that bring people to cities. In this paper we investigated the performance of 
Curated Routes in the visitor’s guide context, but we believe that other fields can benefit as well from this 
conceptual framework such as the organization of cultural events and the design of urban space. 
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Abstract  

This paper documents and reflects on the design activism experiences and main modus operandi tactics 
and strategies of 100En1Día (100In1Day) a global, decentralized, citizen-driven, participatory platform. 
The movement aims at creating a supportive space for people (citizens) to collectively realize 100 urban 
interventions in the public space of a city on a single day.  

Keywords: design activism, social movements and urban interventions 

1. Introduction       

In his analysis of the development of the design disciplines, designer and theorist Klaus Krippendorff has 
made the argument that the types of problems that concern design; have followed a historical trajectory in 
which the design of “products” has morphed in recent decades into the design of increasingly language-
like, communicative, and social artefacts (Krippendorff, 1997). These later type of “projects” can indeed 
be approach as designed artefacts, however they are far from the conventional problem/material 
propositions that designers used to be accustomed to deal with. These new types of initiatives are 
entrenched at collective levels, working out from concepts such as experience, interaction, or 
opportunities all the way to a more abstract discourse level, which is the last category in the trajectory 
described by Krippendorff in his analysis (1997, 2006).  
In this paper we are taking as a starting point the observations provided by Krippendorff to document and 
reflect on the experiences of one such contemporary discursive context for design action. Our intention is 
to make visible some concrete practices of design activism (Julier 2015) that cover a spectrum of 
Krippendorf´s trajectory; and in doing so, consider some factors that are relevant to understand the 
possible contributions and limitations of such practices.  

Figure 1. (1) Street art in a bridge in Valparaiso 2014 (2) Cleaning together a water channel in a pedestrian street in Bogotá 2012 

Our case study is 100En1Día (from now on referred to as 100In1Day) a decentralized, citizen-driven, 
participatory platform that aims at creating a supportive space for people (citizens) to collectively realize 
100 urban interventions in the public space of a city on a single day (https://www.facebook.com/ 
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100en1diaBogota)(Grajales Ramírez et al. 2014). The interventions that compromise a 100In1Day event 
are usually ephemeral, lasting for a couple of hours or the whole day/night. They range from street art 
interventions in public infrastructure like bridges to public space cleaning brigades (See Figure 1). The first 
ever 100In1Day took place in Bogotá, Colombia, in May 2012 and has since then evolved from being a 
local project towards a global citizens’ movement. So far citizens in 24 different cities around the globe 
have organized their own versions of the event (as of 30.04.2015) and contributed with a myriad of ideas 
for making cities more responsive (see Figure 2).  

   Figure 2. (1) Creating a pedestrian crossing in Bogotá 2013 (2) Public performance in Geneva 2014 

Over the past years the first author of this paper has been both an active citizen and participant designer 
in all the Bogotá’s100in1Days. Our reflections and observations in this paper steam from that experience, 
from a review of some key design documents produced by 100In1Day base team, and from interviews 
and conversations with base members of the movement and other citizens involved (mostly in Bogotá). In 
what follows we will briefly document part of the story of the initiative to provide context for the ideas that 
originated it and move it forward. We will continue by presenting and analysing some of its main modus 
operandi tactics and strategies, and we will close with a reflection on the conditions of possibility and 
futures of the initiative. 

2.  From idea to project:      

The idea for holding a 100In1Day event initially grew up from a loose partnership between a group of 
design students from Arhus (DK) and a group of design students and teachers from Bogotá (COL)1  who 
had been working already around civic urban issues. The initiators wanted to explore the possibilities of 
doing interventions in the city to raise awareness and involve citizens in concrete city appropriation 
actions. At that point they framed their objective as to “engage the citizens of Bogotá to work around the 
concept of active citizenship” (100En1Dia a). The initial aim was to create 6 engaging public urban 
interventions. During conversations someone suggested they might as well make a 100, and it all roll from 
there. The goal to reach 100 interventions was not meant to be normative, but to suggest and ambitious 
goal, a big enough number that could generate visibility and critical mass in an otherwise dense and  

impersonal urban environment, like the one of Bogotá. The fact that the idea is born out of from 
experiencing a city like Bogotá is not just a casual anecdote. 
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1 The project was conceived from the beginning as independent and open, through collaboration between students and 
teachers from Universidad Jorge Tadeo Lozano, at the Industrial Design Program, loosely grouped around a collective called 
“Acciones Urbanas” and the Team 17 of KaosPilots, School of New Business Design & Social Innovation. They soon gather the 
support of many other design (graphic and industrial) professionals and students from other Universities like Universidad 
Javeriana, Universidad Autónoma, Universidad Nacional de Colombia and Universidad El Bosque. Along the way other people 
with different backgrounds have joined, including: Law, Architecture, Engineering, Communication, Social science and 
Psychology to mention but a few.



 
2.1 In the beginning there was Bogotá     

Bogotá D.C. is a metropolis of approximately seven million inhabitants and the capital city of a country 
with a very complex internal conflict. The city is both a vibrant economic and cultural center, as well as the 
recipient of internal displacement forces that generate complex dynamics of inequality, security, belonging 
and mobility. Studies of Bogotá have presented it both as 1) a model for interesting development of 
conviviality and urban renewal (Bogotá won the Golden Lion at the Venice Biennale of 2006) and 2) 
representative of contemporary urban dilemmas and acute conflicts (Bogotá was rated the worst Latin-
American city to live in by The Economist in 2009) 
The urban transformation of the last decades in Bogotá is the result of various socio-political processes 
that are out of the scope of this paper. However it is important to note that they include aspects such as 
a neoliberal reform of the state, important changes in the urbanistic culture as well as the specific focus of 
the local development plans of at least three mayors of the city: Antanas Mockus - with a focus on 
development of civic culture - , Enrique Peñalosa - with focus on development of grand public 
infrastructures - and Luis E. Garzón - with a focus on improving social cohesion- (Cifuentes Quin & Tixier 
2012). To some extent, those developments have made up for a more inclusive city despite the 
corruption scandals associated with subsequent administrations, however, according the analysis of 
some researchers, the urban transformation of the city has been mostly an exercise in top-down expert-
driven “progress”. A process that in this case has been mostly geared towards increasing the productivity 
and competitiveness of the private sector, to be able to market Bogotá to foreign investment (Brand & 
Prada 2003, Cifuentes Quin & Tixier 2012); with little if no focus on the everyday complex experience of 
its citizens. This has had a negative effect in the quality of civic participation. Some have warned that in 
Bogotá “it is the (messianic, educated, and omnipotent) administrators who resolve people’s problems 
while the citizens are expected to simply obey” (Viviescas, 2001). 100in1Day perhaps will also add that 
citizens have been not only expected to simply obey, they also got both comfortably used to that, with 
few pockets focusing on being quietly upset.  
Bogotá has seen brief moments of civic renewal, for example with the strong emphasis on pedagogical 
actions to develop a civic culture in the Mockus administration (Sanchez & Castro 2009) which where 
later abandoned. At the ground level, concerned citizens talked much about the crisis of civic an urban 
culture in the city. The many scandals of corruption in subsequent administrations and the ambivalent 
results of the urban regenerations plans of the city, with echoes of top-down reform, have placed for long 
barriers to what it was thought possible to do by citizens.  We think is accurate to say that when the first 
100In1Day was planned, there was a sense of urgency to make concrete the vision for a city - a place - 
in which citizen participation could also be mediated, not by party politics, but more by everyday bottom 
up actions (See Figure 3). Actions that could connect people and potentially transform them. From that 
perspective Bogotá seems like an obvious and excellent location to experiment with other alternative 
ways of influencing change beyond what is seen as traditional “traditional politics”.  

Figure 3. (1) A slide asks: What do you do daily to improve Bogotá? (2) Reclaiming parking space for pedestrians Bogotá 2014 

The first incarnation of the event in 2012 was a success; the original team was able to engage an 
important group of volunteers with no political affiliation, that where able to co-design and coproduced in  
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a matter of weeks more than 250 urban interventions all around the city.  The interventions themselves 
engaged even a wider amount of citizens at least for a day. The festive character of the event and the 
fresh character of some of the proposals gathered also the attention of some of the local media and the 
collective imagination of few social media pockets. As a project, if 100In1Day was sparking attention from 
citizens in a place like Bogotá, then it followed that -most likely- the idea had the potential to turn into a 
movement at other different places and scales. Invitations to speak and present the idea in other venues 
soon started to come (see e.g.: Cristiam Sabogal at TEDx Pasto)2  and the same year two other 
Colombian cities (Pasto and Pamplona) organized their own versions of the event, with the help of the 
local Bogotá organizers.  By 2013 other cities around Latin America manifested interest, and made their 
events, and even places as far as Copenhagen and Johannesburg (which hold some ties with members 
of the original team) held their own 100In1Days. 

3.  Performing a movement: between centralization, self-organization and choreography.      

With growing national and international interest, the idea soon started to migrate from a project towards a 
movement, foregrounding longer time frame concerns. There was a need to the set up of at least a loose 
organization (a base team), the creation of some resources to share (a visual image manual, workshop 
guidelines, shared website, etc.) and the honing of design skills towards discursive modes of practice (ala 
Krippendorff) to be applied to other areas of the project. How thus a 'one-day event' attempts to sustain 
itself over a longer period of time? What are the strategies or tactics involved in the shift from ephemeral 
to ongoing? In many ways 100In1Day is still a very young movement, and therefore it is hard to pinpoint 
whether becoming a sustainable movement of “ephemeral repetitions” has been or will ever be achieved. 
A complete explanation is still a moving target, one that anyway has manage to repeat itself 24 times 
around the globe in places as far to each other as Bogotá, Halifax, Santiago, Kaluga, Vancouver or 
Milano. There is by now a certain repertoire of resources and practices, a modus operandi, that hints at 
the contours of some of those discursive practices that Krippendorff calls for designers to articulate more 
clearly. In the following we try to sketch some of the ones we have identified, most of the issues are 
representative of the practices in Bogotá, as is the one we have follow more closely, but certainly they 
also apply more widely as the base team continues to coordinate the movement from there. 

  Figure 4. (1) Refining the intervention idea during a preliminary workshop in Blumenau 2015 (2) The big day approaches in 
Bogota, a local base team member reminds participants of the purpose of the day. 2014 

100In1Day is based on a simple idea; people can come together for a day to realize 100 or more urban 
interventions to affect positively the city. On a basic level, an intervention is about generating a disruption 
to usual norms for being in the city, one that is introduced and staged creatively and ephemerally. It  
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2 100en1díaBogotá. 2012- Pensar en grande (In Spanish). Available at : https://www.youtube.com/watch 
   v=nrMJPkfEeLw&feature=youtube_gdata_player



address a preoccupation brought by those that set up the intervention, and aims to raise awareness and 
involvement of fellow citizens. The movement proposes that it is possible to intervene locally, to affect 
positively the quality of life of the city and its public spaces. The inherent “positive” aspect expected from 
the interventions is something that gets stirred during a preparatory process (See Figure 4). A process 
that should generate discussion about what is relevant to address, and through which means, on the 
basis that there are citizens duties to be exercised by the people themselves; and not by political or state 
action, which activists deem in some cases as inefficient.  
Interventions are to be documented and made visible to grow a wide catalogue of everyday actions 
that can inspire further conversations, among citizens and hopefully in the city administration as well. 
Social media platforms here play an important role as it is the main channel by which the base organizing 
teams collect information about the interventions and their results. Shared hashtags for Twitter and 
Instagram, Facebook groups and Youtube or Vimeo channels are some of the building blocks used to 
both spread the world and document the interventions. 

Figure 5. (1-2) Visual image adapted locally to Tĳuana (MEX) and Toronto (CAN) (3) Visual image used to demarcate an 
intervention in Santiago 2014 (CHI)  

The underlying assumption made by the base team is that to generate interventions that self-organize 
during the actual day of the event, a shared vision amongst the critical mass must emerge before. Their 
materials present 100In1Day as a way of doing urban interventions that involves at least 3 phases:  The 
discovery and participation phase, where ideas slowly turn into interventions through workshops and a 
program for the day emerges; The acting phase, the actual big day where the interventions take the 
streets of the city and the actual action is performed in public; and finally the dreaming phase, where the 
collective experience should be collected and hopefully plans for the future made. Through this process 
base teams in locations far from Bogotá and active citizens planning the interventions are gently directed 
to build momentum. To support this there is a set of slides (100en1Dia a) with a detailed description of 
the phases and examples (images) of the concrete activities that they entail, as they have been made in  

previous iterations in different locations. This document is updated regularly and serves as a “how to 
manual” for new locations, however this is not publicly available. The visual image manual (100en1Dia b) 
and the trailer videos are disseminated more broadly in in social media and can also be seen from the 
perspective of building the right type of momentum, they explain with detail how the movement should be 
presented and the message it tries to convey with concrete illustrations of what is the nature of an 
intervention (See Figure 5).  
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Figure 6. (1) Urban vertical gardening in Bogotá 2013  (2) Happy Day and free hugs in exchange of citizen commitments. 
Bogotá 2014 

100In1Day activists and the base team usually refereed to the stage before the actual day as the most 
important and critical of all. The biggest part of the work happens in this phase, where actual face-to-face 
workshops take place. From the point of view of 100In1Day it seems important to validate the local 
ideas face-to-face and not relay only in asynchronous communication through social media (although at 
the level of coordination it is used). A fundamental reason seem to be a need to keep consistency to what 
counts as a “positive” intervention and help build community and commitment, which are things easier to 
do when strong ties are created.  In the workshops active citizens meet, teams present their ideas for 
interventions, receive support from others to develop them and make teams. The workshops are usually 
facilitated by volunteer designers, who are supposed to introduce to the participants a series of 
approaches ranging from urban derives, brainstorming, rapid prototyping and purpose definition, to help 
them develop their ideas into interventions. Conversely only those that are presented at least once in 
those events made it to the final program of the day released by the organizers  

Because the actual ideas for interventions come from initiatives brought by a diverse set of citizens, it is 
impossible to predict how each particular day will evolve (See Figure 6). It is impossible to assure that 
there will be a good mix of skills in the teams presenting ideas, or that they will find the right motivations, 
even the weather during the event is unpredictable. For those reasons identifying the unknown 
elements is as important as to recognize the known ones. The base team has learned that by spreading 
the preparations in time, and through concrete face-to-face preparatory events; a network might flourish, 
one that deals in more flexible ways with the unknowns. In addition, providing resources (visual image with 
logo, guidelines, documentation, examples of interventions) becomes a way to make visible and reusable 
some of the few “known” things. The place and nature of the interventions are usually documented on an 
online city map with more or less features depending on the resources of the base team of each city. The 
materials collected by hashtags and Facebook groups are usually reviewed and curated by the base 
teams to feed next iterations of the day with interesting ideas. 

The regulation of public space through complicated (and sometimes unnecessary procedures) is a 
growing phenomenon in many cities, and it is certainly so in Bogotá. There is much misinformation as to 
what is legal to do, what can be tolerated and so on. In latter iterations there has been some efforts to 
offer resources and support to ease communication with city authorities or officials during the actual day. 
The base team in Bogotá has started to collect template letters to be used to present the idea to the local 
authorities, not so much as to ask for permission as to inform with a consistent voice of the goals and 
spirit of the day in case there are questions. The consensus gained from experiences in other cities also 
seems to be that it is better to ask for forgiveness than for permission. This is an aspect that has 
also started to take a bigger role in the workshops of the first phase, where seasoned active citizens and 
base teams are coaching new activists in the multiple ways and designs available to address questions 
and demands from the police or other citizens regarding the nature and purpose of the interventions. 
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Figure 7. (1) With her intervention, Mrs. Esperancita pressure the adminsitration to install a traffic light in a dangerous corner. 
Bogotá 2013 (2) Opening party in Bogotá 2013 

Collective action is a complex phenomenon. In most cultures those occasions where a community 
comes together to realize joint efforts, are also framed inside a celebratory environment where joy is key 
and work or knowledge are only a part the equation (think about the role of food and dancing in the 
collective Minga events of pre-Columbian tradition or in the so called “Barn-raising” events of Anglo-Saxon 
tradition). For these reasons ways to celebrate the efforts of everybody are also important part of 
100In1Day (See Figure 7b). In that sense some pre-workshops have celebratory elements, and at a 
minimum it is suggested that the actual day should be closed with a party that brings all involved together 
to enjoy.  

In comparison to other social movements it is fair to say that the modus operandi of 100In1Day is less 
inclined to self-organization or complete centralization, as it is in favour of certain forms of designed 
“choreography”. As we can see from the descriptions of the movement’s loose modus operandi, so far 
not just anybody can perform100In1Day. Enthusiastic citizens in other locations undergo an “informal” 
application process to become base organizers in their locations. The process connects them and makes 
them eligible to receive the information package and support of the base team in Bogotá who wants to 
make sure the goals and messages of the movement are shared –to the extent possible– by all those 
involved. In practice there are however few means to enforce anything. In the same vein at each location 
ideas for interventions are coached in a process that involves workshops for several weeks, before they 
become part of the “program” of the day. In principle anybody can just go to the street and do what they 
want, although that has not happen yet. There are strengths in that approach, and certainly also 
limitations.  

Proof of concept anecdotes have emerged: In Bogotá new traffic lights in dangerous crossings have been 
installed (See Figure 7a) and institutional initiatives to create green walls have emerged, as direct 
consequence of the conversations created by 100In1Day interventions. In Halifax an intervention that 
placed red swings in trees and other urban infrastructure designed to promote the enjoyment of 
underused public spaces through wonder and surprise, stirred interesting conversations when public 
authorities who started questioning the safety of the swings ended up committing to their future 
maintenance and up keeping after public pressure online. 

Nonetheless, in its short history 100In1Day has concentrated more efforts in scaling horizontally the idea 
and less efforts have been made in terms of understanding, documenting and measuring impact in public 
policy in any systematic way. The biggest evidence is mostly anecdotical, the interest and enthusiasm of 
people who believe that small but concrete steps can make a difference, and that keep on returning to 
realize together another version or join having experienced one before. So far 2500 interventions have 
been made under the banner of 100In1Day and approximated 23.000 participants in 24 locations around 
the world have made them possible. The numbers are neither huge nor they are insignificant. 
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Challenges for the future include devising ways to make the contributions at both objective and subjective 
levels visible (measure impact of many types). Increase the level of information and knowledge sharing 
between the sites and developing documentation mechanisms that are not a burden but at the same 
time could be able to increase the sense of critical mass that seems to be needed to stir change. Even 
though every city has an own process and the local ways to engage active citizens differ, a common 
challenge also remain to increase the variety of communities and issues involved. It is becoming obvious 
by looking at the types of most common intervention types that many issues raised are not hugely diverse 
and key themes for urban life are not well represented. The movement would need to expand its reach to 
for example more age groups.  

4. Conclusions       

Looking in hindsight, we can say that the hypothesis proposed by the 1001Day movement is to start 
reversing discourses dominated by top-down approaches, of which Bogotá is an example- by offering a 
platform to choreograph and cross-pollinate local small-scale urban interventions. By having an immediate 
feedback loop and critical mass for a day, citizens might find a concrete instantiation of one of Lefebvre‘s 
main arguments in his ‘the right to the city’: viewing public spaces as the theatre for everyday life changes 
our sense of belonging (1968). Our actions change and refine the city. Just what is to be considered an 
“urban intervention” probably should become much more a central issue that the movement needs to 
raise up. As we state before, on a basic level, an intervention is a disruption to usual norms for being in 
the city (the particular one where the event takes place) that is introduced and staged creatively, with the 
aim of, yes, improve the quality of life of the city like the organizers state. However, It seems to us that the 
next big challenge is to situate ways to start also conversations of what exactly quality of life might means 
and for whom, in such diverse places like cities. For that a more developed and nuanced concept of 
“politics” might need to evolve.  
The demand for participation and the possibilities of achieving complex forms of active citizenship 
requires a certain type of citizen. One that is willing to roll her sleeves up and contribute in conflict, 
deliberation, negotiation, and joy with others, with a particular city context and around an issue. In that 
sense it is important to remember that co-operation is a skill that we also need to constantly practice, as it 
is not necessary a given (Sennett 2012). If movements like 100In1Day allow more citizens the possibility 
to practice such skills, it seems to us it is worth the trouble. Designers can contribute and learn much in 
the process. 
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Abstract 

This paper presents the results of some interventions that we set up, within a process of action-research, 
by staging a public debate to engage villagers and other actors in the spatial transformations of a rural 
village. Haspengouw (Flanders, Belgium) is a region characterized by ‘spontaneous’, incremental and 
ongoing transformations. By intervening in the everyday reality of this village we want to investigate the 
reality of these transformation processes. How do villagers respond on these transformations? Which are 
the places that are used? In rural villages there is a lack of opportunities to participate in a public debate 
to define what is actually at stake in this changing context. What are the issues and challenges upon 
which people are willing to act (collectively)? These questions touch upon a democratic process of 
transforming individual ‘wants’ into collective ‘needs’. With Biesta (2014), villagers do not lack the skills or 
knowledge to participate, but first and foremost lack the opportunity to do so. In Hoepertingen we set up 
a series of interventions as a platform for debate and knowledge exchange, for different groups: villagers, 
counsels and organizations. With a mixture of methods (gametasks, a walk, future pre-enactement) we 
create an opportunity for public debate and as such initiate a process of spatial capacity building. 

Keywords: spatial capacity building, rural villages, action-research 

1.  Introduction   

1.1.  Haspengouw: a rural region characterized by spontaneous transformations  
 
Haspengouw is a region of fruit cultivation in the east of Flanders (Belgium) subjected to a diversity of 
transformation processes: the simultaneous demographic, ecological and economic challenges, 
technological evolutions, governmental changes, etc. Furthermore Haspengouw is characterized by 
small-scaled and individual interventions: a farmer that adds a barn, a low trunk orchard that replaces a 
high trunk orchard, small farms that make room for new detached houses, etc. These transformations are 
not planned or directed by a public authority, but initiated by a diversity of individual actors. As we already 
addressed the diversity of these transformations processes; we can also address their ‘spontaneity’. 
Individual actors build and renovate houses following (inter)national trends and put up hedges and 
automatic garage ports, the village shop and the local bakery close, and ribbon development increases. 
All these transformations have an impact on the spatial, social and scenic characteristics: villages get 
more and more generic and the public domain transforms into a transition zone, villagers get dependent 
on a car or neighbors to get daily groceries, and the typical landscape gets cut into bits.  

The spontaneity or incremental character of these transformations questions how to direct or plan them. 
Whether they are perceived in terms of loss or not, new conditions exist; the social and spatial reality of 
these villages is evolving. How to deal and respond to these new conditions is a challenge for design, for 
planning and policy, but also for public debate. The sum of individual decisions make a difference, but the 
speed of these transformations is just slow enough to digest and not to trigger a protest, resistance or 
debate like an extensive urban renewal project would do. In these villages, the top-down initiated projects 
are of different order in scale and complexity then the urban projects. They are not smaller (think for 
instance on plans for land consolidation), or less complex, rural areas also harbor an increasing number of 
claims, including residence, recreation, forestry and nature conservation, heritage management and other 
non-agricultural activities. However the ‘stakes’ to trigger a public debate, concern or protest are les 
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clear. These projects do not mobilize a clear ‘audience’. Who is interested in these changes, what is their 
impact, what is the agenda? The involvement of other actors is mostly limited within the clear borders of 
juridical procedures linked to structural plans or building codes. An open debate on a long term vision for 
the village is exceptional.  

1.2.  Space: a common resource in everyday life 

If we go beyond the logic of the projects or procedures, we could state that everybody is continuously 
involved in how we deal with our space, that everybody has a stake in how space will transform going 
from common interests and the space itself as a common resource (Loeckx, UN-HABITAT). Space can 
not only be considered from a ‘technical perspective or expertise’, it is as important to integrate to 
understand the transformations in everyday life: what is really happening at the site, the actual use, the 
living together (Soenen, 2006) Places are constantly reused and reclaimed. As Margaret Crawford (1995) 
states, places are constantly rethought, as well as physical as social terrain, from the mind and 
appropriation of inhabitants and users.  

We want to put the question how villagers are interested or involved in their changing and everyday 
environment, at the forefront of the challenge of how to deal with these spontaneous transformations. 
How do villagers respond on these transformations? Which are the places that are used? The character 
and meaning of public space is changed, traditional ‘meeting places’, such as the church and the village 
shop are changing roles. How can or should we intervene in the public space or in the spatial and social 
tissue of meeting places? To further situate the transformations of Haspengouw we will further introduce 
what is happening in one village. 

1.3.  Hoepertingen: a rural village dealing with divers and unclear claims for public space  

Hoepertingen is a growing residential village (with up to 2000 inhabitants) that is hosting different groups 
of newcomers. The diversity of inhabitants is gradually increasing; this is the most mentioned aspect 
when villagers are asked in what way they think the village is changing. The social and spatial fabric of the 
village is mainly changing because there are more inhabitants. Apart from the housing tissue that is 
getting denser, there is an impact on public space. As in all rural villages in Flanders, traditional public 
spaces, such as the church and the village shop, are losing their role as general meeting places. More 
ephemeral places, such as the numerous hiking paths, the graveyard, and the -recently reopened- castle 
park, are taking over the role as collective spaces. Interesting in this transformation is that these 
ephemeral spaces are not always public. At the same time this ‘traditional’ public space is used by other 
groups for collective activities (e.g. a parade for Sikhs), and while playgrounds are underused, open areas 
designated as zones for nature are claimed as an extension of a private garden.  

It is hard to get grip on what is public, what is common, or on how to deal with different claims or 
expectations for one site, towards sites that are underused, where any ownership is lacking. How to deal 
with these transitions or shifts in meaning, role or use of these spaces, is not so much a matter of how to 
plan and steer, but challenges how to come to new forms of use, ownership and management. If we, as 
stated above, go form the assumption that the ‘territory is a common resource’, then in general, commons 
refer to resources accessible to all members of ‘a community’. De Lange and de Waal (2012) define 
commons as communal resources, which are managed by multiple parties, though possible to be 
privately owned. David Harvey (2011) considers the metropolis itself as a common that is continuously 
being produced. Through our daily activities and struggles, we all create something common as a frame 
within which we all can live. While this culturally and creative common cannot be destroyed through use, it 
can be degraded and trivialized through excessive abuse. He continues that the real problem is the failure 
of individualized private property rights to fulfill our common interest in the way they are supposed to do. 
Thus, conditions to come to new commons are entangled in the challenge to come to new forms of 
property, management and use. Harvey’s interpretation of the ‘tragedy of the commons’ as already 
described by Garret Hardin in 1968 brings on the question what type of organization is needed in order to 
manage common goods in a sustainable way, so that also the advantages can benefit the community.  
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In this respect, Dehaene (2013) stresses to discuss how to share common goods without consuming 
them, nor to exclusively appropriate them. He considers this to be relevant in the Belgian urbanization 
model that is strongly focussed upon private ownership.  He argues to come to a shared responsibility for 
external costs and benefits, along with a transition from property rights to user rights. 

2.  Designing a stage for public debate 

The spatial transformations in Haspengouw are spontaneous, ongoing and incremental, and are a 
challenge for policymakers and planners to steer. In the case of Hoepertingen the shifting role of public 
space, the conflicting claims as well as underused spaces, are furthermore a challenge of reformulating 
concepts of ownership, use and management.  

In this paper we will approach these transformations questioning the role for design, firstly by 
understanding what exactly are the spatial issues or questions at stake. We already put the question how 
villagers are interested or involved in their changing and everyday environment? at the forefront of this 
challenge of how to deal with these spontaneous transformations and unclear role of public space. Going 
beyond the logic of the projects or procedures, we thus go from the changing conditions both spatially 
and socially. These transformations are factual, ever ongoing and existent, and require a continuous 
search for new ways and forms of living together, as they pertain to everybody; they are linked to a 
concrete, tangible and daily reality. This democratic starting point needs to be understood as having an 
orientation towards the issues of the public (Biesta, 2014, p. 7).  

2.1.  Participation and the public 

Biesta characterizes the democratic experience in terms of ‘private troubles’ into ‘public issues’. The 
transformation of individual ‘wants’ into collective ‘needs’ is precisely the process in which things are 
being made public, he states. A crisis in democracy should not so much be understood in terms of 
citizens lacking knowledge, skills and dispositions, but first and foremost have to do with a lack of 
opportunity for citizens to enact their citizenship through participation in always open democratic 
experiments.  

Spatial projects should result in a built frame for better living and as such must combine spatial with social 
quality. (Boudry et al., 2003) What we consider this ‘quality’ to be, is subject of a democratic process, 
and consequently marginalizes some other aspirations and needs. Therefore De Bie suggests to no 
longer see participation as a method but as a starting point. (Bouverne-De Bie, 2003). Participation as a 
starting point or an assumption considers participation as an open process in which multiple ways of 
commitment are possible. There is more attention for the different ways of being a participant of everyday 
practices. Sustainable participation originates within everyday practices. Gaining insight in participation 
therefore presupposes gaining insight in these practices. Participation is more than an intervention and 
should be framed within a broad social political debate.  

2.2.  A move towards a problem definition and Action Research 

Participation then arises when frictions between these aspirations and needs can become visible and 
trigger a new public debate (De Bie & De Visscher, 2008). Starting with the sense that different readings 
of one situation are possible, we need to gain insight and knowledge in what these (spatial) 
transformations imply. This knowledge is not pre-structured, or generally available: it asks for a ‘move 
towards a problem definition’. Which is at the core of action research; Roose and De Bie (2014) suggest 
that action research operates as a democratic practice; that is a practice that involves the participation of 
all involved. Such participation needs to emerge from real questions and issues emerging from the 
situation rather than questions formulated by researchers from the outside. This means, that action 
research is not primarily focused on the implementation of solutions but rather on challenging and 
questioning existing interpretations and understanding. This questioning is needed to connect the 
diversity of the interpretation of the same situation, and the contradictions in these interpretations, to the 
practical demand for change.  
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“There is not, on the one hand ‘theory’ which explains things and, on the other hand, practice 
educated by the lessons of theory. There are configurations of sense, knots tying together 
possible perceptions, interpretations, orientations and movements” (Rancière, 2009a, p. 120).  
  

Also Keshavarz and Mazé (2013) refer to Rancière (2004), by stating that the staging of a design process 
involves not only the framing of the problem and the social organization for addressing it, but a realm of 
materiality and sensibility within the design process that may also endure long after. In Hoepertingen we 
set up interventions “to distribute the sensible” (Rancière, 2004) to define and address a problem and 
materialize it (for the durable effect) in the everyday context. The role of design can be considered in 
creating a setting where problems can be identified and defined, rather than designing a solution for a 
specific and predefined problem. By combining aspects of action research and participatory design we 
want to introduce a method which will influence daily practice and thus shape daily reality in a physical 
way as a spatial design attempts to do.  

3.  Spatial capacity building  

We shifted the question of -how to deal with these spontaneous spatial transformations and this changing 
role of public space- towards the understanding of “What exactly are the spatial issues at stake?”. 
Therefore we will look at how villagers are involved in their changing and everyday environment and open 
it up towards a ‘public debate’. With Biesta, villagers do not lack the skills or knowledge to participate but 
first and foremost lack the opportunity to do so. Questioning the role of design in this matter we do want 
to bring a certain capacity in the process. By creating an opportunity to participate in the understanding 
and defining of what is at stake, what is the ‘problem’ or impact of these spatial transformation processes 
in the everyday context 

We initiate a process of spatial capacity building to learn on how different actors relate to spatial issues. 
How they deal with the spatial transformations, threats or challenges. Capacity can be defined as the 
ability to carry out a set of stated objectives. Capacity building then refers to the process of improving the 
ability of a person, group, organization, or institute to meet these objectives (Brown et al., 2001). The 
point of departure is that such a process requires external assistance or incentives, not to direct the 
process towards an end result, but rather to initiate, feed, and/or accelerate it. Capacity building can be 
considered durable when the acquired abilities do not disappear the moment the external input dries up. 
As such, the challenge ‘is not so much to build the capacity of individuals and institutions, but to build the 
capacity to use capacity’ (Peltenburg et al., 2000, p. 371). Given this challenge, the objective is to focus 
on ‘spatial’ capacity building, defined as the process of improving the ability of people to (1) understand 
spatial transformation processes taking place in their direct environment and (2) act upon these 
processes, either individually or collectively.  

Research Question and approach 

By means of interventions in the daily environment we explored ‘what exactly are the spatial issues at 
stake in Hoepertingen’. With a mixture of methods we created an opportunity to participate in a public 
debate, and as such initiated a process of spatial capacity building. In this paper we will focus on ‘what 
exactly are these abilities to (1) reflect and (2) act upon spatial transformation processes’? How do these 
abilities relate to design or to civic learning?  

4.  Fieldwork  

4.1.  The Making of Hoepertingen: the set-up 

A first insight and knowledge of the spatial transformation processes of the village was built up by 
reviewing policy documents, a general field observation, by reconstructing the historic evolution via 
cartography and interviews, and a mapping of the village with children. In a focusgroup we formulated the 
first hypothetical statements or tendencies. Going from these insights and statements, we formulated 
some gametasks according to the game-scheme of Hans Venhuizen (Venhuizen, 2010). This scheme 
aims to break up complex design challenges in smaller and more tangible tasks. We combined these  
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tasks with specific locations, which made the village the game-board. As we walked, we got to know the 
participants and the sites. For each walk we selected two routes with three different locations that each 
had the same socio-spatial characteristics. We walked these routes during the summer of 2013 with 
different teams of villagers, but also members of regional organizations and urban administrators. We 
visualized the different proposals in collages, to trigger the debate and confront the teams with other 
possibilities. In a concluding and final ‘game’ (autumn 2013), all opinions, ideas and proposals were 
collected; at that point the policymakers came in.  

4.2.  Continuation (post-trajectory ‘The making of Hoepertingen’) 

In the beginning of 2014 students of different design-disciplines set up short interventions in public 
space. Villagers and local administrators joined the review moments. These and other activities as 
participating in local events (e.g. Parkdag, Day of the Park) and different projects (from art projects to 
formats funded by commission of welfare) initiated by Kasteel Mariagaarde made possible that different 
participants joined in at different moments. Currently we joined the ‘village council’ an autonomous group 
of villagers initiated by the coordinator of Kasteel Mariagaarde mainly reflecting on their own local identity 
in the current context. They choose traditional formats like a flag, a traditional song, the planting of a tree, 
etc. to go back to the history of the village but also take in account the new conditions. They set up 
events that are more open to blend with other cultures like cooking and music. The village council aims 
mainly to take ludic actions (e.g. they questioned the borders of their village by repositioning streetsigns).   

5.  Results  

We will only focus on four tools or methods that we used within the frame of ‘The making of 
Hoepertingen!’ i.e. (1) walking, (2) gametasks, (3) collages and (4) debate. With these activities we 
wanted to build up knowledge on the historic, present and future spatial transformations for us, as 
researchers, as well as the different participants: villagers, administrators, policy makers, regional 
organisations. Furthermore we gave insight in the diversity of opinions, agenda’s and plans that are made 
by different authorities on different levels, as well as how participants differ in opinion. Finally we 
addressed participants in an active role and triggered them to think of what they would do or change 
themselves, in order to come to new partnerships or different use. 

By assembling these activities we explored what issues or questions are at stake today. We addressed a 
diversity of stakeholders in different settings and roles. In contrast to traditional participatory instruments 
like a hearing or info-session, different participants did not always debate in a direct way. There were 
intense events but also longer pauses. The composition of participants changed; from a diverse and 
large group of actors with policy makers or regional organizations, to only a few enthusiast villagers. With 
these interventions we searched for other and more diverse ways to debate and to pass on the ideas or 
proposals and provide different access points for people to join in. We let them respond to drawings, 
pictures, and moreover to the space itself. We trigger them to think of how they would act differently, what 
they would do to change a situation, going from their own habits and environment.  

In the table we will discuss the results that show how each tool triggered participants to: 

(1)	 reflect on the debate, meaning understanding the spatial transformation processes and get 
insight in the diversity of agenda’s, opinions, …; 

(2)	 act in the debate, meaning take a position and stimulate partnership to come to new 
experiments, interventions or different use of space. 

We will now elaborate briefly on the choice for these different tools or methods: 

(1)	 walking: As a choreography that enters in the daily environment and at the same time takes 
participants out of their daily behavior, via hidden pathways to unknown sites. By crossing these 
‘forgotten spaces’ they get appropriated for just a moment. The location plays along as its actual  
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	 presence is a part of the game. Assumptions on what is public, what is accessible, what is 
underused are not readable on a map, but become explicit on the site. 

(2)	 game tasks: With ‘The Making of’ Venhuizen positions the participant in the role of a designer. The 
scheme of this game gives insight as well as an overview of the complexity of the spatial 
transformation processes.  

(3)	 collages: These images summarize the discussion and ‘solution’ to the game task in order to 
pass it on to the next group. It is a way to translate the ideas in spatial and visual terms. 

(4)	 game final The walks can be considered as the preparation of this final debate, which is in fact the 
game, again set-up by the concept of Hans Venhuizen. The one proposal that is winning will be 
the proposal with the least objections, not necessarily the ‘best’ proposal. In essence it is not 
about the most popular proposal but about all the ideas that the debate will generate. Those 
ideas help to picture the current situation and will inspire for future projects. 
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6.  Discussion  

This ‘assembly of tools or methods’ was set-up in the first place to understand and get grip of what is 
going on this village. What is actually happening with public space? What is considered as common, 
what spaces are valued by whom, what is used or underused? However, the results in the scheme 
above focus on whether these tools of methods enabled participants to (1) reflect and (2) act upon spatial 
transformation processes. For both goals there are some clear results, e.g. the game tasks provided 
more insight in the diversity of agenda’s and the method of walking triggered both reflection (e.g. 
comparing sites) as action (e.g. new use). However it is harder to get grip of, or get insight in these 
‘results’ in the column of action, as ‘authorship’ of these actions is not clear, although there are some 
actions that can be directly related to the game tasks and game final (e.g. the follow up projects on the 
fruit track, the opening up of the private territory of Ter Heide, cf. table).  

As first starting point for analysis we can cluster these results under the following ‘sensitizing 
concepts’ (Blumer, 1954). These concepts can be considered a ‘points of departure’ just as we 
considered participation in itself as starting point (Bouverne-De Bie, 2003). 

1.	 Create an OPPORTUNITY for public debate: open up towards diverse perspectives and possible 
senses (cf. dissensus) 

2.	 FRAME: bring in perspectives from outside, expertise, knowledge building 
3.	 Strengthen abilities: bring in OWN PERSPECTIVE, strengthen own abilities, capacities 
4.	 Come to a sense of local ownership; act collectively, SHARE perspectives 
5.	 CONNECT roles and resources throughout different scales and timeframes 

In order not to go from a predefined problem or specific issue, we aimed to stage a debate to ‘move 
towards a problem definition’. As such, we mainly focused on enabling reflection and create the 
opportunity to open up towards a diversity of perspectives as well as to different senses. Referring to  
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what Rancière considers as dissensus, as a conflict between sense and sense (2010, p. 139) and as 
such open up this opportunity towards these sort of ruptures -that can happen anywhere at any time, but 
can never be calculated-, as the start of movement, an invitation or an intention. From there we bring in 
knowledge, expertise and perspectives from outside and frame the reflection towards the spatial 
transformation process in the village as well as on the scale or the region. Especially the collages brought 
in a spatial perspective, as participants started reflecting on the spatial implications of their ideas when 
seeing the ideas of the other group translated in this one image. Mainly with the game-tasks, but also by 
walking we motivate participants to bring in their own perspective and knowledge. By addressing their 
own abilities, they are triggered to bring in their own resources (private space, garden), or own use or 
behavior. This can be a first step to act collectively, which was mainly motivated within the game final. The 
shared experience of the walk facilitated coming to a shared language and strengthened participants in 
come to shared perspectives that they defended as a team within this game final. In the different stages 
of the ‘Making of Hoepertingen’ the importance of connecting roles, agenda’s, scales and timeframe 
came to the fore. Villagers who related the discussions while walking to their role as a local administrator. 
Different sites that were linked and made participants reflect on a larger scale than just the site that was 
questioned. Outside organizations (like the Flemish Land Agency) picked up ideas in the game final and 
integrated them in a new design proposal for the plan for land consolidation and other connections that 
lead to new projects or future proposals.  
  
We can consider this ‘assembly of tools or methods’ as a Hybrid Forum, ‘a public place’ in which laymen 
become experts themselves (see Callon et al. 2009). De Ridder (2013) developed a method that builds 
i.a. on this concept of the Hybrid Forum distinguishing the following phases. A first one is (1) to make 
public the (spatial) issues, meaning map, visualize and make readable the existing and everyday dynamic. 
Considering the issues of the village implies (2) to be sensitive for the (social) overflow, meaning the 
unpredicted or even unwanted effects these issues produce. It is this overflow that mobilizes and 
engages actors to change. As the final aim is (3) to come to a sense of local ownership and mobilize 
actors to respond going from their own agenda and concerns. Coming up with a scenario is easy; to 
come up with a scenario that is supported by the local community and that is realistic regarding 
management is hard work. So the first step or form of this ownership is that of ‘owning’ the issue, when 
locals can get grip on the issue itself, they will engage more easily in new scenarios. Coming back to the 
ability we want to improve to (1) reflect and understand the processes of spatial transformation and (2) act 
upon them, we can relate the latter (i.e. ‘to act’) to the final step of ‘owning’ the issue.  

The next step of interventions will further define what exactly is this ‘spatial capacity’ or ability that we want 
to stay after our intervention stops. We did not aim to round off with clear results that can be translated to 
recommendations for policy-makers. However just consider the interventions as a way to create 
opportunities where a diversity of actors can cross and new partnerships and project can come up, is 
vague and too unclear towards the aims of a spatial capacity building process. Furthermore we must be 
critical towards the opposite and disintegrating effects these new projects or partnerships may have (e.g. 
the farmer that closes off the public orchard). And thus also be open to what exactly is the ability of civic 
learning that we want to stay? 

7.  Conclusion  

In this paper we present an approach to develop a perspective for design in the ongoing, incremental and 
spontaneous transformations of rural villages. In this approach we aim to go beyond a project mode, and 
go from the changing conditions both spatially and socially. These transformations are factual, ever 
ongoing and existent, and require a continuous search for new ways and forms of living together, as they 
pertain to everybody; which is linked to the second assumption that space is a common resource. The 
approach assembles different tools and methods, to grasp and get insight in the issues at stake as well 
as to how different actors relate to these changes, or the social ‘overflow’ these issues produce. In the 
first place we want to create an opportunity for different actors to participate and designed a stage for 
public debate. The challenge of how to steer these incremental transformation is only approached as a 
challenge for public debate as well as understand the exact challenges for design. By creating this 
opportunity for public debate, we initiated a process of spatial capacity building, what we defined as the  
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process of improving the ability of people to (1) understand spatial transformation processes taking place 
in their direct environment and (2) act upon these processes, either individually or collectively. The 
experiments in Hoepertingen further defined the components needed to improve the abilities of ‘reflect’ 
and ‘act’. At first there needs to be an opportunity to participate that opens up towards a diversity of 
perspectives. In order to understand the spatial transformation processes we brought in perspectives 
from outside and framed the debate. Participants were motivated to bring in their own perspective and 
(local) knowledge. The shared experiences facilitated participants to come to a shared language and 
perspectives. Finally they connect roles and resources throughout different scales and timeframes. 
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Abstract 

A growing number of designers adopt digital methods when working in a public space context. While 
many of them aim to trigger civic self-organisation through their projects, they either fail to sustain civic 
participation after they leave, or they remain engaged in a project remarkably long to safeguard on-going 
participation (often turning into social workers). This paper argues that two key features should be 
addressed in design-projects that aim for on-going community participation: acknowledging existing 
communities and understanding communities’ interests. We explain how digital methods can be used to 
explore these features by introducing two approaches. The first approach sets out from established 
(virtual) communities and explores where those communities are located. The second approach starts 
from an established location for a planned intervention and explores the communities that are active there. 
These approaches aim to inform designers in (co-)designing public space interventions that allow 
communities to identify with, appropriate and maintain the design, in turn allowing designers to leave the 
scene without jeopardising the sustainability of a project. The paper concludes that contemporary 
technological advances can play a great role in contributing to new approaches for safeguarding the 
longevity of users’ engagement in a physical design.  

Keywords: digital methods, geolocated social data, on-going participation 
  
Introduction: digital methods for design interventions 

Digital methods, such as data mining and mapping, are increasingly used in spatial projects with the aim 
of enhancing community engagement or civic self-organisation. In our observation, a large number of 
these projects are initiated by professional artists or designers who set up projects from their own 
interests or preconceived ideas about the needs of a community. Although they might be relevant for 
raising environmental or societal awareness, the projects often don’t become rooted in the community 
where they are implemented. The design interventions are hardly ever sustained and they rarely trigger 
any kind of civic self-organisation.   
  
In this paper we shed light on the shortcomings of art and design practices that adapt digital methods, 
while aiming to develop projects that enable on-going participation. Focusing on communities’ 
appropriation of the design project and of public space, two examples are studied that form the 
foundation of the two suggested approaches. Following the deconstruction of these examples, the 
argumentation of the current problematic and the articulation of a hypothesis, this paper introduces other 
examples, from both art and design practices and other fields, that illustrate how digital methods can be 
of value within these two approaches. It should be mentioned that the problem of the digital divide is not 
elaborated on in this paper. For this reason all projects are exclusive to the extent that they don’t consider 
people who are less active on social media or other virtual platforms. Instead, the focus purely lies on the 
potential benefits that the study of social data can have for design professionals working within the 
context of public space.  
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Digital methods for public authoring 

The first project we will analyse is a collaboration between artists’ studio Proboscis and artist Natalie 
Jeremĳenko, named Feral Robotics Public Authoring, that took place in London Fields park in Hackney, 
London in 2006. This project enabled people to explore their local environments with electronic sensors 
that they attached to DIY modifications of toy dogs or DIY built robots that detected air quality, noise and 
light pollution, and of which the data was visualised through online tools. The combination of cheap 
electronics (such as toy robots) with online tools was aimed at giving  people the feeling that they could 
learn about their environment in a fun and tactile way, while collecting evidence (through mapping) that, in 
turn, would instigate action. This project was introduced in robot-building and mapping workshops that 
took place during traditional community events (village fetes and local festivals), which therefore attracted 
a lot of local participants. The studio imagined a growing network of hobbyist data collectors, developing 
over the years after they initiated the project, who would start mapping their own environment and take 
action to instigate change (Lane et al., 2006). The project, however, never resulted in on-going civic self-
organisation nor did it have any other long-term effect, such as the community organising their own 
workshops to build tools to measure air quality, or to compare the collected data with ‘official’ 
governmental data. Failing in achieving sustained action seems to re-occur in many community-related 
projects that utilise digital methods, of which a clear symptom can be seen in the large amount of 
projects where the hyperlink is inactive a couple of years after the project has finished (for example: 
koppelkiek.nl and citizensensing.org). In fact, we found very few community-driven projects that have 
adapted and embedded digital methods, such as data mining and mapping, in a long-term citizen 
engaging approach. This raises questions as to how sustainable these projects can actually be. Why do 
they fail to initiate on-going civic action or sustained civic self-organisation? Could this be caused by the 
projects’ design, or is it dependent on who initiates the project and to what end? In the next section we 
will look at another example that uses digital methods, and that aims for long-term civic empowerment, 
but adopts a different approach. 
  
Digital methods to trigger community appropriation 

The second example that deals with community empowerment and sustained local action is the work of 
non-profit organisation 596 Acres. Here, a team of design, law and information technology professionals 
aims to help citizens transform vacant public land in the city of New York into community resources (596 
Acres Recap, 2012). 596 Acres began by analysing open data on vacant land provided by the city, after 
which they developed online tools that transformed city data into ‘readable’ information for citizens. This 
was done by mapping all publicly owned, vacant pieces of land in the city of New York (fig.1) and by 
designing a physical intervention; posters were put up (fig. 2) on the fences surrounding the vacant lots 
containing provocative texts (e.g. ‘This Land Is Your Land’), basic information about the city agency 
owning the lot and their contact number. These posters, in combination with digital information (numbers, 
figures and maps on the 596 Acres website), triggered local neighbourhood inhabitants to contact the 
organisation or the local council and take action.  
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Fig 1 - 596 acres of vacant land in Brooklyn (left). Fig 2 - Poster as physical intervention (right) (596acres.org) 

Over the last three years they helped twenty-two groups obtain official permission to access the lots and 
supported 143 local campaigns to transform vacant lots into gardens, farms and playgrounds (Segal, 
2014). 596 Acres acknowledge the importance of making information available to the community ‘on the 
ground’ by using both physical (offline) as well as digital (online) tools for showing the municipal 
information. The next step in 596 Acres’ practice is guiding interested participants in the process of 
appropriation. For instance, they provide education to locals about how to participate in decision-making 
processes by the city government that affect their neighbourhood; they assist communities with legal 
support on land use issues; they work with the community after they get access to the land in order to 
build a durable local governance; and they argue for municipal agencies to allow more community 
participation concerning public resources. Furthermore, 596 Acres uses social media to support and 
grow a larger community around the projects and to maintain a network among communities in order to 
share knowledge and ties with decision-makers. Their practice clearly focuses on a long process of 
counselling and cooperation in order to create a civic self-organisation around these publicly owned lots. 
This paper therefore raises another question: Such projects are centred around creating, maintaining and 
educating communities, but is this the direction that designers should be heading to be able to prolong 
the life of a design intervention? 

Hypothesis 

In the Feral Robotics example, the professionals (Proboscis) imposed their idea of ‘public authoring’ as 
something that would empower the community. The project was initiated from the interests of the 
professionals and artist as an experiment to explore a site from an “environmental, personal and 
community point of view” (socialtapestries.net). In their documentation of this project we were unable to 
find any traces of a prior investigation into the community’s interests or needs for such an intervention. 
Their project design was based on workshops in which the professionals taught and guided participants 
on making the robots and going out to collect data. By hosting this workshop at a traditional local event 
they were able to reach a large number of community members and by doing so, they were able to 
embed their actions within an existing community. The project was therefore successful in terms of 
engagement and participation during the workshop, but failed to turn this ephemeral intervention into a 
continuous community-driven, sustained neighbourhood project. 
  
In the 596 Acres example, the project was not imposed on a community; instead the strategically placed 
posters awaited participants to contact the NGO. This project shows that there can be an on-going  
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community engagement, even when a project is initiated by professionals. By understanding the needs of 
the community in this specific socio-economical context (there is a lot of competition for land in Brooklyn  
 
and communities benefit economically from growing their own produce), the project was appreciated and 
appropriated by the community. Although this project was successful in terms of the longevity of 
community participation, it also illustrates that we need to be aware of the fact that in these kinds of 
projects the role of the designer can easily transform into one of a social worker. This paper counters this 
emerging trend and explores opportunities for designers to re-engage in design. The 596 Acres project 
mostly exists of professionals investing their time to create a community that can sustain the intervention, 
but is that a role designers should take on? This paper argues that in order to avoid becoming social 
workers, designers should not aim to create new communities around their projects, but instead 
investigate existing communities, which they can enter and, after developing embedded projects, can 
exit, while the community appropriates and prolongs the life of the project.  
 
Summarising the lessons learned from the two examples, this paper puts forward the following 
hypothesis: 
Design interventions can be on-going and sustained by a community without the continued involvement 
of a designer if at least both: 

1. The design intervention is based on the interest of users/a community (in terms of program: 
e.g. allotments); and 

2.   The design intervention is planned within an existing community or social network. 
  
Design projects that use digital methods while achieving sustained community participation are scarce. 
We argue that digital methods can offer new opportunities for lasting impact by designers and therefore 
suggest two approaches for to studying digital social data prior to designing an intervention. These two 
approaches are aimed at uncovering existing communities, their interests (in terms of the program for the 
intervention) and potential locations for the design intervention. With these approaches we explore how 
digital methods can be used to achieve both points of the hypothesis which, we argue, would result in 
projects with more potential of being sustained by communities, while enabling designers to re-engage in 
design. 
  
The first approach starts from a known community and explores potential locations and interests of this 
community for the design intervention. The second approach starts from an established location for the 
intervention and explores what communities exist on that location and what interests they have. The case 
studies that are described in the following sections are categorised by these two approaches. 

FROM COMMUNITY TO LOCATION 

Geocachers; virtual communities (re)discovering physical places  

The first example of exploring digital methods is a study (performed at the Digital Methods summer school 
at the University of Amsterdam in June 2014) of mining and mapping social data produced by different 
virtually constructed communities. This study explored different virtual communities (on social media and 
other virtual platforms) and their relation with physical places in the city. The data for this study was 
produced and published by Amsterdam based users, and subtracted from the platforms Twitter, Meetup, 
Pinterest and Geocaching. Through applying digital methods the geolocated embedded links, tags, 
threads and pin-boards were mapped (fig. 3), demonstrating the places in the city the different virtual 
communities talk about or ‘hang out’ at. For the Twitter dataset the keyword ‘Amsterdam’ was retrieved 
over a 10-day period (June 13th-22nd 2014). As for the datasets of Pinterest, the term ‘Amsterdam’ was 
searched for in ‘place’ boards. The dataset of Meetup gave 489 events over a four-month period in this 
city. And for Geocaching all the existing caches (718, of which 39 temporarily inactive) placed in 
Amsterdam were collected.  
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Fig 3 - Virtual communities formed on Twitter, Geocaching, Meetup and Pinterest in Amsterdam. This map forms part of the 
Digital Methods Summer School at the University of Amsterdam in June 2014 (Credits: Michele Mauri - participant of the summer 

school) 

The map reveals that most platforms (Twitter, Meetup, Pinterest) are located in or around the centre; 
Pinterest clearly represents the boutique view of Amsterdam (outlining the nine-streets, Haarlemmerdĳk 
and Haarelemmerstraat), while the virtually constructed communities of Meetup consist of people with a 
common interest (for instance in technology, fitness or fine arts) who temporarily gather in bars, mostly 
around the square of Nieuwmarkt. Of these four platforms, only the users of Geocaching are likely to 
engage with places that are harder to get to, e.g. the city’s periphery. Geocaching is therefore the most 
widely spread community in Amsterdam in terms of physical range, which can be explained by the nature 
of the game and purpose of the platform (elaborated in the next paragraph). From this study we also 
found that the communities on Meetup and Pinterest focus primarily on the strengthening of a user’s 
personal identity linked to commercial places, therefore mostly informing us about users as consumers of 
places. The Geocaching community, on the other hand, is keen on exploring a wider range of locations 
that are not limited by commercial use, or the city’s borders (fig. 4). Within the context of long-term user 
engagement and appropriation (in terms of taking ownership) of physical places, the Geocaching 
community offers a wider range of opportunities for designers to work with in terms of program and 
location for interventions. Therefore, we will study the (virtual) nature of this community and their relation to 
the physical dimension more closely in the next paragraphs. 

Fig 4 - Photos from the geocaching communities’ website. The map demonstrates the Geocaches that are located in and 
around Amsterdam. The images demonstrate places where geocaches navigate through and how natural sites and the periphery 

of cities are part of the game-board (geocaching.nl). 

Geocaching is a treasure hunt game that emerged in the year 2000 after the Global Positioning System 
(GPS), initially developed for and used by the U.S. army exclusively, was made available to the public. 
Geocaching exists of a game where participants hide a ‘cache’ somewhere in public space and provide 
clues to other players on its location. By following these clues the participants are ‘navigated’ through the  
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city, or through a natural site. After hiding a treasure, the person who placed the cache announces the 
location to the other Geocachers through the Internet. Other Geocachers can exchange or add items in 
the cache upon discovering the treasure, after which they write about the cache in the log via the 
website. The exchange and logging activities illustrate how actions in Geocaching take place within, and 
alter between, the physical and the virtual realm. 

The following map (fig. 5) demonstrates all the caches at the time of data collection that are placed in 
Amsterdam. The map visualises the amount of logged visits to a cache, which can be read in the size of 
the dots. Furthermore, it demonstrates the comments-per-visits ratio: the most intense red-coloured dots 
are the caches most communicated about, or where a discussion around the ‘treasure’ has emerged, 
this way demonstrating the degree to which a community is engaged in or formed around a cache. For 
most Geocachers the journey and the narrative around the Geocache seems to be of a similar, or even 
bigger, importance than finding the treasure. 

Fig 5 - Geocachers logged visits and most discussed caches. This map forms part of the Digital Methods Summer School at 
the University of Amsterdam in June 2014 (Credits:  Joe Shaw - participant of the summer school) 

Geocaching is a phenomenon that enables discovering (re)new(ed) ways of experiencing the city. 
Geocache communities hold strong ties with physical locations, which are sustained by the digital 
exchange amongst the community members. A designer that embarks on working with such a 
community needs to understand the importance of engaging in both the physical and the virtual 
dimension, in order to generate a sustained intervention. Geocachers approach this dual engagement by 
creating a narrative around a cache and by directing the navigation on this narrative. In order to engage 
this community, a designer could either choose to build upon an existing narrative, or he/she could create 
an entirely new narrative by using a similar tactic. Furthermore, due to the nature of Geocaching, where 
users are keen on discovering new places, the designer is not restricted to designing interventions for 
known locations within the Geocaching community (i.e. the spots where the Geocaches are already 
placed), instead new places can be introduced and activated in playful ways, while respecting the 
navigational practice that is based on a narrative. 

Discovering communities through language and time spans 

Other examples of digital methods that are utilised to demonstrate (virtual) communities and their 
respective use of different locations in the city (and of physical public spaces) can be found in Eric 
Fischer’s studies Geotaggers’ World Atlas (fig. 6) and Twitter Tongues (fig. 7). The first study maps traces 
of geotagged photos in fifty different cities from the platforms Flickr and Picasa, documenting the city from 
either the locals’ or the tourists’ perspective. The second study, Twitter Tongues, visualises the multilingual 
social city of London by highlighting areas where different languages are spoken in the city. In the map 
coloured clusters emerge, demonstrating dominant language use in different areas. However, what this  
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second map doesn’t differentiate in are locals’ versus visitors’ tweets. In Geotaggers’ World Atlas the 
distinction between tourists and locals is made by the speed at which the photographers travelled (by 
analysing the timestamps and geotags of the photos). The blue dots on the map represent locals (users 
taking pictures in the same city for over a month), the red dots represent tourists (users taking pictures for 
a period that is less than one month) and the yellow ones remain uncategorised.  

Fig 6 - Fischer’s map: Geotaggers’ World Atlas (left) (flickr.com) 
Fig 7 - Fischer’s map: Twitter Tongues (right) (twitter.mappinglondon.co.uk) 

These kinds of social data can be valuable for designers in order to better understand the cultural 
background of a place where an intervention is planned, or to attract a certain cultural community for an 
intervention; in that case the findings can inform designers on where to best place a design intervention. 
Combining the analytical approaches of the two maps could embark an exploration into local cultures or 
multi-cultures in a certain area. These findings can inform designers to develop projects that consider the 
cultural dimension in the area. With this the designer can work with and/or focus on one established 
community or cultural group, therewith allowing the appropriation of the design intervention by a specific 
local community.  

In Eizenberg’s work (2011) this cultural perspective on a neighbourhood scale is experienced as 
successful in terms of long-term appropriation and community engagement in public space. In her study 
on community gardens in New York City she learned that, due to ethnically segregated neighbourhoods 
and building blocks, many of the gardens existed of mono-ethnic spaces. This cultural clustering allowed 
for a spatial expression of these specific cultures, increasing the appeal of use and appropriation of the 
space by that specific cultural community. Since most of the gardeners in Eizenberg’s research were 
immigrants, the gardens were used as spaces for symbolic re-enactment of their childhood landscapes. 
The gardens allowed them to identify with the space while in turn, giving these local communities the 
chance to develop a sense of ownership and control over the gardens. This way the community gardens 
received a symbolic role as carriers of, and windows to, different cultures within the city. This example of 
diverse cultural use and its implications on appropriation of public spaces, illustrates possible applications 
for studies such as Fischer’s language map in design interventions.  

These examples show that location based social data on communities (e.g. virtually constructed 
communities and/or communities with a similar cultural background) can help inform designers on the 
approach and location for their intervention, with the aim of enabling appropriation of the design 
intervention by these communities, thereby safeguarding its sustainability. The following section will 
introduce the second approach (i.e. from location to community), by presenting two new examples. 

FROM LOCATION TO COMMUNITY 

Mining location specific data  

For the renewal of the old energy plant ‘Strĳp-S’ in Eindhoven, architecture and research office Space and 
Matter were invited to conduct a conceptual study on the transformation of some spaces of the building. 
Prior to developing a design, the office investigated the current users of these spaces and its immediate 
surroundings. In this way, they aimed at developing a design proposal that could be appreciated and  
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appropriated by the existing users. In order to find the current users, the office mined location specific 
data from social media platforms. The benefit of mining this data (over visiting the location) is the 
possibility to gain insight on the location’s use and appropriation at different times of the day and over a 
longer period of time (weeks, months, years). From this analysis they found that there were two existing 
communities: a group of skaters and BMX bikers, and a group of climbers (De Waal and De Lange, 
2013). Following these findings, the office contacted and interviewed these communities in order to 
discover their specific programmatic and spatial needs. With this input, the office designed a conceptual 
plan for a hybrid space (spaceandmatter.nl) that both communities could use. 
  
Although the firm’s design was never implemented, with the help of the municipality of Eindhoven the two 
communities were allowed to take over spaces in the old energy plant; in 2008 the climbing facility ‘Monk 
Boulder Gym’ was established here, and in 2010 ‘040 BMX Park’ moved into the building 
(monkeindhoven.nl; 040bmxpark.nl). Especially the relocation of the skate and BMX communities has 
triggered a larger community of hip-hop artists to establish their studios in this building. Break-dancers, 
rappers, and others were attracted by the location, which is now transforming into a larger entity (offering 
thirty workplaces) that’s being increasingly appropriated by related communities of artists and sub-cultures 
within the local hip-hop scene (Eindhovens Dagblad, 2014) 

Mining Location Based Social Networks (LBSNs) Data 

As mentioned previously, the examples of design practice working with digital methods that succeed in 
sustaining community participation are scarce. Furthermore, examples of design projects that do, and 
start out from a location to discover communities, are even more rare. The meagre results in this field can 
be explained by the novelty of working with digital social data, which means that there is still a lot to be 
explored in terms of their possibilities for the design profession. Therefore, instead of being restricted by 
art and design fields, we look at the field of marketing, which has been leading in exploring new uses and 
approaches for Big Data analysis as it has proven to be exceedingly successful for many businesses 
(such as Amazon, Google, Facebook, and so on). We believe that a lot can be learned from these 
marketing approaches in regards to the design profession exploring sustained civic engagement. This 
section will elaborate on one of these approaches and draw lessons from it. 
  
Over the last years, there has been a growth in geo-located social network data, through platforms such 
as Facebook, Twitter, Foursquare, etc. These location-based social networking tools allow users to 
“check in” at physical locations and share their whereabouts with their online contacts (Gao & Lui, 2014). 
With this, online social networks are increasingly using location-based services to assist in physical social 
encounters and in the discovery of new places in the city. Some architectural and urban design 
researchers use the data of such networks to uncover, and gain insight in, the distribution and spatial 
patterns of social life in a city (Bawa-Cavia, 2011). In marketing and computer science studies, a different 
approach towards this data has been developed. Here, location-based social network data from sources 
such as Foursquare or Facebook Places, are analysed in order to discover user communities (Cranshaw 
et al, 2010; Hung et al, 2009; Ying et al, 2010). By estimating the similarity of location histories of two 
different users, the likelihood of these users belonging to a community is explored. This similarity 
represents the strength of a possible connection between the users. In this way, location-based social 
networking services can apply the user-similarity findings to optimise their friend recommendation or 
location recommendation features. Such services can for instance discover locations based on similar 
users that are compatible with the user’s preferences, and with that develop a ‘personalised location 
recommender system’ (Zheng, 2011, p.262). While most research from a marketing perspective is aimed 
at finding new ways to improve such recommendation features (Wang et al, 2014; Zheng, 2011), we’re 
interested in whether this algorithm-driven method of community discovery could be a useful tool for 
designers in our proposed approach. This paper will not step into detail about the specific technological 
advances and computational specificities of discovering such communities. Instead we focus on what 
these studies qualify as a community in the data analysis, and question whether this could be a potential 
method for designers to discover communities in the locations they plan to intervene in, prior to 
developing a design intervention. 
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As mentioned in the hypothesis, we argue that there are two aspects that are important in the ability to 
sustain a design intervention: acknowledging existing communities and understanding the community’s 
interests. The LBSNs research projects address these two aspects in the following way: the common 
belief is that people who share similar location histories in these applications are likely to have similar 
interests and preferences. This idea is based on Tobler’s first law of geography: ‘Everything is related to 
everything else, but near things are more related than distant things’ (Tobler, 1970, p.236). But not only 
the geographic space is analysed, the semantic space is an important factor that is taken into 
consideration as well. These researchers share a belief that a person who often visits stadiums and gyms 
is likely to be fond of sports. Therefore, another claim is articulated: people that access locations with 
similar semantic meanings (e.g. the cinema) have a greater likelihood of being similar, and therefore are 
more likely to belong to one or more of the same communities.  

The LBSNs research approaches indicate that communities are not only shaped by shared geographic 
locations, but also by shared semantic meanings of places. This notion is reflected in Eizenberg’s (2011) 
example, where a shared (cultural) semantic allowed cultural communities to collectively experience and 
appropriate the local public space. Therefore, we argue that understanding the use and semantic 
meaning of the shared spaces can help designers to define a fitting program and approach for an 
intervention. This thinking is in line with the previously introduced example in Eindhoven, where a 
community of skaters and BMX-bikers, and a community of climbers formed the main influence of the 
design of the space. As a result of the programming of these spaces, the communities were able to 
appropriate the space, and with that, sustained the use of and participation in the space.  

Conclusion 

Instead of proposing a specific method for designers to achieve sustained civic engagement, this paper 
aims to provide the reader with clues, emerging from existing examples from a broad field, as directions 
for further explorations to discover the value of digital methods for the design profession. 

The first clue comprises the mapping of virtual communities’ use of public places, enabling a designer to 
understand the appropriation and meaning of a place (such as a square, a bar or a certain 
neighbourhood) to a community. The Location Based Social Networks (LSBNs) example introduced some 
technological advances around the use of geo-social data. Data from platforms such as Twitter, 
Foursquare and Facebook are explored, for marketing purposes that is, in order to discover user 
communities. The LSBNs research projects aim at uncovering communities from single users data, not 
only through the locations they visit, but also through the semantic meanings of these locations. In the 
research on the platforms Pinterest, Meetup and Geocaching, location’s semantics also emerged as an 
important factor in the shared experience of a community. It illustrates that space is not only appropriated 
but also simultaneously, and continuously, made by a community through the narrative and meaning that 
is collectively given to it. Especially in Geocaching, the virtual layer shapes the physical domain, and the 
physical domain strengthens or forms communities (in this case the location where a cache is placed or 
the route towards it). Therefore, if designers want to be informed by these virtual platforms on where to 
design an intervention, with what program and for whom, they need to be aware of how to engage in the 
community’s virtual realm. This virtual dimension allows designers to either learn from the community’s 
created meaning of a place or actively engage in the creation of meaning of a place that is in the interest 
of the specific community. The study of the different virtual platforms also showed that not all platforms 
are necessarily useful for designers to explore practices of communities’ appropriation of places (Pinterest 
for example is more about consumerism than about civic engagement in physical places).  

The second clue is introduced by Fischer’s maps, which highlight places in the city that are appropriated 
by different communities (locals, tourists and bilinguals). This study can form a starting point for designers 
to investigate where communities with different cultural backgrounds are located within the city. This way, 
a designer can plan an intervention around a specific community, allowing the community to articulate 
their specific use of the space. The single-ethnic gardens in New York illustrated that these unique uses 
shaped by a community’s culture allow for different experiences of the space through its spatial 
arrangement, aesthetic expression, and specific use (influenced by culinary preferences, customs, rituals  
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and so on). Through this cultural clustering, gardeners are able to experience, celebrate and express their 
culture in a collective way, which allows them to contextualise their sense of attachment and belonging to 
the collective culture, as well as their immediate environment. Enabling on-going production and 
participation in the gardens allows community members to grow a sense of ownership, which leads to 
sustained engagement of communities in these cultural spaces. 

The Eindhoven example offers a third clue. It demonstrates that places appropriated by specific 
communities can also attract other, related communities, and with that transform an area into a cultural 
cluster. This, in turn, increases the resilience of a space in terms of sustained engagement. When one of 
the communities loses its interest or motivation to engage with the space, other communities can take 
over or can use the space in a more hybrid way, making the space more resilient when user patterns 
transform. 

The examples in this paper have introduced different possible approaches for designers to explore virtual 
communities or geo-social data to engage with citizens that can sustain the design interventions. We 
believe that, as the technology advances, the possibilities for designers to explore different digital 
approaches increase as well. Throughout this paper we have introduced a variety of examples of 
contemporary approaches, however, we believe that there is still a wide field of yet to be discovered 
possibilities. These possibilities, or rather opportunities, should trigger and inspire designers and design 
researchers to explore social data and digital methods as approaches to developing sustained 
participation in public space design interventions. 
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Introduction 

Community gardens are highly regarded by citizens and local authorities as an asset to the fabric of the 
city and its citizens. They negotiate a space between the informal arena of everyday life and the formal 
regulated realm of the state. The in between space they construct I will refer to as ‘liminal’ where the 
institutional depth of civic action takes place. This paper will outline the multiple facets of a self -initiated 
community garden celled Abbey gardens and the role it plays within the formation of the ‘liminal’ city 
fabric. Abbey gardens, initiated by local community in 2007 in Stratford East London is situated within the 
informal city, whilst negotiating relations with the formal system. It is through this process of negotiating 
the informal everyday practices and the formal realm of rules, regulations and procedures that civic action 
is fostered and the ‘liminal’ place constructed. Abbey gardens is ‘unpacked’ as a civic urban fabric that 
transitioned from an informal structure to a semi formal one over 7 years, this ‘unpacking’ will be cited 
within Michel.S.Laguerre’s book on the ‘Informal City’ published in 1994. Laguerre frames why we need 
both the formal and informal system as they are part of our being.“Human life has both formal and informal 
side. As individuals informality is either a way of life, experience of a different reality, expression of ones 
everyday routine. As a collective informality responds to a desire to accomplish a goal. As a system it 
protects individual interests, provides alternative experience in management, restricts control of power 
holders, upgrades informal leaders. Informality helps shape everyday practices” (Laguerre, 1994, pp.8). 
The informal is embedded in the realm of customs and morality, always taking account of others. 

It is also important to briefly outline descriptions of ‘liminal’ in current socio-political thinking. Horvath, 
Thomassen and Wydra in Liminality and cultures of change describe this condition as a period during 
which “… social hierarchies may be reversed or temporarily dissolved, continuity of tradition may become 
uncertain, and future outcomes once taken for granted may be thrown into doubt.” On the other hand 
Szakolczai talks about it as a place where “ The dissolution of order during liminality creates a fluid, 
malleable situation that enables new institutions and customs to become established.”   

It is important to also position the designer within this context. The designer situating him/herself within the 
informal system towards constructing ‘liminality’ cannot operate within the conventions of a rational design 
model but rather the newly termed ‘Action centric model’ of design. Although like the rational model, it 
sees design formed by research and knowledge, the design and the thinking is more agile “thinking on 
their feet”. The designers’ position is more context-dependent where their design knowledge is played out 
laterally, based on experienced knowledge than technical rationality.  

Abbey gardens its beginnings  

Abbey gardens, is situated 4Km south east of the Olympic park in Stratford, East London (fig1). In 2006 
the site was an overgrown, fenced area, prone to dumping of car parts, tyres and waste. However it also 
boasts the archaeological remains of a 12th century gatehouse, to the The Cistercian Abbey of St Mary 
Stratford Langthorne (fig2). This historical significance means that it cannot be built on and any planting 
would need to be in raised beds to leave the land undamaged from unfound remains. Here history 
protects the site from private development but also constrains it from DIY informal gardening practices.  
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Figure 1. Yellow indicates location of Abbey Gardens in proximity to the Olympic Park. 

Figure 2. Gate house ofThe Cistercian Abbey of St Mary Stratford Langthorne. Courtesy of Museum of London Archeology. 

The community, who gathered to transform this site into an active community garden in 2006, initially 
consisted of the residents who lived opposite the plot of land. The group, of 6 neighbours downloaded a 
constitution and reformatted it to their vision before any conversation could be held with the local 
authority. At this point it was essential that the constitutional format of the group was easy, cheap, 
required little human resource and encompassed an aura of informality. Formal structures early on make 
informal groups nervous and afraid to commit. An informal constitution is essential to enable trust to form 
between the individuals and give them time to think about their position whilst still being able to negotiate 
with the formal system. Laguerre talks about “The informal system either accepts or resists the rules of the 
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formal system. It adapts itself to them. Informality is a social construction. The structure of informality shifts 
and may vary according to the size of the institution (number of people involved, its duration (how long it  

functions), location (space it occupies), and its structural position (its constitution). “ (Laguerre, 1994, pp.
12) 

The act of claiming this land was one that started in conversation and negotiation with the formal system 
– London Borough of Newham. The community understood if they were to have a long term right over the 
space they could not squat. Its archaeological condition made the site too significant as a national 
heritage to allow unregulated occupation. Meetings between the local authority and English Heritage took 
place in local residents’ kitchens and living rooms, who were told they did not have the skills or the 
expertise to handle such a space. The gap created by the role of the expert between the formal agents, 
be it government administrator or designer and the informal community, is where civic action can thrive or 
die. It is within this threshold where we find institutional depth, where trust is fostered and citizen 
empowerment towards collective action is nurtured, where ‘liminal’ space emerges. As Laguerre states 
‘How the informal relates to the formal is where the democratic project constructs itself’(Laguerre, 1994, 
pp.78). It is within this realm that the role of the designer as an agent who negotiates and fosters these 
relationships becomes important. This is not the normal role of the designer or architect, who historically 
have aligned themselves with top down power; rather the designer as agent becomes fluent in the 
language of the formal system as well as the informal and enables civic action towards an informal 
urbanism.  

It is exactly for this purpose that an architect or landscape architect was not commissioned by the 
community to design the garden (although 2 architects were part of the core community of project 
initiators). They asked artists, familiar with community projects, to do the design. The artists showed much 
more interest in the social dynamics the garden would present, the planting and the meaning their design 
would have than the formal aesthetic of the garden. Emphasis was in how the community could manage 
the space and how the garden could reach a wider local audience than its formal aesthetic for glossy 
magazines. It was thought that ultimately most designers/architects would be more interested in how their 
work would look on paper than what the engagement process would have yielded.  For the formal 
language of the garden, the artists searched the archives and found a 19th Century activist group called 
Plaistow land grabbers (fig3). As protest towards unemployment the group took over empty spaces in 
their neighborhood and planted vegetables for their livelihood. 

Figure 3. Left:Courtesy of London Borough of Newham Right: The image on community cabin in AG 

Plaistow is a 15mins walk from Abbey gardens, thus making it a very appropriate reference. The garden 
design was one that imitated the Plaistow land grabbers garden - Triangle Camp. The typography imitated 
the handwritten signs of the Plaistow land grabbers who wrote on walls marking their territory (fig 4).  
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Figure 4. The hand written text by land grabbers in metal  

This approach would have been unlikely from a designer/architect who would have abstracted the 
references, which then would have needed a guide to explain. The direct association between Abbey 
gardens and a social movement in the local area in the 19th century immediately situated the garden 
within an informal and resistive urban context. 

It is important at this point to set out the political context within which this garden was enabled. The 
project started under the New Labour government where funds were directed towards creating a 
devolved civil society. The Blair vision was for the community to become responsible for their well being. 
‘decision making and policies related to the formal sector define the boundaries of the informal sector …..’ 
(Davies,1978, pp.20) 
Although the moral emphasis New Labour put onto the role of communities was criticized by many, such 
as Stephen Driver and Luke Martell in their Paper ‘ New Labour’s communitarianism’ in 1997, they also 
outline: “Where old Labour looked to the state for action, New labour talks of reinventing government 
through collective action in the community” (Driver, Martell: 1997, pp.28) 

Davies, Driver and Martell are not directly advocating the old Labour policies of the all responsible state 
which New Labour argued had grown burearatically too rigid to operate and was setting up a nanny state 
of care and responsibility. It seems that New Labour in recognizing such limitations asked for the informal 
to be recognized as an extension of the formal system. As Laguerre describes, “the need is created in the 
formal system and its fulfillment is achieved in the informal system” (Laguerre, 1994, pp.14) However, 
understanding the institutional depth that sets the relationships between the formal and the informal and 
vice versa is where New Labour’s manifesto failed, the failure or success of liminality is dependent on 
understanding its parameters.  

This push from New Labour towards creating decentralized civil society through community action and 
education came with allocation of funds and formalizing the importance of informal organisations as an 
extension of the state. This allowed easy financial access for projects such as Abbey Gardens. 
Communities with amateur skills in fund raising could attend heavily subsidized training and access funds 
for such projects to emerge. However training into forms of governance and resilient futures for these 
organisations were not promoted or offered to the same degree.  
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Abbey Garden was set up to move away from a prescriptive rule with defined governance towards what 
Driver and Martell term as ‘voluntary communitarianism, where common values or rules are freely entered 
into by individuals and its largely self regulated.’ (Driver, Martell: 1997, pp.31). In order not to define its  

governance and allow it to operate informally as a reflection of everyday expression, the group had 
monthly meetings to discuss the development and the running of the garden. Its public outreach to wider 
community and future aspirations were collectively discussed and voted on.  

The citizens that initiated and supported the development of Abbey gardens need to be talked about as 
agents that continuously negotiated their position and relationship between the informal system they set 
up and the formal system that needed to support them. The group did not consist only of those 
interested in gardening but members who were interested in the garden as a social space and an act to 
claim more publicly accessible space for the city. The drive for the community garden was not to become 
a gated, exclusive city space, but a civic asset. The garden hosted events; the most prominent event of 
the year was the Harvest Festival (fig5). Other smaller events celebrating the onset of spring and arrival of 
summer and winter were later created. These events opened the garden to a wider public, hosting 
children’s activities, food using the produce from the garden, offering a platform for local musicians and 
artists, selling produce from the garden and competitions such as cake making and vegetable sculptures.  

Figure 5. Harvest festival. Image by Nina Pope 
  
The Harvest Festival and the other public events are not embedded in formal language of the State and 
promotion of a top down value system or ideology, their focus lies in the fragmented and un-unified nature 
of the activities hosting an array of interests and values held by different members in the garden. In this 
sense when Laguerre talks about the informal system growing “ in the nooks and crannies of public 
bureaucracy and it stands as an arena that is used and exploited by the formal system but can not be 
totally colonized by it”(Laguerre,1994, pp.92) rings true as local councilors from all parties attend these 
events, show their solidarity with the community, even if they can not determine the content of the events 
and what is and is not allowed to be presented.  
  

Away from the events the garden’s main life line are the garden club sessions. These sessions run by a 
trained horticulturalist, maintain the consistency and regularity that such projects require for their members 
to stay involved. These sessions, which are funded (money raised by the AG members) are where citizen 
engagement over a long period of time happens. This is where trust is formed or broken, where conflicts 
arise and where social relations are formed constructing an informal arena where civic values can be 
gathered, understood and fought over. (Gross, 1964, pp.59) argues that whilst the formal is ordered and 
has consciously coordinated activities, the informal is unconscious undefined and rather structureless. It is 
exactly this interplay between the structured and the structureless governance that enables this garden to 
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function as an open democratic space. Perhaps it’s important to clarify here that these two conditions, 
don’t mean order and chaos but that they inherently carry their own order. The structured, sets itself within 
bureaucratic constraints whilst the unstructured sets up its own regulations. The garden is set up to allow  

its member’s interests and ideas to be heard and to be given a space for those interests to develop, 
whether the interest is in food growing, ecology or events.  

Outside the garden sessions, the other key arena that allows the garden to run and sustain itself is its 
informal governance. As a constituted group there is a need for formalized roles. These legitimize the  

garden in the eyes of the formal system and negotiate with it. The treasurer, the secretary and the Chair 
person of the garden and their administrators form the formal system of the informal garden. Abbey 
gardens’ members decided that the same individual could not hold a formal role for more than 2 years. All 
roles that possessed forms of power had to be rotating so too much power is not held by a single 
individual. It was also important for all its members to be involved in the governance of the garden.  

However, lack of a training program that can prepare the diversity of the members to take on such roles 
meant and still means that roles of Chair, Treasurer and Secretary fall on the skilled (and willing) few. This 
proves to be a constraint on the management of the garden, as those individuals are not necessarily the 
most time rich volunteers.  

Due to the nature of informal organizations being dependent on formal systems the garden’s position is 
continuously precarious and under threat, tactics of resilience become the knowledge they gain and 
knowledge they need to share with others who are part of the informal city.   

“The informal space provides an infrastructure for the learning use and transmission of informal 
knowledge. It provides a terrain for the expression of such knowledge. Here one learns the mechanisms 
for behind the scene strategies, differences in self management styles” (Laguerre, 1994, pp.89) 

Informal organizations such as Abbey gardens reach a moment, where they need to decide to become 
more formal, remain informal and accept their precarity or disband as an initiative. In the case of Abbey 
Gardens, due to the increase of public interface, the need to access larger funds, liabilities and the desire 
of its members to have a less precarious existence, it was agreed that the friends group would transform 
into a more formalized charity. The biggest driver was that the informal set up did not protect the core 
community members from liability and risks in the garden. Although there were insurance policies in place 
to assist reduction of risk, the link between the liability of the garden and individual responsibility with 
individual financial repercussions meant that this became a key move away from total informality. This 
moves the community garden away from an informal organization to a formalised voluntary organization 
that sits between the local community and the formal political arena. This is a relatively new position for 
Abbey Gardens so the 3 conditions that Laguerre describes as the role of formal voluntary organisations, 
quoted below is yet to emerge. Whether the reality of how the garden now operates can be categorized 
as below or whether these categories relate to very specific formal voluntary organisations is yet to be 
tested.  

Laguerre’s three qualities of formal voluntary organisations are: 

1- dominant - when the informal co-opts the formal to join its activities whilst maintaining its vision. The 
formal voluntary association joins forces with the informal in an action it is willing to support. 

2- dependent - when the formal voluntary organisation asks for the help of the informal one, They may not 
have financial resources but they have people showing mass support, as the informal would see support. 

3- interdependent -When they identify the same problem and work together or separately with different 
strategies but inform each other about their progress with the same goal.  
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The garden has always maintained a politically neutral position and has distanced itself from a direct 
association with political will or services. This has been enabled by the nature of it as a garden. Gardens 
being currently valued as a social asset in the city are being funded by numerous organisations, which are 
not linked to government deliverables or policies. This independence is vital but the question of whether 
the garden can use its independent position to play an active role in the development of the informal city,  

within the local area is an important one to address. Those members addressing such strategic moves 
are the newly formed board of trustees that are mostly made up of the core group who previously ran or 
initiated the garden. The trustees together with the Chair of the garden and the garden administrator (this 
is a paid position) are the mediators between the garden and the formal system of the state (London 
Borough of Newham Council). The trustees make strategic local links, they address the local councilors 
and deal with contracts and finances, whilst the Chair together with the garden members and the garden 
administrator implement those strategies. The trustees like the chair have rotating positions. 

It is important at this point to touch upon the role of the administrator that evolved with the formalization of 
the garden and the acknowledgment that the running of the garden was taxing for volunteers who have 
the experience and expertise but are not time rich. It was decided that an administrator who has expertise 
in fund raising and community liaison would be employed. This paid position, which started 18 months 
ago, has given the garden a new lease of life due to its efficient administration, programming and 
ambitions, which can now fulfill rather unrealized dreams.  

The power structures 

The most familiar understanding of power derives from Michel Foucault, whom Gaventa cites in 
describing power: 

‘…. power is diffuse rather than concentrated, embodied and enacted rather than possessed, discursive 
rather than purely coercive, and constitutes agents rather than being deployed by them’ (Gaventa, 2003, 
pp.1) 

Laguerre talks about power being the criteria that defines what is formal and distinguishes it from the 
informal. It is not about who holds perceived dominant power but the type of power and power relations 
that are generated through the interaction between the informal (Abbey Gardens) and the formal (local 
authority). This is the liminal place where civic action is achieved through the mobilization of power to fight 
for one’s rights within the formal city.  

Forms of power in the case of Abbey Gardens operate at different levels: 

1-	 The perceived innocence of the community garden by the formal system 

2-	 The power of the collectives and what they hold in common 

3-	 The power of knowledge and expertise held by individuals belonging to the collective 

The innocence of the garden comes from its virtuous and worthy nature, which ironically have not 
historically been taken seriously by designers and urban practitioners. There is nothing threatening about 
a group of citizens coming together to garden and keep a fragment of the city green. This innocence has 
tactical power in claiming future spaces for the construction of the informal city and claiming of public 
land. The community garden as an innocent informal place "is a point of resistance not so much against a 
certain class or group but against forms of power which deny the individuality of the subject. It is a site of 
struggle over competences knowledge and privileges” (Matthews, 1988, pp.19) 

The power of the informal collective and what the group holds in common will be elaborated on in the 
next section on the garden as a civic place but I will briefly introduce it here. The garden has a mailing list 
of 300 people and 60 active members, as well as affiliated local partners such as schools. This network 
of local citizens supported by local partners have the power to speak and act collectively. Their sheer 
numbers and the common value of the garden as a community asset, establishes a latent power that can 
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be mobilized if the garden were ever threatened. It is exactly the latent condition of this power and its 
unpredictability for the formal system that defines its condition of power.  

The third aspect is about the power of expert knowledge, not as a top down imposition but as an asset to 
the community within which the expert positions his/herself. Jeremy Till in his paper The negotiation of 
hope in the book architecture and participation criticizes the expert role of the architect as an imposed  

one, but I have to disagree that the problem lies with expertise as such but rather the method and 
reflective way in which it’s deployed. In the case of Abbey Gardens it was my role as an architect who 
had designed a very large-scale public realm for another local authority that gained us access to the land 
in 2006. It was the expertise of another member as a journalist, which allowed us to write exceptional 
funding applications, expertise of graphic designers that professionalized our publicity, and those 
members skilled in management for negotiating contracts that enabled the garden to sustain itself and 
have a powerful position.  

Finally I want to touch on the garden’s internal power structures. The management group made up of the 
experts just mentioned above, are referred to by gardening members as ‘the back office’. This structure 
made up of the Trustees, treasurer, secretary, the chair, the garden club leader and the administrator 
manage the garden. The position of the chair is to run monthly meetings and together with the 
administrator implement what the garden requires. The Chair makes sure there is a correlation between 
the wishes of the gardeners and strategic decisions of the trustees. None of the positions apart from the 
administrator and garden club leader are allowed to be in place for more than 2 years to make sure power 
is shared. The power structure is horizontal and the voluntary nature of those in power and living next 
door to each other means that hierarchies are not formed or disrupted through social relations. The 
charity’s constitution sets up hierarchies such that garden members can attend the trustees meetings but 
don’t have decision-making rights. It is important for the garden to be aware of its power structures and 
put measures in place where those positions and power relations are not abused. Laguerre talks about 
the front being the domain of the formal where rules and regulations are formed whilst the back is the 
informal where the formal is challenged. In the case of Abbey Gardens internal governance has no back 
and no front although there is clarity between those who garden and those who administer. 

The garden as a civic domain  

In order to talk about the garden as a civic domain it is important to first frame what I mean by ‘civic’. Civic 
is constructed around a set of common values that leads its commoners towards a collective action to 
gain certain public rights. Based on David Harvey’s book Rebel Cities: From the right to the city to the 
urban revolution (2013), he makes the point that, the public right that is frequently overlooked and urgently 
needs claiming is the city. The city and its public infrastructure, which is not the highly regulated ‘public 
space’ developed by corporations, discussed in Anna Minton’s 2012 book Ground Control is currently 
under valued, and under threat. This public infrastructure of the city that can host and nurture civic 
practices, is an asset to fight for. In an ever-growing context of regulating the city, it is important that 
collective common action claims power back for enabling informal practices. As Peter Rowe in his book 
Civic Realism puts it “value held in common effects or even diminishes the role of the state as power is 
then shifted to the collective unified inhabitants that have a common interest and common cause.”                         

Abbey Gardens is one of those places belonging to the public infrastructure of the capitalist city that 
enables common values to evolve. The institutional depth of this civic realm is positioned between the 
informal and formal systems that construct its governance and social order, what I have been calling 
‘liminal’. This is enabled by: 

1-	 Independence from the formal whilst maintaining a close relationship to it. 

2-	 Implementation of systems of horizontal power explained in previous section. 

3-	 Embedded meaning in the design borrowed from history but shared collectively by its members.  
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4-	 The role of designers as experts not in designing of the physical garden but as agents whose 
expertise are utilised in sustaining the garden 

Although Abbey Gardens does not play a direct role in urban politics, it does play a role as a mediating 
organisation-practicing democracy at the scale of a neighbourhood.  

The role of the designer/expert  

The role of the designer within the construction of a place that can form fragment of the ‘liminal’ city is in 
three parts: 

1-	 Designer as creator of civic meaning based on common values 

2-	 Designer as an expert active citizen  

3-	 User of ‘Action centric model’ of design process  

Designer of meaning: 

The artists ‘Somewhere’ as designers of the garden were more concerned about the embedded meaning 
the design was to carry and the active role of the plants visually than abstraction of an imposed modernist 
design language, stripped from meaning. The form of the garden resembling the 19th Century ‘Triangle 
camp’ of the ‘Plaistow land grabbers’ and their 1:1 scale image on the community cabin is a constant 
reminder of what the garden stands for and its position in local cultural history. It’s time to re-address this 
erasure of meaning, in constructing a new language for the design of the informal civic domain.   

Designer as active citizen: 

As mentioned earlier it is the expertise of citizens that gives power and ability to the collective to construct 
informal systems. These experts also enable the informal system to manoeuvre and operate within the 
‘liminal’ space between the formal and the informal. It is also the diverse kinds of expertise that transform 
the informal organisation into a semi formal one and through that ensure their longevity. Still existing within 
the informal realm, the precarious system transforms into a stable system. The question becomes one of 
access to such expertise at volunteering capacity.  

Experiential design method: 

In designing the ‘liminal’ city the designer can not operate within the realm of ‘rational model’ of design 
which was independently developed by Newell and Simon 1972, and then again nearly 20 years later by 
Pahl and Beitz 1996, which has become part of mainstream design teaching and practice. The design of 
the ‘liminal’ city and its spaces requires the designer to operate under the ‘Action-centric model’ based on 
theories by Schön in 1983 on ‘reflection in action’ and recently developed by Ralph 2010 into the Action 
Centric Model. Here design is improvised, agile (thinking on one’s feet), has no universal sequence or 
prescribed stages and is tested within the real context within which it operates.  
Whilst the ‘rational model’ consists of prescribed stages of: 

1-	 Pre-design 
a)	 design brief 
b)	 analysis 
c)	 precedents studies 
d)	 problem solving – conceptualising design problems 
e)	 initial design 
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2-	 Design and testing design solutions 
3-	 Implementation and evaluation 

‘Action centric model’ operates on a loose structure where decisions are based on reflective and critical 
judgement of the designer. These stages are: 

1-	 Framing – This frames the overall design problem without any rigid briefs 
2-	 Making moves – It’s a tentative design solution to be tested 
3-	 Evaluating moves – The design is assessed against the ‘framing’ and the tentative design solution 

and new or next stages are designed and configured.  
The designer of liminality would need to move between ‘framing’, ‘making moves’ and ‘evaluating moves’ 
and structure a typology of practice that enables him/her to manoeuvre between them until a ‘liminal’ 
space is constructed.  
 
Conclusion 

In order to construct civic life in contemporary cities, we need to construct its ‘liminal’ places and their 
associated networks where trust and commitment can form over time. These ‘liminal’ places gain power 
by having a voice, being self organised and being able to make decisions. They become empowered and 
breed grounds to empower.  Their network expands their spatiality beyond a singular site. Abbey gardens 
is not merely limited to the garden itself but comprises of a network of places. These networks are: the 
residents’ living rooms where meetings take place between neighbours and officials, The cabin in the 
garden where clubs are run by garden members, the mobile honesty stall that promotes the garden by 
selling its produce at local events and festivals, the hired local community rooms where Annual general 
meetings are held, the local community kitchens in community centres hired to make food for public 
consumption and the roaming shed that hosts children activities and workshops. In order to construct a 
‘liminal’ fragment of the city where common grounds are formed, the architect/designer needs to consider 
its governance, its power structures, the intent of its core common space and its network of supporting 
spaces. The architect/designer will position him/herself in the ‘liminal’ space between a consultant and a 
citizen. 
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Abstract 

The paper addresses civic self-organisation in its relation to the role of design in particular and to future 
explorations in general. It uses this assessment to identify opportunities and conditions for social media 
and technology. Addressing self-organisation contributes to a vision on people-environment relationships 
that is guided by values of sustainable development, social innovation and spatial quality. In this, the 
metaphor of ‘living cities’ invites to frame the challenges, missions and endeavours of spatial planners 
within a three-fold ecology: biophysical, social and mental regimes of multiple, multi-scalar and multi-
dimensional structures, cultures and routines. 

The basic research questions are: Which roles can different heuristics in future explorations play in long-
term, open, cyclical, inclusive planning processes, i.e. processes that create an openness towards civic 
self-organisation?  What kinds of conditions are crucial for design, social media and technology in order 
to play a constitutive role in participatory, social innovative processes? Concepts of self-organisation are 
analysed and refined, based on literature from both planning theory and urban design theory. We focus 
on two cases (i.e. Schorvoort/ SPINDUS, Denderbekken/ Steunpunt Ruimte), both of which make 
integration and interaction a crucial part of the research. In both cases ‘ecology’ is envisioned as an 
overarching metaphor.  

Keywords: self-organisation, future explorations, ecology 

1.  Introduction 

The paper addresses civic self-organisation primarily in its relation to the role of design in particular and to 
future explorations in general. The authors use the occasion of the conference to assess future 
explorations in the light of one of their major research topics: addressing different modes of citizen 
participation (cf. Schreurs, Smets & Janssens, 1981) and the study of strategies for a broad variety of 
different political actors (cf. Kuhk, 2013). The paper uses this assessment primarily to develop and 
articulate new perspectives on the (potential) roles of future explorations and also to identify opportunities 
and conditions for combining these with social media and technology. By focusing on cases of people-
environment relationships, the aim is to contribute to assessing and developing the operational side of 
bottom-up processes, methods and attitudes.  

Addressing civic self-organisation – both as citizen-led self-organisation and as government-led 
participation - can have different motives. It can be politically motivated, by ‘pressures’ from an interest in 
bottom-up initiatives (action groups, cooperative movements, collaborative processes, informal 
settlements…). Societies indeed show tendencies of speaking up more loudly, of including more 
diverging voices and of questioning hegemonic patterns and traditions more systematically than ever 
before. Technology in general, and social media in particular, are playing an increasing role in such 
‘upheavals’, as recent revolutions have demonstrated. Addressing self-organisation can also be socially  
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motivated by an eagerness to understand the ‘nature’ of cultures, i.e. to understand how and why social 
initiatives, processes and organisations emerge, develop, change over time, transform into 
unprecedented systems (even in absence of a ‘plan’, i.e. without oppressive powers or explicit contracts). 
Addressing self-organisation can also be anthropologically motivated by the ambition to contribute to a 
specific vision on how our world is organized as a socio-spatial system (cf. Karadimitriou, 2010) or socio-
ecological system (Swyngedouw, 2010) and how this relates to changing people-environment 
relationships. We are particularly stimulated by this last ambition, without leaving political and social 
motives out of sight. 

As many others, the authors are guided by concerns about sustainable development (Grober, 2011; 
Schreurs, 2007a), spatial quality (Segers, et al., 2013; Schreurs, 2007b), and social innovation (Moulaert 
F. et al., 2013a; Moulaert F. et al., 2013b). None of these value-based dimensions of socio-spatial 
interactions can be addressed without considering users (and producers) of (physical) space. These 
users are simultaneously origin, medium and result of multiple, interrelated processes of transformation, 
socialization and ‘subjectification’. Amongst those processes, self-organisation is a strong driver. In its 
most simple form, individuals assemble and generate collective ideas and actions; groups and collectives 
pass knowledge and experience amongst and between them, and use those to transform (their 
imaginations about) spatial forms and relations; collective imaginations and shared spaces in turn redefine 
individuals and groups. As such, self-organisation is considered to play a central role in any political and/
or social and/or civic endeavour meant to foster sustainable development, to stimulate social innovation 
or to improve spatial qualities. 

In the next section of the paper, we are (re-)constructing definitions of self-organisation in order to build a 
frame for further analysis. The section thereafter looks at civic self-organisation (as a goal) in relation to the 
development of future explorations (as a ‘tool’). In this, an ecological approach to people-environment 
relationships is adopted to mediate between the concepts of self-organisation and future explorations. We 
consider these in ‘living’ environments in search of enhancing sustainability, empowerment and spatial 
qualities. In section three, two particular ‘living environments’ are further explored. The section zooms in 
on two particular cases, i.e. the making of a project definition for a masterplan in Schorvoort (Turnhout) 
and the development of research-based Living Labs for spatial development. Both cases illustrate the 
importance of (complex forms of) interaction – and in this, also civic self-organisation – in a process of 
transformation and change. Looking at cases from an interactions-perspective intends to answer two 
basic research questions: 
•	 Which roles can different heuristics in future explorations, such as designerly research and scenario 

analysis play in long-term, open, cyclical, participatory planning processes, i.e. processes that create 
an openness towards civic self-organisation?  

•	 What kinds of conditions are crucial for design and social media (and technology in general) in order 
to play a constitutive role in participatory and/or social innovative processes? 

2.  Self-organisation 

According to the conference call, “there is a loud and clear call for civic self-organisation”. In a broad 
sense, civic self-organisation is defined in terms of both growing civic ‘demands’ for more bottom-up 
influence, and in terms of widening ‘governing to governance’ (Rhodes, 1996; Stoker, 1998). For instance 
in Brussels or in Flanders, examples of both aspects can be easily identified, i.e. in the protests for the 
parking at the Braunplein in Ghent, protests against the demolition of the Gare de Luxembourg near the 
European Quarter, reactions to the masterplan of the Sint Pieters-station in Ghent, the bottom-up 
initiatives to initiate ‘true’ participation in the development of the Place Flagey, the Thurn & Tassis site along 
the canal or the reactions and protest against the masterplan of Antverp or the Oosterweel-trajectory, etc. 
These examples illustrate outcries for more direct forms of democracy, some of which have their roots in 
the late 1960s. They equally represent a plea for shifting from representative democracy towards 
participative democracy, as has been equally supported in the white paper on urban policies (Boudry,  
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2005).  In one or other stage though, the initiatives are however often directly related to government 
initiatives, negatively or positively. One could wonder if ‘pure’, ‘spontaneous’ modes of civic self-
organisation do, could - or should - exist? Would it be possible to find (and feasible to stimulate) 
processes of self-organisation which are – similar to jazz-music – the result of ‘autonomous’ forces, 
interacting within a common endeavour, at the same time being able to break away from preconceived 
patterns, while structuring this freedom? What kind of civic organization would be really self-organizing, 
not only to react or to occupy, but also in order to generate a unique added value within the process of 
organizing itself (cf. autopoetic machines, Guattari, [1989] 2000)? What kind of self-organisation is or can 
be developed in the domain of spatial planning, where some form of public governing or governance is 
always at least part of the context. 

In response to these questions, we start our reflection with the exploration of a common sense 
understanding of self-organisation and the roots of the notion in complex systems analysis. In a second 
step, the notion of ‘civic self-organisation’ and its constituting elements are then refined, based on 
literature from both planning theory and urban design theory.  

2.1 Self-organisation in a common sense description and in complex systems theories  

Common sense opinion defines self-organisation as follows: “Self-organisation is a process where some 
form of overall order or coordination arises out of the local interactions between the components of an 
initially disordered system. This process is spontaneous: it is not necessarily directed or controlled by any 
agent or subsystem inside or outside of the system. It is often triggered by random fluctuations that are 
amplified by positive feedback. The resulting organization is wholly decentralized or distributed over all the 
components of the system. As such it is typically very robust and able to survive and self-repair 
substantial damage or perturbations. Chaos theory discusses self-organisation in terms of islands of 
predictability in a sea of chaotic unpredictability.” (cf. Wikipedia) 

Amongst iconic examples of self-organisation in complex systems, the behaviour of flocks and swarms is 
well-known. Other examples include conglomerates in crystallization, convection patterns in liquids…. 
Similar forms of self-organisation occur in varieties, for instance in physical, chemical, biological, robotic, 
social or cognitive systems. Collective behaviour in flocks or swarms, patterns of movement of groups of 
individual components, is typically generated by a limited set of (implicit or explicit) ‘rules’ (Waldrop, 1992), 
which enable processes of self-organisation. 

Although the common sense description is plausible, the above formulation is not very accurate if applied 
to people-environment systems, where the notion of self-organisation is not undisputed. The term is 
central to complexity-theories. When focussing on people-environment systems, it is hard to imagine 
what kind of condition ‘an initially disordered system’ would have been, since it typically is an evolutionary 
system. Also the image of ‘islands of predictability in a sea of chaotic unpredictability’ is more concealing 
than revealing, since it seems to deny the integral distribution of a crucial characteristic. Mitchell Waldrop’s 
concept of a system “at the Edge of Chaos” seems to be more accurate here: he describes the universe 
of living beings as a complex, adaptive, self-organizing system which dynamically balances order and 
chaos. Components balance between flexibility and stability, and the whole balances between continuity 
and innovation: “This balance point – often called the edge of chaos – is where the components of a 
system never quite lock into place, and yet never quite dissolve into turbulence, either. The edge of chaos 
is where life has enough stability to sustain itself and enough creativity to deserve the name of 
life” (Waldrop, 1992:12). 

2.2 Self-organisation in spatial planning 

People-environment systems, we understand, are but a specific case of complex systems at the ‘edge of 
chaos’, which are balancing ‘between continuity and innovation’. Waldrop’s description resembles Kevin 
Lynch’s well-known dictum that crucial characteristics of ‘good city form’ results from “development, within 
continuity, via openness and connection” (Lynch, 1981:116-117). Could it help to finding ways to  
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approach self-organisation in spatial planning from an angle of chaos and complexity theories? When 
matched to spatial planning, complexity thinking should be “concerned with relationships and processes 
of unpredictable movement or emergence where there is a tension between structure/order and a lack of 
structure/chaos” (Hillier, 2010b:449). Key properties of complex systems thus identified include 
“distributed connectivity (functions and relations are multi-scalar), openness, non-linearity, emergence and 
self-organizing adaptive behaviour which may display elements of path dependence, but which are 
fundamentally non-deterministic” (Hillier, 2010b:449). Can these concepts of complex systems and self-
organisation help to bring some ‘system within the madness’? 

Self-organisation in spatial planning is not a clearly defined concept. The potential of self-organisation is 
seen as being central to Complex Adaptive Systems (CAS), i.e. a concept developed by the Santa Fe 
Institute, “attempting to understand the commonalities connecting artificial, natural and human 
systems” (Hillier, in: Hillier and Healey, 2013:384). Among the key traits of CAS “there is no central control 
directing agent behaviour, which is self-organizing (autopoietic), acting on locally available 
information” (Hillier, in: Hillier and Healey, 2013: 384). In this perspective, Boonstra & Boelens present a 
useful, basic description to start from. They define self-organisation in urban development as “initiatives 
for spatial interventions that originate in civil society itself, via autonomous community-based networks of 
citizens, outside government control.” (Boonstra & Boelens, 2011:100). As such, the concept is clearly 
distinguishable from the notion of ‘participation’, which experienced a stretch to include a variety of 
bottom-up initiatives as well as a wide range of top-down, government-initiated occasions to work with 
civil society and citizen networks (cf. Cook, 2001). The notion of self-organisation starts, by definition, 
from a rather introvert perspective as an initiative within and in favour of a given network of actors. 

In reference to Prigogine and Stengers 1984, Heylighen 2001, Teisman et al. 2009, Boonstra & Boelens 
continue their description as follows: “The concept refers to the notion of a complex society, one in which 
there is endless and continuous movement and interaction between all its different elements (people, 
places and institutions). This continuous movement results in patterns and unforeseen initiatives emerging 
spontaneously, without being controlled by one central manager or director. Such an emergence of social 
structures or patterns without the machinations of external agents – or in the words of complexity 
theorists: a process of autonomous development and the spontaneous emergence of order out of chaos 
– is called self-organisation” (Boonstra & Boelens, 2011: 108). 

Whereas the wider context of a complex society is referred to in general, the specific external influences 
from diverse contexts is largely left out of the picture. Even if self-organisation starts from a mostly self-
referential perspective (i.e. which initiatives from within a community can support exactly this community), 
self-organisation does not develop as a ceteris paribus experiment, but always also in a context that 
changes. In analogy to subsystem approaches in public policies (cf. Sabatier, 1993), to the distinction 
between transactional and contextual environments in scenario-analysis and systems approaches (Kotler 
et al., 2005) or complex organizations which “interact with their contextual environments and cannot be 
understood independently from them” (Hillier, 2010a: 370),  we therefore want to stress that the study of 
self-organisation in people-environment processes explicitly also needs to take – even multiple – contexts 
into consideration. The emergence and effectivity of action groups is e.g. depending on internal 
characteristics and resources, such as human capacity, leadership, creativity and intelligence, but also on 
external factors, such as the stability of the (local) government, shifts in public opinion, changes in society 
and economy, etc. (cf. Sabatier, 1993).  

Then again, Jean Hillier casts doubts over the possibility of cities or planning to be autopoietic, since their 
development - in all existing and emerging relationalities - would be far too regulated to offer much scope 
for such a strong form of self-organisation. Hillier concludes by stating “I prefer, therefore, to regard cities 
and spatial planning systems as complex assemblages” (Hillier, 2010a:386). In the study thereof, a 
Deleuzean-inspired mapping of spatial planning intends capturing agencies rather than structures, i.e. the 
variable ‘flows’ of actants and relations rather than ‘fixed’ nodes or lines (Hillier, 2010:387). Taking a critical 
distance towards the idea of networks, in line with DeLanda, Hillier suggests the term ‘meshwork’  
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because it “emphasized interconnections between heterogeneous entities in a fluid, open-ended 
future” (Hillier, 2010:452). 
In line with this approach, the British anthropologist Tim Ingold has described living organisms as 
‘meshworks’ and ‘an interweaving of lines’ (i.e. ‘lines of becoming’, cf. Ingold, 2011:14), which forms a 
contrast to ‘networks as a set of interconnected points’: “I conclude that the organism (animal or human) 
should be understood not as a bounded entity surrounded by an environment but as an unbounded 
entanglement of lines in fluid space” (ibid.: 64). From that point of view, self-organisation evidently always 
also implies a social and ‘contextual’ restructuring, i.e. effecting in changes beyond the initiating actants 
and communities. ‘Autopoeisis’ and ‘complex adaptive systems’ can be important analytical concepts that 
direct the attention towards internal operations of different systems (cf. Hillier, 2010a:382) as well as 
towards relations between different social worlds. As a key characteristic of complex adaptive systems 
(Hillier, 2010b: 451), we consider self-organisation as an instance of emerging dynamics, that is 
according to Cilliers, as “behaviour that results from the interaction between components and not from 
characteristics inherent to the components themselves” (Cilliers, 2005:257, in Hillier, 2010b:450). 

Can we conclude from Hilliers proviso that cities and planning systems could be(come) self-organizing if 
they become more open, thus less regulated? This ambition can be supported through less rigid central 
legislation, less guidance from policy statements, in general less factors which “induce ‘stability’, ‘inertia’ or 
‘dependence’ in local planning authorities and severely restricts practitioners’ capacity and willingness to 
experiment and innovate with locally-appropriate practices” (Hillier, 2010a:386). What then, would be the 
conditions for such experimental and innovative locally-appropriate practices?  

2.3  Self-organisation through the lens of ‘ecology’ 

In his opus magnum on spatial quality and sustainability) Lynch criticizes three base metaphors that have 
grounded normative theories in the conceptualisation of socio-spatial environments, i.e. the cosmic 
model, machine and organism. Assessing none of these as satisfactory, the best alternative he can 
imagine is to conceptualise settlements as an ‘ecosystem’, or more precisely, as a ‘learning 
ecology’ (Lynch, 1981:115). Besides constituting elements of ecosystems, the concept equally takes a 
more anthropological context into consideration, and adds human values, self-consciousness, and thus a 
learning capacity:  

“An evolving ‘learning ecology’ might be a more appropriate concept for the human settlement, some of 
whose actors, at least, are conscious, and capable of modifying themselves and thus of changing the 
rules of the game. The dominant animal consciously restructures materials and switches the paths of 
energy flow. To the familiar ecosystem characteristics of diversity, interdependence, context, history, 
feedback, dynamic stability, and cyclic processing, we must add such features as values, culture, 
consciousness, progressive (or regressive) change, invention, the ability to learn, and the connection of 
inner experience and outer action. Images, values, and the creation and flow of information play an 
important role.” (Lynch, 1981: 115-116) 

Since a ‘good’ city is a ‘living’ city (cf. Jacobs, 1961) it is not strange to make ‘ecology’ one of the leading 
metaphors of a theoretical frame. However, ‘ecology’ is not an unambiguous concept. At least four 
different meanings are distributed in literature and society: ecology as science (of relationships), as 
(scientific) approach or frame, as object (‘nature’) of (scientific) inquiry and struggle, as (political) attitude. In 
many considerations, those overlap. According to Palazzo and Steiner “Ecology involves the reciprocal 
relationships between all organisms with other organisms as well as with their environments” (2011:3). 
Starting from such a general proposition - explicitly including “humans” (ibid.: 18) - the notion of ‘socio-
ecological systems’ has also been used to stress the inseparability of nature and culture (cf. Heynen, et 
al., 2006), and the learning cycle between unreflective environment and human interventions (cf. Lynch, 
1981). 

Our interpretation of ‘ecology’ owes very much to Tim Ingold. This anthropologist of ‘life’ (cf. Ingold, 2011) 
defines ‘ecology’ as “the study of the life of lines” (Ingold, 2007: 103), giving access to intricate modes of  
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interactions between elements: “An ecology of life, in short, must be one of threads and traces, not of 
nodes and connectors. And its subject of inquiry must consist not of the relations between organisms 
and their external environments but of the relations along their severally enmeshed ways of life.” (Ingold, 
2007: 103, stressed by author). Within Ingold’s relational view on the inhabited world, two precise notions 
are important. His view starts from a specific interpretation of elements interacting not ‘between’, but 
‘along’ each other, while continuously ‘becoming’. A multitude of becoming elements then leads to a 
‘meshworked’ ecology: “In this depiction [of an organism as a line] there is no inside or outside, and no 
boundary separating the two domains. Rather there is a trail of movement or growth. Every such trail 
discloses a relation. But the relation is not between one thing and another – between the organism ‘here’ 
and the environment ‘there’. It is rather a trail along which life is lived. Neither beginning here and ending 
there, nor vice versa, the trail winds through or amidst like the root of a plant or a stream between its 
banks. Each such trail is but one strand in a tissue of trails that together comprise the texture of the 
lifeworld. This texture is what I mean when I speak of organisms being constituted within a relational field. 
It is a field not of interconnected points but of interwoven lines; not a network but a meshwork” (Ingold, 
2011: 69-70; cf. also Ingold, 2007). 
The image of many trails, moving and growing along each other, simultaneously becoming according to 
internal dynamics and becoming in relation to localized connections and contiguities due to other trails (cf. 
Ingold, 2011: 84) is a strong image to conceptualise ‘self-organisation’.  

When conceptualising self-organisation as part of a (learning) ecology, it is also of fundamental 
importance to take at least three realms into consideration, which are in concordance with the 
environmental, social and mental ecologies Guattari ([1989] 2000) is referring to. When participation is at 
stake, social and physical ecologies usually receive ample attention. The fact and the importance of 
mental ecologies is – however – largely underestimated.  

Amongst the exchange processes that produce the urban environment, mental ecologies – such as 
ideologies, engagement … – are not the least important. When spatial quality is at stake, sharing values is 
e.g. a fundamental concern. Deep values – such as sustainable development – cannot be made 
circulating as ‘invariables’ among all agencies involved in making a better world. Concepts, images, 
metaphors, etcetera, representing such values, circulate rather in seemingly uncontrolled and 
uncontrollable ways, and – while circulating – associate, dissociate and/or re-associate into (re)new(ed) 
stocks and flows of meaning, both explicit and implicit. Tracing what kinds of inputs, what kinds of 
transformations, and what kinds of outputs are effectuated within environmental, social and mental 
ecologies then could become a way of conceptualizing the collective production of spatial qualities, and 
in this also the possibility and/or necessity, emergence and impact of patterns of self-organisation. 
Ultimately this hypothesis is emerging from a need felt “to achieve the resingularization of existence” as 
Guattari formulated in his ‘ecosophy’ (see Guattari, [1989] 2000: 5). Moreover, mental ecologies can be 
conceptualized in a complex way, as the combination of and interplay between at least three subsystems: 
values (and related attitudes, judgments…), ideas (and underlying forms of explicit and tacit knowledge, 
concepts, images, representations…), and actions (partly based on decisions, partly on intuition, 
embodied knowledge, routines…). 

2.4. Synthesising reflection on the conceptualisation of self-organisation 

The point of departure and indeed motivation to focus on self-organisation, is the assumption that such 
processes as well as participation can be strong drivers to develop socio-spatial relationships that are 
based in values of sustainability, social innovation and concerns for spatial quality. Self-organisation 
typically emerges ‘at the edge of chaos’ (cf. Waldorp, 1992), and leads to adaptations towards new 
(unstable) equilibria. The notion of self-organisation departs from the assumption that a system can 
spontaneously increase its inherent order, e.g. described as universal laws in biophysical systems as well 
as in cybernetics or thermodynamics, visible in the collective behaviour of swarms and flocks, or for 
instance expressed in the so-called ‘invisible hand’ in economic processes. These spontaneous 
interactions (cf. Boonstra & Boelens, 2011) and the resulting collective behaviour develops without the 
directing control of a central agent, yet it typically is generated by a set of ‘rules’. The emergence and  
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effectivity of self-organisation in socio-spatial systems depends both on internal characteristics as well as 
on external factors. The mapping (cf. Deleuze, Guattari, 1987) and (re-)construction of such processes  
 
ideally considers ‘flows’ rather than ‘nodes’ or ‘lines’ (cf. Hillier, 2010), and equally considers processes of 
self-organisation being part of and contributing to a wider social and ‘contextual’ restructuring (cf. Hillier 
and Healey, 2010). The image of a meshwork can help to envision the ‘unbounded entanglements of 
lines in fluid space’ (Ingold, 2011:64) that develop in complex, open socio-spatial systems. 

Throughout history, socio-spatial systems have been framed differently, e.g. in (religious, mythological or 
metaphysical) cosmologies, in functional discourses as well as in narratives that depart from an image of 
indivisible, living organisms (cf. Lynch, 1981). Instead, a relational view on the inhabited world (cf. Ingold, 
2011) would redirect the attention more towards interactions, towards the inseparability of nature and 
culture (cf. Heynen et al., 2006) and on learning cycles between an unreflective environment and human 
interventions (cf. concept of ‘learning ecology’, Lynch, 1981), including potentials of self-organisation. 
Rather than mapping ‘connectors’, an analysis of socio-ecological systems would then try to uncover 
threads, traces and the existence of ‘trails’, which disclose relations along several enmeshed ways of life 
(cf. Ingold, 2007; Ingold, 2011). ‘Trails’ is a strong image to conceptualise self-organisation as it stresses 
the interweaving of lines rather than the connection between points. When self-organisation emerges to 
foster sustainability, social innovation and spatial quality, there are ‘swarms’ of concepts, images and 
metaphors - representing values - that circulate in a seemingly uncontrolled way to dissociate and 
(re-)associate in novel narratives and practices. Values, ideas and actions can be conceptualised as the 
mental ecology in processes of transformation (cf. Guattari, [1989] 2000), and are equally important to be 
studied as are the social and biophysical ecology of a socio-spatial system.  

In the following section, ‘ecology’ will be engaged as an overarching metaphor in two cases, i.e. to help 
conceptualize the integration and interaction of different concepts, disciplines, theoretical frames and 
attitudes. Within this frame, critical analyses of different modes of change and exchange will help to 
develop aspects of socio-ecological systems into operational factors, which can serve new, open, 
cyclical and evolutionary planning approaches. Co-existence, co-operation, co-production or co-evolution 
are the main concepts used to describe how design, social media and technology can play a (more or 
less) relevant role in these modes of self-organisation. 

3.  Self-organisation in two ‘living environments’ 

The paper draws on two cases from two research programs, both of which make integration and 
interaction a crucial part of the research. The ‘SPINDUS’ research project aims to develop practical and 
pedagogical planning and design methodologies to assess, evaluate and implement spatial quality. The 
research project constructs it arguments to a large extend from case-studies such as Schorvoort, which 
serve as a laboratory for the integration of disciplinary fields, policy sectors, public and private actors, 
material and immaterial qualities, short and long term, and so on. Then, the ‘Policy Research Centre on 
Spatial Planning’ aims at developing (spatial) concepts and policies to make Flanders’ polycentric 
structure more qualitative and resilient, and thus more sustainable. It also aims at developing more 
appropriate approaches to strategically plan for an uncertain and challenging future, to develop new policy 
instruments suited to monitor processes of change and their effects, and to evaluate these in terms of 
policy goals and measures, as well as in terms of a variety of contexts. It consciously uses cases as a 
means for integrating research topics, stake- and shareholders and territorial scopes.   

From both research programs mentioned, one case is critically analysed, leading to a set of arguments for 
answering the research questions. As researchers involved in the cases of Schorvoort and Denderleeuw-
Liedekerke, we complement first hand experiences with a theoretical frame which has been built over the 
last three years.  

 144

SESSION 2 - Role of designerly research, experiments and labs to curate spatial quality



 

3.1.  A living case: Schorvoort 

Opportunities for regeneration with a population influx: The case of Schorvoort, a neighbourhood of 3.200 
inhabitants as part of Turnhout, a city with ca. 42.000 inhabitants in the North of Belgium, is exemplary for 
the kind of regeneration projects the region Flanders will have to invest in for the future. Flanders is 
expecting a steep influx of new inhabitants, possibly one million extra individuals to be nourished, housed, 
given access to jobs, recreation and services before 2050. These tendencies and expectations will have 
a heavy impact on (the transformation of) cities. Within this context, Turnhout focusses on attracting more 
inhabitants, enhancing their civic involvement and investing in spatial qualities. The council intended to 
reconcile spatial, social and financial goals through sensitive densification and functional intensification 
without strengthening social segregation, and without frustrating the most important shareholders of land.  

Defining minimum performances creates room for self-organisation: In order to guide the transformations, 
the city council of Turnhout intended to make an urban design-based inquiry, which anticipated a flexible 
kind of masterplan. The project definition for this inquiry, which depended on diverse kinds of sources of 
information, was developed by the research group ‘Planning and Development’ at the KU Leuven. The 
brief of the tender for the making of that project definition described merely minimum performances for the 
fulfilment of the city of Turnout’s specifications. For instance the winner of the tender would (minimally) 
have to interpret objective and statistical data and analysing trends; would have to integrate issues 
resulting from existing area-based approaches; should interview landowners, city councillors and civil 
servants; and confront the outcomes with existing policy documents. This instruction was voluntarily 
supplemented with observations of (behaviour in) public spaces, workshops with interesting locals (1) and 
with all stakeholders (3), and last but not least, research by design. 

Searching common grounds between current and desired states: Based on interviews with stakeholders, 
anthropological observation, research-by-design and debate, the research provided a synthesis of the 
confrontation of a ‘meshwork of desires’ with the ‘state of Schorvoort’ (i.e. opportunities, problems, 
needs). The successive production of discussion-documents (i.e. illustrating ‘flows’ and ‘trails’ in the (re-) 
calibration of values) allowing showing how these multiple wants and wishes could eventually be 
reconciled with the state of Schorvoort. Research by design was used in order to realize a three-fold 
vocation: analysing the spatial potentials in a detailed way, exemplifying – while qualifying – tracks to 
actualize these potentials, inviting to discuss these tracks in concrete and imaginative ways. A synthesis 
presented an overview of the potentials of spatial development for the neighbourhood for the decades to 
come. The final report describes quality-dimensions of performance and proposals for physical 
interventions envisioning possible strategies for improving the socio-ecological system of Schorvoort with 
and within the larger urban context. The first section identifies intended, wanted and unwanted changes. 
These issues are then analysed from a complex vantage point, focussing on physical and social aspects, 
as well as on communicative and psychological ones.	  

Metabolic processes in (changing) socio-ecological systems: Intended changes such as the 
transformation in green infrastructures to better serve physical and physiological services, can be seen as 
candidate-drivers of metabolic processes. The physical, social and mental aspects (e.g. the connectivity 
of green infrastructures, related health issues, but also social and experiential ambitions such as 
accessibility, readability, orientation or coherence) are used as main categories of processes of a 
‘metabolic exchange’. The envisioned transformations require action, yet also an intense process of 
(re-)calibration of values, which represent a metabolism of its own. Thus, the more tangible changes of 
land, ownership, persons and activities are accompanied by (changes in) less tangible metabolisms of 
ideas and positions. How can these be conceptualized and mobilized? What are their logics? Do these 
logics provide us with insights concerning the dynamics of strategic spatial projects? And do they help us 
in building a shared language for spatial quality? An important part of this information was actualized as 
flows: values, concepts, images and interests. These were forwarded, contested, dissembled and 
reassembled in dialectical processes. The research team managed to capture, interpret, combine and  
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integrate these flows, while building a shared understanding during interviews, workshops, or 
observations. The scope of this paper does not allow a full analysis of the mental ecologies at stake. 
However, a few instances will allow showing at least some preliminary speculations about the ‘nature of 
projects’ as well as insights on the (re-)construction of mental ecologies. 

Open actor involvement leads to commitments: In Schorvoort, the most important actors were engaging 
in the process in an open manner. The city council had the courage to take academics on board of a 
process with a certain risk from the beginning because of numerous tensions between stakeholders. The 
administrations (i.e. urban development, culture and recreation, community building) eagerly participated 
in semi-structured interviews. Although less convinced about the chances to arrive at satisfying results, 
also the private landowners engaged at least formally, albeit by sending a representative to both the 
interview and the plenary sessions of the steering committee. The researchers intentionally brought three 
different fields of knowledge and practice together, at that time without much theoretical insights into each 
other’s discipline: strategic spatial planning, urban design, and social innovation. Exchange of methods 
and opinions, but also of values, was realized while walking the site, talking about problems and 
potentials, observing (non)use of spaces, dialoguing with inhabitants and civil servants, within the 
concrete contexts of the case, thus learning by doing, while simultaneously progressing physically and 
mentally from locus to locus … without predefined trajectory nor goal. In anticipating to the masterplan, all 
crucial landowners made a pre-agreement to redistribute gains and losses in a balanced way. All parties 
had good reasons to give up some potential gains: The social housing corporation was prepared to limit 
their occupation of land if able to spread subsidized dwellings into several smaller projects, contrary to 
earlier practices. The social welfare agency was convinced that a much needed elderly service centre – 
to be built on the location of the existing football fields – was not more important than youngsters having a 
football field. The private developers were depending on an accepted solution to compensate for the 
endangered building rights along the Aa-river. From the side of the city council, the openness to 
suggestions – even surprising, contested or amended ones – was huge, because of Schorvoort’s 
chaotic spatial structure, harsh knots in the mobility system and lurking social disengagement. Along the 
process mutual understanding grew about these crucial issues and eventual spatial consequences.  

Thresholds and path dependencies hindering change: Sharing a language for quality with the private 
partners failed however, in spite of the researchers’ openness to positive influxes and capacity to integrate 
those with policy issues. At the end of the process, no definitive agreement was reached. We see three 
possible reasons for this failure:  

a.	 Delegation of power: The private partners delegated an ambitious architect as their spokesman for the 
interviews and as their representative in the plenary workshops. His position was legitimated by 
conceiving a proposal for a new mobility-plan for the whole city and – more importantly – a 
development plan for the land of the private partners. While defending the concerns of his 
commissioners, he was also taking his solution as a reference during discussions about the project 
definition for the wider master plan: his representational position intertwined with a value-laden 
designer position, which obstructs the sharing of new spatial concepts.  

b.	 Lack of opportunities for collective learning: The fact to be represented also seemed to demotivate 
the private partners to participate in plenary discussions, and thus deprived them from occasions of 
learning and shifting opinions ‘on the spot’. Additionally, the feedback from the workshops and 
meetings was probably filtered by their representative.  

c.	 Clash of values: Finally, the researcher’s position (i.e. unwilling to consider building in the Aa-valley) 
and the positions defended by private partners (i.e. for whom building on their land in the Aa-valley 
was the reference) were far apart. As a result discussion and exchange of ideas about preferred 
dwelling types or financial feasibility were evaded or (most of the time tacitly) misunderstood, which 
hampered the sharing of concepts and languages.  
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Spontaneous sharing of concerns in process of situated learning: Interaction with inhabitants was of a 
very different kind. Although very silent during plenary workshops and sparsely present during the 
workshop with interesting locals, a lot could be learned by walking some lines together. Literal walks took 
place after the city council accepted our report and organized walks across Schorvoort in order to explain 
the results of our research for shared qualities. Mayor and civil servants took care to convince the 
inhabitants that no plan already existed and no concrete actions were already decided. Guides took 
groups of interested inhabitants (ca. 120 in total) along crucial roads and paths, identified during the 
designerly research. Four information bill-boards specified aims, needs and wants, while focusing on 
qualitative and careful use of space. ‘Nature and green’, ‘reinforcing social tissues’, ‘housing needs and 
development’, ‘accessibility and traffic safety’ served as overarching themes to help convince inhabitants 
to share concerns for natural and recreational values of the Aa-valley, for the concept of Schorvoort as a 
‘village-in-town’ with more but balanced centrality, for openness by densification, for inclusiveness by 
diversification, for public space supporting social interaction and orientation.  

While walking, inhabitants re-created in a way the figurative walks we made earlier with some interesting 
locals. Together we constructed mental maps which disclosed existing patterns of use, spatial 
condensers of social interaction, preferred places, as well as unknown territories and disorienting 
landscapes. Combined with the information obtained by interviewing and observing, these were important 
contributions to build our proposal for a shared language. This language was used for selecting and 
structuring quality-dimensions of performance in the report to the city council. The level of sharing can be 
assessed from comparing these dimensions with those used by a recently formed group which is acting 
against more (social) housing in Schorvoort. The osmoses of ideas is at once convincingly and 
embarrassing strong. The pamphlet did pick up the medium, but not the massage. 

We opted for an analysis of a case which offers opportunities to assess part of what we called ‘metabolic’ 
processes within mental ecologies. Self-organisation indeed implies circulation and transformation of all 
kinds of mental ‘images’ generated by, or accompanying, or leading to implementations, and thus 
realizing physical and social transformations. In such open approach, civic self-organisation is challenged 
to find ways of expressing common concerns, to develop processes of exchange of ideas and change of 
opinion, to reflect upon socio-spatial articulations which give more efficient, effective and equitable 
‘answers’ to diverse sets of core values. In one way or another these processes are paralleled by 
discussing and deciding about means and conditions for realizing shared priorities. In Schorvoort, such 
processes can be discerned within several constellations of actants: the group of semi-public and private 
owners/developers formulating a pre-agreement; the inhabitants complaining about, while expressing 
care for the ‘state of Schorvoort’; the stakeholder-workshop navigating their diverse and variable wishes 
and wants through ‘steering’ the designerly research process; the action-group reflecting/reacting upon 
the project definition… 

Self-organisation then equally implies co-evolutionary changes and transformations of complex adaptive 
systems (CAS). Patterns of flows and frames emerge from and feed back into the images and actions of 
adaptive individual agents, co-evolving through repeated interchanges amongst each other and with their 
environments, across multiple scales of space, time and institutional dynamics.  

Before we formulate conclusions about the first case, we first describe the second case.  

3.2.  Plantage Liederleeuw  

The Flemish Policy Research Centre for Spatial Planning is currently developing two experimental Living 
Labs, in order to test and to further explore innovative tools for collective learning. In this, we focus on a 
suburban strip along the N16 regional road (i.e. connecting Temse to Willebroek, with vast industrial areas 
as well as polynucleated, spread residential fabrics and fragmented green, open spaces), and on the  
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relatively dense Dender-valley at the West of Brussels (i.e. a river that flows into the river Scheld). The 
latter is briefly presented here.  

Challenges in a peri-urban mosaic: The Dender-valley between Aalst and Ninove comprises a series of 
cities in a secondary mode of urbanisation. They are confronted with heterogeneous, hybrid spatial issues 
from two overlapping frames: there are landscape-related issues in the north-south oriented valley as well 
as issues of rapid metropolitan development and urban pressure well beyond the borders of the 
Brussels-Capital Region (e.g. marked by an exceptionally good reachability by trains for Denderleeuw, 
combined to high performance road connections and facilities). Then also, the area is effected both by a 
rational that promotes (anti-urban) sprawl as well as a polarising logic in proximity to Brussels (cf. 
Dehaene, Goethals, synthesis of the Denderstad-workshop, November 2014). The thematic focus of 
policy frames  from the currently developing ‘Regional Spatial Policy Plan’ was inspirational to define a first 
zoom-in on specific areas, which can be exemplary cases to study  ‘resilience’, ‘spatial efficiency’, 
‘polycentric urban regions’ or for instance the metaphor of ‘metropolitan appeal’. The development of the 
living lab in a real-world setting allows to also capture the needs and restrictions, the values, uncertainties 
and path dependencies as experienced and articulated on a local level.  

Tracing the existing, mapping the potentials and building common grounds: In the Dender Living Lab, the 
de- and reconstruction of local narratives is developed as a continuously evolving ‘state-of-the-art’-text 
(SoA). These writings contribute to the development of a shared problematisation, based on observations 
from site visits, findings from document analysis, insights based on interviews, focus groups, lectures and 
studio’s as well as discussions in the ‘curatorium’. The state-of-the-art description of the issue setting are 
presented to local actors for a methodological triangulation, i.e. to receive feedback on conclusions drawn 
from observation and surveys. The SoA is not merely a description of results from a process of tracing 
(i.e. reconstructing the existing) though, it also introduces a discussion on future possibilities, which 
closely relates to the representations in potentiality maps.  Doing so, the SoA paves the way for a 
‘diagram’ of actors and an identification of ‘lead partners’ necessary to realise these potentials. Similar to 
developing a shared methodology, also the introduction of novel concepts in the living labs requires 
several iterations before being common and equally understood. The representation in potentiality maps, 
negotiations with local actors, the consolidation through written text such as the SoA, the logbook or the 
assignments, intermediaries up to conclusions from studio work as well as discussions in the ‘curatorium’ 
or in meetings with the commissioning authorities all add to building, questioning and re-assembling 
boundary objects (cf. Star, Griesemer, 1989; Schreurs, Kuhk, 2014). 

Self-organisaton in the ‘plantage Liederleeuw’: The notion of a ‘plantation’ refers to a versatile set of 
experiments for the Dender-valley. The notion ‘plantage’ was coined by Prof. Michiel Dehaene to stress 
the open, inviting characters of the proposals, which are presented as possibilities with little determinism 
in the proposals. It equally stresses the presence of vast vacant or free spaces, that require an clever 
strategy to actualise its potentials. The image of a ‘plantation’ is chosen to also illustrate the temporary 
nature of the proposals: the general direction for development is not fixed. The 7 + 1 experiment - a 
synthesis of tracing and mapping in both research, designerly enquiries and potentiality mappings as well 
as studio work and a stakeholder workshop-, are presented as ‘why not’-try-outs. Whereas a ‘what if’-
proposal or -scenario subscribes to a logic of being ‘different than a business-as-usual’ (retrospective), a 
‘why not’ idea stresses the potential of what can come (prospective) (cf. Kuhk, Schreurs, 2015). The 
experiments appeal to imagining different potentials for the Dender-valley, e.g. as a destination rather than 
a conglomerate of commuter’s residences, as a provider of supra-local facilities that are organised with 
respect for complementarity and specialisation (e.g. ‘levende linten’), as an attractive open landscape with 
vast coulters and renewed attention for agriculture (e.g. ‘Denderpark’, ‘Energielandschap’), or as a 
qualitative residential fabric that integrates with -rather than opposing to-this landscape (e.g. ‘residential 
plantation’ and ‘urban metabolism’). The here proposed experimental strategies for activation are 
manageable innovations. Then again, they also hold the possibility to be scaled- up in a more generalised  
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development perspective. Both the initial experiments as well as the wider transition that can follow from 
it, leaves room for self-organisation: the hybrid, changing, heterogeneous spaces lend themselves to less 
institutionalised approaches (cf. Dehaene, Goethals, synthesis of the Denderstad-workshop, November 
2014). The spaces are at the lee-side of development, so to speak ‘under the radar’ of large 
transformations, which offers opportunities to set up wilful, locally articulated trajectories for development 
and as such, also opportunities for self-organisation.  

  

Intertwined ecologies in the valley of the Dender: The subject of concern in the development of the 
Dendervally has different dimensions, with on one side an attempt to better understand processes of 
metropolitanisation and planning in a spatial amalgam, and on the other side a concern about collective 
learning processes in dealing with wicked problems. The here envisioned experiments appeal to changes 
and innovations in biophysical, social and mental ecologies. For instance, the experiments on ‘urban 
metabolism’ refer to a set of tangible changes such as the metabolic exchanges between agricultural 
activities that focus on increasing the returns per hectare and nature conservation activities that focus on 
raising biodiversity.  In order to achieve such linkages, the experiments on ‘urban metabolism’ also require 
to a set of ideational changes in order to accept that seemingly contradictory logics can actually be 
complementary and synergetic in a metabolic perspective. The real-world setting of a living lab allows 
gathering all actors concerned in the specific local setting, here farmers,  representatives for the nature 
organisation ‘Natuurpunt’  as well as the local firm ‘Rendac’ that handles animal carcasses and slaughter 
by-products. The activities of these actors can be newly assembled and connected through transformed 
cycles of nutrients, e.g. through the use of both biomass from nature reserves as well as livestock 
manure as compost for croplands, which results in water with a more natural level of nutrients. Another 
example to be explored is the breeding of fishes where water is released from the waste processing 
company, since this water has a high level of nutrients from the animal by-products. The newly found 
biophysical complementarities on a local scale are redefining wider ecologies, also socially and mentally 
(e.g. through connections between actors where no connections existed before).  

Elements of a shared methodology: Whereas there is no generic method for the development of living 
labs for spatial issues, there is a set of shared features, which we try to apply in the Dender-valley lab. We 
developed a series of guiding principles for the area-based living labs that are developed by the Policy 
Research Centre: 

•	 To (pro-)actively and continuously reflect on the building of a shared methodology, which is supported 
by systematic documentation in a logbook as well as a by the frequently organised feedback on the 
subject of concern as well as on methodologies in a ‘curatorium’ (cf. designerly approaches), 

•	 To consider a multiplicity and diversity of actor perspectives as of the beginning of the living labs (in 
reference to actor-relational approaches and Synoikos-workshops as well as to a shared 
understandings of living lab features): not only is innovation expected to emerge from co-creation, the 
development of novel coalitions can itself be an innovation in complex (spatial planning) issues,   

•	 To develop the living labs as non-linear, cyclical innovation processes (in reference to evolutionary 
planning), with explicit attention for reiterations and moments of consolidation: in this, it is important to 
also identify gaps in the knowledge production, and to use progressive insights and/or the 
participation of other actors for a next iteration (cf. also literature on uncertainties and on wicked 
problems, which are defined and redefined instead of being ‘solved’), 

•	 To navigate through the complexity of spatial issues by means of tracing, mapping, diagramming and 
agencying (in reference to actor-relational approaches, based on Deleuze and Guattari, 1987), 

•	 To foster a reflection on more continuous, dynamic, strategic and inclusive planning processes (cf. 
also hybrid combinations of images and narratives as can be found in scenarios and designerly 
approaches).  

•	 To reassess proposals for change with regard to effects in broader, dynamic socio-technical regimes 
and wide contextual changes, in order to avoid myopia on the local real-world setting (in reference to  
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	 transition management as well as explorative scenarios), which also includes an assessment of the 

potential to innovate on a systemic level.  
•	 To particularly also consider actors from niches (cf. strategic alliances and transition management), 
•	 To consider the potential of turning novel coalitions into strategic alliances (in reference to the strategic 

alliances that were proposed by the expertpanel with the development of the Spatial Policy Plan 
Flanders; cf. Coppens, et al., 2014), 

•	 To study thresholds and path-dependencies for the development of novel practices (in reference to  
scenario-analysis and wider future explorations). 

Open dispositions towards future transformations: Whereas the living lab is research-based, the 
interventions that are initiated by researchers always are elastic, open dispositions (or ‘deployments’, cf. 
Deleuze): the formulation of experiments based on actor descriptions and prospective designerly 
enquiries is an invitation to local actors to take the lead, to alter or to reinterpret the proposals, and to 
translate them into operational decisions and action. Manual Gausa described dispositions as follows: 
“Such dispositions are recursive among themselves and allude to spatial-temporal configurations –
multitudes, flocks, herds, shoals of fish, foules (agglomerations of people) but also cities and possible 
constructions – whose movements present fluctuations caused by not always linearly predictable 
dynamic processes- and behaviours. They respond to recurrent parameters of complexity, multiplicity, 
mutability, evolutivity and combinatoriality, discontinuity and sequenciality, matrixiality and flexibility, 
(potential) mixedness, and (evidently) singularity and irregularity, etc.” (Gausa et al., 2003: 176). The full 
impact of the experiments can only be developed and assessed in interaction and with the spontaneous 
self-organisation of local actors. And in fact, the full impact of the experiments cannot yet be assessed 
since the more operational stages for the living lab still need to come.  

3.3.  Concluding synopsis 

The research questions formulated earlier on were reaching out to qualify potential roles – and related 
conditions – of future explorations in processes of self-organisation:  

•	 Which roles can different heuristics in future explorations, such as designerly research and scenario 
analysis play in long-term, open, cyclical, participatory planning processes, i.e. processes that create 
an openness towards civic self-organisation?  

•	 What kinds of conditions are crucial for design and social media (and technology in general) in order 
to play a constitutive role in participatory and/or social innovative processes? 

With the cases in mind, a rather complex set of answers emerges. In order to answer those as concise 
as possible, we opt for a concluding synopsis (cf. table 1). This format also helps to overcome the 
difference in the stages of development: the Schorvoort process has led to actions - amongst other 
things the ‘Pilootproject Wonen’, which however did not directly result from the process-, whereas the 
‘Plantage Liederleeuw’ still has to manifest such operational stages. 

Clearly these cases are not the most clear-cut examples of self-organisation. This should not be a 
problem however, rather on the contrary. In Schorvoort, self-organisation can be seen in the 
neighbourhood-committees, in the action-group formed after the research team left the scene or in the 
collective of land-owners. In the Plantage Liederleeuw, self-organisation can be seen in the response from 
local actors to the open dispositions that were assembled by researchers (i.e. contribution to an iterative 
developing of shared problematisations), but also in responses to developing shared methodologies (e.g. 
pragmatic choices in using future explorations and research-by-design in area-based living labs). 
Considering these examples, one becomes aware of the fact that – in one or another way – there always 
is a relation with plans, initiatives or actions initiated (or not) by the (local or regional) government: 
neighbourhood committees build identity in absence of official initiatives, action groups react against plans 
for more social housing estates, land-owners pro-actively develop pressure as reaction against legal 
regional plans, etc. Therefore the processes analysed, by involving a metabolic metaphor, are probably 
just as instructive as processes in ‘pure’ cases of self-organisation would be, since we focused on mental  
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ecologies. Moreover, broadening this observation into a wider ecological perspective, there seems to be 
no reason to make a categorical difference between self-organisation as being outside of government 
control and participation as being broader than that, including interactions on the initiative of local 
authorities (cf. Boonstra & Boelens for a definition of both terms).  
Spatial planning has no beginning and no end. In that sense, every initiative of self-organisation always is 
originating within context of government or governance. Politics are always already ‘there’, implying 
inter(re-)actions between government and inhabitants. The examples given not only invoke the conclusion 
that it is not clear where participation stops and self-organisation starts. They also question the status of 
self-organisation. Does it include group-dynamics such as reactive action-committees, pressure groups 
of land-owners? Or, formulated in a different way: are self-centered and self-concerned forms of self-
organisation a relevant part of spatial planning? Will we consider the bottom-up organization of buying 
land, subdividing it, and selling it to people looking for an individual house, a relevant form of self-
organisation? 
In its focus on self-organisation, the assessment of the cases pays explicit attention to interactions 
between actors. In complex societies that are in a process of transformation and change, such 
interactions are constantly developing between different kinds of users. These interactions lead to different 
forms of self-organisation and collective behaviour (rather than being a result of the characteristics of the 
individual participating users, the quality of the interaction matters here). (cf. Cilliers, 2005, in: Hillier, 
2010b).  

The issue settings for the two cases largely differ, with on one site questions of regeneration with the 
expectation of a population influx -perceived as an opportunity, yet also a threat-, and on the other side 
issues of landscape and nature protection that are closely related to densification, economic opportunities 
and mobility matters, which are perceived as a chance, but also a threat. In both cases though, the influx 
and possibly also swift changes in the composition of the population is a driving force that is perceived to 
be partly beyond the control of local actors, so to speak bringing communities ‘at the edge of chaos’. The 
openness in both cases, i.e. in terms of actor involvement or illustrated in the willingness to experiment, 
can be interpreted as a response to reservations over the development of important drivers. A 
vocalisation of processes in terms of ‘metabolic exchanges’ and ‘intertwined ecologies’ similarly raises the 
awareness for interdependencies, incertitude and the determination of historic pathways. Last but not 
least, the here created room for self-organisation injects flexibility in response to uncertainties.   

The focus on self-organisation and interactions made us see design not only as a generator of new ideas, 
but primarily as a catalyst for exchanges of ideas. This happened both at the level of interdisciplinary 
expertise, i.e. in the merging of different disciplines, and of transdisciplinary co-creation with researchers, 
civil servants, inhabitants and developers. The approaches that were used in the two cases to explore 
possible future states differ. At first sight, the community in Schorvoort seems to follow a more ‘classical’ 
approach in future explorations, i.e. to develop future scenarios in contrast to a business-as-usual setting. 
Then again, the descriptions of current and desired states are not treated as static determinants: 
interactions and iterations add to a process of socio-mnemonic dynamics in order to explore and to 
develop the feasibility of desired states (i.e. discussions generated by designerly research) as well as to 
understand the current state differently (i.e. to slowly (re-)calibrate value settings on the business-as-
usual). Exchanges between public and private partners found a forum on the regular meetings of the 
steering committee. Even if no agreement has been formalized, the value of ‘commons’ has been 
stressed and articulated in a concrete way. Also in the case of the Dender-valley, the observations include 
a description of the current state (i.e. tracing) and of desired states (i.e. potentiality maps). Tracing and 
mapping add layers to better ‘read’ and understand how multiple frames are overlapping in the valley of 
the Dender, i.e. how issues on agriculture, nature or landscape development meet (or collide) with 
pressing metropolitanisation, economic development and mobility matters. The desired states are 
explored further in the articulation of experiments, which create open dispositions for local innovations.  
Whereas the tracing and mapping start from area-wide observations, the experiments zoom-in on specific 
locations with specific actors.  Even if the defining of experiments is also based on contributions from 
local actors (i.e. through interviews and the participation to designerly workshops), it still largely remains a 
theoretical prospect in the current state of the research. The ambition though is to intervene with 
operational actions in the actual settings. The local experiments then can provide feedback to the  
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mapping of potentials, based on real-world experiences and the self-organisation that follows from 
multiple interactions.   

The analysis of processes of interactions made us aware of the need to stimulate lengthy and repeatedly 
face-to-face exchange of ideas by taking time to talk (e.g. interviews, workshops, meetings, sharing 
interest) and by engaging in situated collective learning (e.g. drawing mental maps, walking the site 
together). Most of the time –if not always– exchange of ideas leads to changes of opinion and discourse.  

Table 1: Concluding synopsis in the comparison of two case-studies  
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All of this draws heavily on a number of conditions. First and foremost, openness and iterations are very 
important characteristics of the process. Self-organisation is a co-evolutionary process. It needs 
prospecting, interacting, sharing, adjusting, feeding back. One legitimation for co-evolutionary processes 
lies in the complexity of transformations, which are in themselves often tied to different scales and frames, 
yet also depending on changes in drivers from a wider contextual environment. The articulation in 
processes of ‘metabolic exchanges’ and ‘intertwined ecologies’ pays tribute to these complexities. 
Iterations then are necessary to gradually understand and appraise current and desired states as well as 
the interventions needed to shift from one to another.  

Another legitimation for co-evolution and self-organisation lies in the syrupy mental ecologies: changes of 
opinion and indeed also discourses are incremental changes. In this, self-organisation can play a role for 
the socialisation of proposed changes, i.e. to value transformations in their short- and long-term effects in 
relation to a wider people-environment system that changes. Also here, time and iterations are needed for 
new ideas to sip in.   

Future explorations then can create a mental terrain vague, openings for (potential) radical changes, i.e. 
experiments on strategic frictions in socio-spatial development, which start from an interstitial space. 
These radical shifts are mostly accepted as long as they are contained within the frame (and also ‘free 
space’) of an ‘exercise’ or an ‘exploration’. However, proposals for alternative futures can instantly become 
threatening or create uncomfortable, conflictual situations with a framing that stresses feasibility, 
operational and strategic impact in ‘true’ sites of intervention.  

The cases illustrate how future explorations apply different heuristics that play and interact with both 
radical and incremental perspectives. For instance classical policy scenarios compare a business-as-
usual scenario to (often radically different) alternative future states, which can be embedded in explorative 
scenarios on the key drivers from the wider contextual environment, as a reality-check for novel 
perspectives. Another example of future explorations are design-based-approaches that build on 
potentiality maps to articulate specific, operational experiments. Also the latter can be radical in the 
proposed novelties, without being perceived as ‘threatening’ though: for one thing, because it is labelled 
as an ‘experiment’ and for another thing due to the focus on specific, local settings. In the stage of an 
operational experiment, there is no ambition (yet) to also apply the novelty as a generalised practice. 
Iterations and openness can help to disassemble radical transformations into incremental changes. 

4.  Civic self-organisation and future explorations as socio-digital worlds:  
 reflection about the added value of social media 

In this paper, a chain of arguments has been built in order to draw lessons about the possible roles of 
future explorations vis-à-vis self-organisation. Focussing on people-environment systems as ‘living’ 
constellations and framing those as complex ecologies (physical, social, mental) allowed to explore two 
cases in terms of metabolic processes. A relational view on socio-spatial transformations stresses the 
interactions and learning between actors as well as between actors and an unreflective environment. 
Whereas the two cases did not explicitly invest in socio-digital tools to support interactions, we can 
however formulate a brief reflection on the potential of doing so, as a reflection on the own practice: 

The point of departure for this reflection is straight forward: The two cases concern complex spatial issues 
in real-life settings. The formulation of answers to respective challenges in the two cases (e.g. combining 
the attraction of new population to regeneration, balancing developments in peri-urban landscapes, etc.) 
requires iterative, open processes of interaction with a multitude of actors: being alive implies exchanging.  
Exactly this aspect – the creation and the exchange of user-generated content – is a central feature of 
social media, be it through computer-mediated tools.    

The use of social media –whether it would be (micro-)blogs, forums, social networks, photo and image 
sharing, virtual worlds or for instance social gaming- can have multiple advantages for interactions in 
complex socio-spatial settings, e.g. to be capable to variably reach small or large target groups and  
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subgroups (e.g. opening a meeting to a larger audience by use of livestreams), to also differentiate in the 
information for different users (e.g. by use of free apps such as ‘show me’ for additional information on 
specific terms and procedure, applications like ‘socrative’ to organise digital voting, or apps like ‘book 
creator’ to digitally document outcomes in form of text, images and audio explanations), to be 
permanently accessible once posted (i.e. functioning as an archive), to have the potential of being used 
without time lag (i.e. immediacy) or to support the building and sharing of a (changing) community identity 
as well as a collective memory, to name but few advantages.  

Whereas these benefits mainly concern the local users, another important advantage of social media is 
tied to research objectives, i.e. to better document the ‘syrupy mental ecologies’. Most social media 
applications allow for some or other form of media mining to investigate social networks, to study patterns 
in the use of social media or to track the gradual changes in opinions and discourses. Particularly 
interesting with regard to self-organisation would then be to study whether the processes developed in an 
open manner (e.g. whether novel actors joined a forum in a later stage of the project), to study the 
iterations in the development of a project (e.g. social media as a life logbook) or to study how the 
mobilisation for (or against) a proposal was shaped. For instance, media mining could illustrate better how 
connections between actors continue to live a life on their own: individuals and groups meet and discuss, 
exchange ideas and opinions, stimulate or discourage, embrace or reject reactions, combine and 
transform proposals, strengthen or slow down dynamics and coalitions … influence each other in different 
ways, also through social media.   

However, the use of social media can –to our estimation- also have important drawbacks. Particularly in 
the building of support to radical changes, where iterations disassemble the intended transformations into 
a series of incremental changes, the immediacy and ‘virality’ of social media (i.e. messages going ‘viral’) 
can be hindering in a process that needs to be handled with care. The alternative futures imagined in 
prospective explorations require a careful framing to prevent being misunderstood, e.g. to read the 
outcomes of a scenario-exercise in terms of ‘decided policies’ instead of being understood as an 
‘exploration of possibilities’. Going viral can also be problematic if an experiment is to be launched. Similar 
to the scenario-exercise, also here, a careful communication with local users is preferred over a lowest 
denominator, broad communication to a wide audience who cannot read the nuances in a project.  

Looking back to the cases of Schorvoort and the valley of the Dender, not so much a linear process but 
the image of a tissue of lines of thought comes to mind. Of course without an elaborate and detailed 
recording of data (collected from interviews, discussions, observation, walks and by extension the 
potential of social media), it is nearly impossible to trace all the flows precisely, nor – a fortiori – their 
entanglements. But even without a ‘real-life’ logbook it is clear that during such a process there never is a 
moment which is transparent and ordered as the image of a social network would suggest. In the 
dynamics of such processes, flows of information do not pass unaltered from person to person, from 
node to node. Multiple interactions are resulting in specific mixtures, combinations, innovation, 
omissions…. Positions and opinions are constantly changing, meaning that ideas have been combined 
and recombined, albeit sometimes only slightly. The learning process ‘underway’ – e.g. during small talk 
or collective walks– is often more decisive than the synthesis in the connecting ‘hubs’ – e.g. in a plenary 
workshop or a stakeholder meeting. The image of the pattern of the process is rather ‘messy’, resulting in 
shifting and restructuring threads, rather than affirming predefined links, working through knots of 
entangling lines, rather than via connecting nodes. The process is developing more according the image 
of a meshwork, than according to a machine-like network, which would probably better fit physiological 
and morphological metabolisms.  

On the other hand, the case studies learn that there is more to planning metabolism then flows of 
information and ideas. We already noted the need for a common language. Similar to any other language, 
this implies more than elements -‘words’- and structure -‘grammar’-. Language implies also content 
-‘cultures/images’ and ‘stories/opinions’- and routines -‘idioms’ and ‘manners’-. As such, metabolic flows 
also encompass a critical attitude (e.g. complaining the local government does not provide plans),  
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participating in workshops and roundtables, perceiving while walking or driving, … All these trajectories, 
these lines of neighbourhood-life, interact into a meshwork of concepts and performances. It is quite hard 
to think all this in term of networks, and equally difficult to imagine that the use (and mining) of social 
media entries would present an exhaustive image of the planning metabolism.  

In short: social media can help stimulating self-organisation, but cannot replace those practices which 
afford more complex tissues of interaction. Civic self-organisation is – at least partly – depending on 
images of ‘commons’. Typically these cannot easily ‘grow’ on substrates build from point-to-point 
connections, but flourish easily on a manifold woven from dynamic open paths. 
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Abstract 

Documentation allows sharing information from a Participatory Design project and its participants to 
others. This process allows a sustainable form of participation, for instance by enabling participants’ 
engagement to continue after the project is completed or by allowing new participants to use the 
documentation for the same or different ends. To support this, our research focusses on making ‘thick 
documentation’ that includes material and immaterial aspects of a project and is developed collaboratively 
by the designers and participants of a project. Drawing from insights from the fields of open source 
software and hardware, design games, and sensitizing in participatory user studies, we propose 
documentation games to focus on motivating teams to make thick documentation and providing them the 
expertise to do so. We exemplify and evaluate this approach with three different documentation games 
that are used in three different contexts. 
  
Keywords: documentation, participation, design games  

1.  Introduction 

Sharing documentation is part of many good practices to enable long-term engagement of participants in 
Participatory Design (PD) processes. Documentation allows supporting the exchange of information 
beyond one specific project team, project site or project time frame. Previous research shows that 
supporting this exchange in PD processes requires making – what we call - ‘thick documentation’, a rich 
form of documentation that includes information about the material and immaterial aspects of a project 
(Schoffelen & Huybrechts, 2013). However, thick documentation of PD processes is challenging, 
particularly on the level of both motivating participants to make documentation as well as developing 
expertise to do so. We explain these challenges and evaluate three documentation games that we 
developed to playfully support design teams to make thick documentation. 
  
1.1. Thick documentation to constitute long-term engagement in PD projects 

Practitioners in the fields of PD, architecture, urban planning, and so on increasingly strive for constituting 
long-term engagement. It is researched through notions, methods and approaches like infrastructuring 
(Björgvinson et al, 2010, 2012a, 2012b; Le Dantec & DiSalvo, 2013), use time (Ehn, 2008), commoning 
(Martilla et al, 2014), living labs (Björgvinson et al, 2010, 2012; Ehn, 2008; Hillgrin et al, 2011), 
constituting publics (DiSalvo, 2009; Björgvinsson et al, 2012b), civic learning (Gordon & Baldwin-Phillipi, 
2014), or – as we refer to it - generative participatory processes (Huybrechts et al, 2014; Schoffelen & 
Huybrechts, 2013). 
  
For instance in a project concerning the development of self-management tools for type I diabetes, we 
developed three prototypes for and with three people. We aimed to enable two activities that contribute to 
long-term engagement: 1) sharing prototypes, knowledge and so on with others (designers, researchers, 
etc.) and 2) appropriating the developed bespoke designs for other people with diabetes. We tried to 
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work towards these goals by inviting a large diversity of actors (designers, researchers, engineers etc., 
next to the participants with diabetes) during the process to participate in several design workshops. Also,  

we shared thick documentation of these processes, representing (making) the prototypes, the insights 
gained, the viewpoints of participants (that did not always agree with each other), the difficulties 
encountered and so on. The projects’ processes – e.g. the prototypes but also the insights - were thus 
allowed to be used, altered or improved over time in close relationship to changing conditions, user 
groups, needs and wishes. 
  
Following open practices’ (e.g. open source software) reliance on documentation to enable long-term 
engagement, we started researching the role of ‘thick documentation’ to support long-term engagements 
in PD projects and specifically stimulating participants to make thick documentation to enable (new and/or 
existing) participants to elaborate on a project. Documentation - derived from the Latin word ‘docere’ 
meaning ‘informing, teaching’ (Buckland, 1991) - is a way to transfer information from one person to 
another or (multiple) others. ‘Thick documentation’ specifically includes immaterial elements on a design 
project, next to material elements (i.e. the predominant way of documenting e.g. open source software). 
Including the subjective allows a rich way of documenting that comes close to the ethnographer’s 
practice of ‘thick description’ (Geertz, 1972). Whereas thick description is developed by one 
ethnographer, our approach to thick documentation is developed by a myriad of people that participate in 
a PD process, or that become new participants by reusing or adding to the documentation. 
  
The collaborative, subjective approach makes this form of documentation very much in line with the 
collaborative and socio-material approaches of PD (e.g. Latour 2007; Ehn, 2008). Still, the making and 
sharing of documentation adds an extra dimension to PD processes. Besides the design process itself, 
which involves designing an artefact in order to introduce some kind of change in somebody’s practices 
(Bratteteig & Wagner, 2014), participants have to document their different perspectives. Documenting the 
dynamic range of perspectives of participants, instead of only documenting the own perspective (like the 
ethnographer), demands even more time from both the designer and participants, and additional 
expertise. In this paper, we discuss our research on  (1) motivating and (2) supporting the making of thick 
documentation of both designers and participants. In the scope of this paper we will not evaluate 
empirically if and how thick documentation enables long-term engagements, but this aspect is further 
discussed in Schoffelen et al (2015). 
  
1.2. Motivating and supporting the making of documentation 

The process of developing thick documentation (Schoffelen & Huybrechts, 2013) involves three 
challenges: (1) motivating designers and participants to document so they feel encouraged to share 
subjective backstory information, and (2) providing expertise to document a project in a transparent way 
(i.e. revealing the material and immaterial aspects according to the variety of participants) and (3) in a 
readable way (allowing others to read and elaborate on the documentation). (2) and (3) thus show that the 
making of documentation involves a learning process, i.e. learning what to inform others of, how to 
transfer information, knowledge, practices, how to document and share this and so on. In the rest of this 
paper we refer to balancing between motivating documentation and providing expertise or skills; meaning 
that we will not distinguish between expertise for making readable and transparent documentation 
specifically (unless it is relevant). We will build in three areas of previous research, ‘sensitizing’, open 
sharing practices and design games.  
  
In a pre-phase to PD, the practice of ‘sensitizing’ is a way to balance between motivating and building 
expertise. Sensitizing’ is a particular step in the process of context mapping, i.e. a form of user studies 
that is executed in a participatory manner. Sleeswĳk-Visser et al. (2005) define sensitizing “as a process 
where participants are triggered, encouraged and motivated to think, reflect, wonder and explore aspects 
of their personal context in their own time and environment. A sensitizing package consisting of little 
activities or exercises is sent to the participants at home in the period before the session. They may get 
several days to weeks to complete the sensitizing package”. Sleeswĳk-Visser (2009) for instance 
developed an interactive webtool to share ideas and collaborate prior to the actual workshop. These  
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`sensitizing practices inspire participants to reflect about the workshop’s theme or make them curious for 
it. 
 
Through analysis of online documentation platforms and methods in open sharing practices (in relation to 
documenting hardware, design, software, innovation, arts) we gained insight in how both challenges of 
motivating and building expertise are tackled (see Schoffelen & Huybrechts, 2013 for an in-depth 
description). Practitioners develop and share tutorials explaining what to document and how (e.g. photo 
documenting every step of the making process), develop or share design patterns for documenting 
source codes (i.e. a pattern labelled with its meaning or purpose supports understanding how a software 
program is developed, re-using and improving), organise documentation jams (i.e. gatherings where 
developers exchange expertise, discuss and co-create new standards), organise show-and-tells (i.e. 
FabLab gatherings that aim to further stimulate documenting personal fabrications) or apply game 
mechanics to online documentation platforms (e.g. rating ideas). 
  
These strategies are often implemented by designers (e.g. the management of the FabLab or the specific 
documentation platform), but they still allow participants the freedom to include their own documentation 
style or technique. These kinds of open-ended heuristic ‘tasks’ (Amabile, 1996) stimulate enjoyment-
based intrinsic motivation (i.e. how creative a person feels when working on the project), which is the 
strongest and most pervasive driver of effort in open source projects (Lakhani & Wolf, 2005). Since the 
open source software movement has grown largely through a collaborative bottom-up approach, so has 
the development and redevelopment of documentation standards (Huybrechts et al, 2014). Similarly, 
practitioners in the field of Open Hardware started following this approach of collaboratively developing 
documentation standards: a first Open Source Hardware Documentation Jam was organised in 2013 
http://www.opensourcewarehouse.org). These open practices illustrate that in order to support both 
motivation and skill building for documenting, a balance is sought between freedom and play on the hand 
and expertise and standards on the other hand and allow a learning community to grow. Research on 
participation in OSS projects distinguishes an optimal zone of activity: too much freedom and no attention 
for building skills can provoke anxiety because of lacking skills. However too little freedom for exploration 
via easy tasks can induce boredom (Lakhani & Wolf, 2005). 
  
During PD sessions, we find similar characteristics of providing support via standards and freedom via 
play and open-ended tasks in the approach of ‘design games’ as developed by Brandt (2006). These 
games support the exploration and communication of knowledge and practices among participants with 
different backgrounds to enable co-designing something, e.g. a concept, a service, a product. The 
games are always especially designed for each specific design context, e.g. “... if one is designing new 
service models for a bank, the bank practices and its development are connected to the aims of the 
design game” (Vaajakallio, 2012, p.218). To achieve this, design games use design tools (e.g. tangible 
mock-ups, user representations) together with tools and mechanics from the world of games (e.g. role-
playing, turn- taking, make-believe) to trigger players’ imagination to inspire design ideas. The tools and 
rules playfully facilitate communication of perspectives and meanings (i.e. ‘thick’ documentation), 
collaboration and open-ended explorations by participants (including lay-designers) while playing the 
game (Brandt, 2006; Johansson, 2005). 
  
We conclude from this literature that design games support balancing between freedom and standards 
and thus enable motivating participants and providing expertise or skills for co-designing. Design games 
involve open-ended, generative design activities and collaboration and in this way very much relate to the 
characteristics that have proven valuable for stimulating intrinsic motivation and bottom-up learning 
communities within the fields of Open Source Software and Open Hardware. We further elaborate on the 
existing research in design games - in relation to the areas of research in sensitizing and open practices - 
to search for ways in which these games can support paying attention to documenting with a purpose of 
long-term engagement to allow the process, the knowledge and ideas that are gathered and developed 
during a game to extend beyond the workshop and its participants (Vaajakallio, 2012). In the following 
section we describe this goal and our three cases wherein we developed and evaluated three 
documentation games. 
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1.3. From design games to documentation games 

Documentation games can be seen as a kind of design game, that next to the goals of supporting 
exploration and communication for design purposes, explicitly add the extra objective of supporting 
documenting for informing and long-term engagement purposes. Documentation games should thus 
combine tools for co-design, for documenting and for playing games to inspire players’ design and 
documenting ideas. Because documentation is developed throughout the design process of a project, 
documenting and co-designing go hand in hand. However, combining both in one workshop is 
challenging. Previous research wherein we developed the documentation game ‘Make-and-Tell’ indicated 
the stepwise making of readable and transparent documentation during a design game demands 
repeating certain steps of the game. This was experienced as disturbing the co-designing flow 
(Schoffelen et al, 2013). Vaajakallio’s (2013) research on the playful qualities of design games, explains 
how the game should be equally playful for the player participants (feeling free to explore what 
documentation can mean) as valuable for the designers that invite participants to collaborate towards the 
desired output of the workshop (a design and documentation outcome). The game should be designed 
in such a way that it balances between both providing skills, for designing (and documenting) for the 
specific context (to serve the designers goal) and being playful (to motivate participants). Vaajakalio states 
that game rules play a crucial role here, either implicitly (for the participants) - e.g. presented in the form of 
fixed elements as frames for action - or explicitly - e.g. as printouts given to the participants guiding the 
actions in practice. Designing design games (or: documentation games) implies finding a balance 
between structuring and playing, from the designer point of view structuring comes to the foreground, 
from the players point of view, playing primarily should be triggered. 
  
2.  Methodology 

We applied the Grounded Theory approach (Muller & Kogan, 2010), elaborating on the work of Glaser & 
Strauss (1969) to analyse three cases where different documentation games were developed and used. 
This qualitative, constructive and open-ended research approach is focussed on developing - instead of 
verifying - theory, and fits our goal of developing knowledge about supporting and motivating participants 
of a design project to document. Analyses are guided by ‘sensitizing concepts’. These are not 
hypotheses, i.e. very detailed formulations of assumptions to be carefully tested, but rather “draw attention 
to important features... and provide guidelines... in specific settings... “ (Bowen, 2006, pp… cited in 
Muller and Kogan, 2010) or as “background ideas that inform the overall research problem” (Charmaz, 
2003, cited in Muller & Kogan, 2010, pp 32). 
  
The sensitizing concepts are based on the literature research and previous empirical research, i.e. the 
evaluation of an existing mapping method as a documentation tool (Schoffelen & Huybrechts, 2013) and 
of Make-and-Tell (Schoffelen et al, 2013; Huybrechts et al, 2014). We explore these concepts throughout 
the three cases, using the following loose structure: 
1.	 an instructional approach, e.g. tutorials and design patterns prescribing how to document, versus an 

open-ended approach, e.g. guidelines that can be interpreted to one’s own experience, context and 
goals, allowing freedom, learning and reflection; 

2.	 an implicit versus explicit design of instructions or open-ended tasks; 
3.	 combining co-designing and documenting within one game versus separating both objectives; 
4.	 a degree of using sensitizing exercises prior to playing a documentation game; 
5.	 a playful mindset and a collaborative, generative approach (e.g. building upon each other’s 

interpretations) versus a rigid mindset narrowing down the design space; 
6.	 intrinsic motivation and a bottom-up learning community, versus external motivation. 
  
In the next section we will describe and analyse the development of the documentation games and 
participants’ use and experience in three cases according to the sensitizing concepts. The analysed data 
are the researchers’ notes of user observation and participatory observation (we were present or 
participated in the games), video documentation output as developed by the players and short and 
informal group interviews that took place among researchers and players after playing the game. 
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3.  Case studies 
  
We describe three different design projects and design goals, including different participants and different 
workshop durations, for which we developed three different documentation games. Each game was 
specifically developed for the context, but all with the purpose to support making thick documentation in a 
motivational way. The differences allow a broader variety of situations and findings, which is valuable for 
Grounded Theory approaches (Muller & Kogan, 2010). All three games include some type of role-play, 
tools and game rules in relation to the goal of documenting for long-term participation, specifically 
supporting documentation through video. Case descriptions include the context of use (i.e. workshop 
duration, goals and participants), the design of the documentation games (i.e. roles, tools, standards, 
freedom etc.) and the evaluation of their use (referring to motivation, support and play). 

Image 1. Backstories; Do you have 1 minute; and Video Booth 

  
3.1. Backstories 

For a three-day summer school for the training program TRADERS (http://tr-aders.eu), a documentation 
game ‘Backstories’ (BS) was developed to support making videos of participants’ perspectives about 
participation in public space (i.e. the main theme of the summer school) and their PD processes during 
the summer school. Forty-five participants were divided into 6 teams (international, professional 
researchers in design, architecture, social sciences, arts, etc.) and set up a small participatory trajectory 
to explore and share perspectives and reflections on participation in public space. Teams were asked to 
share the backstories of their process through the videos. 
Two weeks before the summer school participants were given access to a database of inspiring use of 
video documentation in design projects and were invited to add videos. Six participants, that are part of 
the TRADERS project, already used the documentation method during the three days before the summer 
school, and were divided among the teams. In a lecture, we introduced the purpose of thick 
documentation, insights from previous research and the documentation game to all participants. 
Furthermore we encouraged them to contribute to our research by trying out new ways of making material 
and immaterial video documentation. Consequently, the game did not prescribe what, how and when to 
document, but only slightly structured the documentation flow by offering a playful set of rules and roles, 
primarily reminding participants to document and divide this role among group members. Participants 
were free whether or not to apply these rules, roles and tools. All participants received a documentation 
kit (Image 1), including: 
-	 a game manual sharing the rules for alternating the role for documenting, trying out one documentation 

strategy and briefing each other; 
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-	 strategy cards sharing how, when, why and what could be documented (for making and editing thick 
video documentation), and an empty strategy card to share new strategies; 

-	 a briefing documentation card to fill out at the end of each day; 
-	 a documenter badge, reminding everyone about the goal of documenting backstories and their role in 

the process. 
There were two full days for collecting video footage and editing at the end of each day (for 1 hour). Final 
editing happened in the morning of the third day supported by two coaches. 
  
All teams made a video representing their documentation of the PD process on participation in public 
space. However, not all participants were motivated for the assignment, expressing that they “never use 
video”, “did not know they had to make something before subscribing to the program”, “don’t have time to 
develop a video since the overall assignment to get to know team members and exchange viewpoints is 
already time consuming”, “the filming interfered their discussions” and they “lacked skills or interest for 
making videos”. Nonetheless, all participants collaborated in making the video, gaining interest and 
experience along the way, for instance when understanding that they did not have to all agree in how they 
would document the PD process and that they could use the video to mediatise the concept of 
multivocality in relation to a vision on participation, or by encouraging of a team member with high interest 
and experience in documenting (photo and video). Five of six participants that participated in the try-out 
prior to the summer school, took a clear role for documenting during the summer school, e.g. editing the 
footage into a video, taking the lead for finding a way to include documentation during the process. The 
video outcomes illustrated that some group used the strategy cards (e.g. the videos included the variety 
of viewpoints of the team members or had an open ending to simulate a continuation of documentation). 
But other videos were really lacking quality (e.g. not including the immaterial elements of the process, 
lacking aesthetics or attractiveness; all strategies that were shared via the game tools). None of the 
groups used the tools (documenter badge, documentation briefing cards) for altering the documenter 
role. 

3.2. Do you have 1 minute? 

The documentation game ‘Do you have 1 minute?’ (DYH1’) was developed to support five teams of 
master students in Architecture to explore a social housing neighbourhood in Brussels from a participatory 
perspective (Image 1). The goal was to make one-minute videos of residents’ views on the 
neighbourhood and insights from the student team, and show the videos to the other teams and the 
residents. We gave a lecture about the goal of thick documentation as a way of doing fieldwork and 
encouraged teams to try out the game by making a 1-minute video of a team member. 
  
The game gave clear instructions about documenting perspectives of residents and team members. The 
tools included 8 large boards representing different sets of opposite sensorial icons that residents could 
use to express their viewpoint (e.g. from cold to warm, from beautiful to ugly, and empty boards to 
express new sensorial elements), and ‘likes’ and ‘bombs’ to allow residents to evaluate each other’s 
viewpoints. Besides supporting collecting and documenting viewpoints the boards introduced play. 
Similarly, rules included playful instructions to select residents and places, i.e. residents selecting new 
ones by themselves. And team members were given specific roles to stimulate role play, i.e. director, 
camera man, props carrier, planner and interviewer and checklists representing their tasks, i.e. the 
director is responsible for the documentation of the resident’s perspective and the planner guards the one 
minute time frame. The game supported documenting, processing and editing: after collecting 
perspectives of residents, team members had one minute to present their own perspective on the 
fieldwork and one hour to collaboratively edit the footage into a final video that was shown to the 
residents. Teams were given general editing strategies, i.e. they could choose to inform residents more in-
depth about the collected perspectives via the documentation, or rather to challenge the residents to 
provoke new reactions on the video or the evaluation of the neighbourhood. 
  
All three teams made videos representing residents’ perspectives and their own. The videos 
demonstrated the use of the large boards. Although one group indicated to have found it difficult to 
specifically ask the participants to be filmed, others used the boards specifically as a strategy to invite for  
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participation. Thus, the game enabled collecting viewpoints (designing) as well as documenting them. As 
a structure, the documentation aim was clear and supported the students: the tools, rules and roles 
provided expertise on what and how to document and also how to edit the footage into a final video to 
share with others. All teams included the backstories of their PD process and editing choices were clearly 
made. We believe the video outcomes illustrate that the game sufficiently motivated the students’ to 
document and play with the documentation, including e.g. graphic plans of the neighbourhood, 
appropriated use of the large boards, playing with the insights of the team. However, none of the teams 
explicitly applied the different roles in their fieldwork that we integrated to playfully coordinate documenting. 
  
3.3. Video Booth 

In the context of the 2,5 year-project Bespoke Design we developed the documentation game ‘Video 
Booth’ (VB) to support participants of a 3-hour workshop to video document their perspective on the 
design challenge of the workshop. Three participants, a UX researcher, a design researcher and a master 
student in Product Design responded to our open call for participation. Participants were shown thick 
video documentation that were already developed for the project (by the design team and in previous 
workshops) and deconstructed and reconstructed these into new design scenarios (documented in the 
form of a storyboard). A video booth was set up in a different room and intended to document the 
backstories of the workshop (Image 1). In the booth four questions were presented regarding the 
participant’s viewpoint on the design challenge and the collaboration process. Participants had one 
minute to answer each question. VB could be used whenever they wanted but before the end of the 
workshop. 

All participants gave their viewpoint on all questions. VB was explicit structure about what and how to 
document and triggered the right mindset with the participants, i.e. participants indicated how the goal of 
collecting their perspectives, as a backstory, was clear and how they experienced VB was an opportunity 
to leave the group work for a short period and reflect on the process. However two participants also 
indicated to have appreciated to freely share their point of view, instead of answering the prescribed 
questions. VB’s purpose in the setting of the open workshop - i.e. developing and documenting an 
outcome in relation to the design challenge itself at the centre of the workshop and documenting the 
perspectives on the immaterial aspects of the workshop in the periphery - is sufficiently clear from itself; 
therefore no questions were actually needed. Also, the thick video documentation that was used to brief 
the participants of the workshop, illustrated the documentation approach and the generative process and 
goals of the project. 
  
4. Discussion 

We discuss insights based on the sensitizing concepts in relation to how the games facilitated motivation 
and expertise for documenting, referring to its tools, rules and roles. We draw conclusions about 
documentation games’ role and propose opportunities for further research. These conclusions are not 
hard conclusions. Rather they are another step in the iterative process of developing insights in how to 
support teams to document their PD processes via documentation games. 
  
4.1. Motivating making documentation 

Because participants were professional researchers, the documentation game BS mainly focussed on 
motivating to document and experiment with the expertise that was shared in the lecture and strategy 
cards. The rules - instructing how to change roles, how to de/brief each other, to try-out at least one 
strategy to contribute to our research etc. - and the documenter badge intended to motivate making 
documentation. However, none of these strategy cards or game rules was used. DYH1’ instead mainly 
provided expertise to document, clearly instructing how to approach a first resident, how to invite 
participation (e.g. using the large sensorial boards to choose and evaluate specific spaces or qualities of 
the neighbourhood) and document the viewpoints and spaces. These procedural instructions and very 
clear tools provided the necessary skills to document this fieldwork. But also they allowed appropriation 
by the students, e.g. one group used the tools to hide residents’ faces. Comparing the two cases, allows  
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us to hypothesise that rules and tools should not address the responsibility (or reminding) for 
documenting, as in BS, but instead should address expertise on how to collect, document and process 
the backstories of a project. Furthermore, BS illustrated how teams found more interest in documenting 
after finding a collective purpose for documenting, allowing sharing their different perspectives on 
participation in public space. Motivating documentation thus also includes supporting teams to 
collaboratively make sense of and find a goal for documenting. 
  
Summarizing, on the level of motivating we propose supporting collective building of expertise and 
purposes for documenting, combining an instructional approach with open-ended tasks. Game tools and 
rules can be instructional, in the sense of providing specific skills to support collaborating towards how 
and what to document, but to stay motivating also have to provide room for reflection and appropriation. A 
merely instructional approach, prescribing what to document, seems to limit freedom, learning and 
motivation. Also in design games, rules, tools and roles are designed for supporting co-designing by 
inherently providing knowledge and skills to do so (Brandt, 2006; Vaajakallio, 2012). 
  
4.2. Supporting expertise for making documentation 

In DYH1’ and BS sensitizing participants through the lecture supported expertise for documenting. A 
larger effect on motivation and expertise was seen among the participants that tried out BS prior to the 
summer school. This role of sensitizing participants to gradually gain experience, skills and motivation 
supports approaching documenting as a learning process. However, we question if training is reasonable 
for a one-day workshop, where it can be more interesting to support sensitizing through a clear format of 
game tools and rules, as for instance VB and DYH1’ clearly illustrated. 

During the workshop the game tools and rules allow providing expertise for documenting in a explicit or 
implicit way (Vaajakallio, 2012). In BS, the expertise for making readable and transparent documentation 
was made tangible in very explicitly, i.e. on strategy cards, but was not used. In DYH1’ strategies were 
more implicit, integrated in the game’s design. Here, the playful rules guided students to make 
backstories transparent, e.g. selecting residents, documenting residents’ perspectives as well as their 
own using the large sensorial boards. The rules for editing - i.e. informing versus provoking - guided 
processing the collected documentation footage into a readable video. Also the design of VB integrated 
the purpose and expertise for documenting, but at the same time added explicit questions, together 
contradicting the design of the booth. Given the booth’s clear role in the workshop setting - a personal 
resting space to share a personal view on what is happening in the workshop - participants wanted more 
freedom to decide what to share. Although VB stood in another room as an add-on to the workshop, the 
participants did not forget about it and were eager to use it. The expertise represented in the large 
sensorial boards and the booth remained open enough and playful or liberating (in case of the booth) to 
stimulate intrinsic motivation to participate in the documenting process. Future research can further 
explore making expertise tangible implicitly and explicitly and how the design materialisation can invite for 
play (i.e. to be motivational) or explain its purpose (i.e. to provide expertise). Here the continuum of 
playfully instructing on the hand to freedom on the other hand deserves attention. Also, when integrating 
instructions for documenting in the design of the game the game’s purpose, its context of use and its 
players should be considered. For instance the role of VB was clear in relation to the other elements of 
the workshop, the briefing with the thick video documentation, the making of the storyboard to document 
the material elements of the workshop, the professional researchers that are familiar with design 
workshops. 
  
Furthermore, expertise building does not stop with making documentation. Documentation games also 
have to support editing the collected documented footage. By explicitly sharing two general editing 
strategies - i.e. to inform or provoke viewers of the video - DYH1’ supported the students to process the 
gathered information and perspectives into new insights and explore the characteristics of transparent (i.e. 
what is collected already, what do we know, what do people think, etc.) and readable documentation (i.e. 
what do we want to share with others, why and how). Documenting as processing information illustrates 
that next to sharing information to others, documentation supports reflection within the design team, 
similar to the role of sketching or prototyping in a reflective, iterative practice (Schön, 1991; Mäkelä &  
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Nimkulrat, 2011; Visser, 2010). Furthermore we hypothesise this reflective role is a way to support 
intrinsic motivation for making documentation and allows combining co-designing and co-documenting. 
In BS participants were encouraged to document while co-exploring participation in public space. 
However they were free to decide when and how to document, choosing to integrate or separate both 
activities. All teams but one integrated both activities, thus collecting video footage during their explorative 
process and editing into one video on the final day. In order to stimulate intrinsic motivation, future 
research on designing documentation games can explore making this processing role of documenting for 
designing explicit. 
  
Finally, we emphasize that there are no straightforward recipes to design documentation games. The 
three cases made clear that each time, designers have to take into account the context wherefore the 
game is developed, i.e. the time period available for documenting, the purpose and the expertise or 
experience that players have in documenting. Shorter workshops, like DYH1’ offer less time for getting 
experienced with the context for co-design (the subject) and documenting. Longer workshops can be 
beneficial for gaining experience. However, they also ask different things from documenting, like how to 
keep participants focused on documenting with BS. The cases also indicate to take into consideration 
the type of participants. For this we refer to the personalisation approaches of design games (Brandt, 
2006), Cultural Probes (Gaver et al, 1999) and Sensiziting (Sleeswĳk-Visser et al, 2005) where games, 
kits and exercises are designed for its specific ‘users’. The students playing DYH1’ can be more attracted 
to game play and more easily comply with assignments and expectations than a professional group of 
researchers as in BS or VB. Also the workshop’s goal, i.e. the context wherein a documentation game is 
used, is important. For instance, it is easier to understand the value of documenting data collection 
(DYH1’), than to document viewpoints in a summer school (BS).   
  
5.  Conclusion 

We evaluated how three documentation games motivate participants and designers to document their PD 
process, as well as provide them the expertise to do so. Because freedom and play are important drivers 
for motivation, we researched combining providing expertise and freedom to document in the playful 
design of documentation games. Our analyses indicate that motivation does not only come from play and 
freedom alone, but from providing expertise in a playful way. One way to achieve this is by providing a 
procedural support for collaboratively documenting (e.g. including how to find a shared purpose for 
documenting, how to collect perspectives of participants, how to process these into a readable 
documentation outcome, etc.) that is supplemented with open-ended tasks that participants can reflect 
on and appropriate to their own intentions and wishes. Integrating procedural support (or: instructing) 
seamlessly in the game’s design, e.g. through its game rules or tools, increases the its playfulness and 
motivational support to participate in the documenting process. Here, thus lies an important role for 
designers.  

Our cases supported approaching documenting as a learning process, on an expertise level as well as a 
motivational level. Sensitizing prior to the design workshop can play an important role and depending on 
the context of the workshop (duration, participants, goals, etc.) can involve a specific training for 
documenting, or be a short, general and playful try-out. Sensitizing can focus on the purpose for 
documenting, and what and how to document. However also techniques to film and insights in aesthetics 
(in terms of cinematography or how to make engaging videos) can be interesting. Although these were 
not part of the three documentation games, we observed how people having experience with making and 
editing videos, developed more engaging video documentation. In this context of documenting to enable 
and stimulate long-term engagement from participants, supporting making engaging documentation can 
be researched further. Next to sensitizing prior to participation in a documentation game, we hypothesise 
that for long-term purposes the period after a documentation game is evenly important to provide 
expertise and skills on stimulating and enabling specific use of the documentation for instance (see 
Schoffelen et al, 2015).   
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Abstract 

This paper attempts a composition of two seemingly distinct and altogether diversified trajectories: the first 
outlines a nascent theoretical position examining autobiography as key notion in the understanding and 
documentation of civic self-organization practices – particularly at the age of social media; while the 
second trajectory introduces a biotechnology-derived approach exploring a quite unknown asexual 
reproduction and regenerative process, distinctively morphallaxis – a natural mode of biological self-
organization – as possibly an analogy for the examination of civic self-organizing practices within social 
media and beyond. References from the fields of biology and zoology may thus relate to literary or 
‘autobiographical theory’ and to philosophical writings with a focus on social theory. If autobiography 
transgresses here its normative context, the scale of the living monad – the single personage – and is 
transposed at the scale of the collective, then morphallaxis is also a regenerative process normatively 
operating at the scale of singular beings – reckoned here also as collectivities, when addressing an 
organism’s structural monads as collective networks, therefore morphallaxis arises equally as a collective 
practice. Both notions, autobiography and morphallaxis, evoke thus questions on the issue of autonomy 
and, being here conceptually re-scaled for the collective, introduce notions towards ‘collective autonomy’ 
or, if reversed, of ‘a(u)tomic collectivity.’  

Keywords: autobiography, morphallaxis, self-regulation. 

1.  Introduction 

The term “civic self-organization” emphasizes the notion of civitas, concerning the human or living 
component of the material urbs – the immaterial city, as opposed to the tangible; the tectonic presence. 
As the Latin civitas relates to the Hellenic polis – and correspondingly, the Latin urbs translates to the 
Hellenic asty, connoting the physical presence of the built urban entity as opposed to its human 
resources – the term civic can be regarded as synonymous to the political. These lexicological links allude 
to Aristotle’s position for “man as political being,” and therefore view civic self-organization as genuinely a 
political act at the scale of the collective. Simultaneously, such etymological associations emphasize 
relations between the visible presence of the city – of the urban condition – and our understanding of the 
civic, of community and the societal – within a broader discourse on urbanism.  

The position that the political species of the ‘noble savage’ has the capacity for positively pursuing self-
organization has surely a long history, while here the question lies primarily in how such modes of auto-
organization are re-invented within expansive contemporary political contexts of failed collectivity; of a 
lurking social status quo.  

1.1  Autobiography as the recording process of self-organization 

When replacing the word self_ with its synonymous auto_ in the composite term ‘self-organization’ we 
may arrive at auto-organization. Thinking of the term organization in its original context, we may note that, 
obviously, as organisms are living, any processes of recording and documenting their organizing modes,  
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are inevitably bio-graphic (where bio_ connotes the living and graph_ means writing; stands for notation 
and archiving). Thus, when specifically referring to the documentation of self-organization or  

‘autorganization,’ we may use the term auto-bio-graphic, giving a novel meaning to this latter term. The – 
originally solely literary – genre of autobiography is thus re-introduced here and re-thought as a tool for the 
documentation of self-organization processes, etymologically at least for now. In that way, the historio-
graphic – the historicizing of organization modes – also becomes bio-graphic. 

1.2  Autobiography as ‘collective’ historiography of self-organization 

Autobiographical records are, at all times, primary and elemental sources of information from real 
participants, concerning thus anecdotal stories and raw archives that may be later worked and re-worked 
into more structured histories; into comprehensive documentation for individual cases of self-organization. 
In that way the historio-graphic is based on the auto-bio-graphic. Re-composed autobiographies 
interrelated and ‘networked’ at a collective scale become thus a kind of social media that lend life, or bios, 
to the historicizing of self-organization. History can be broadly thought as the linking of individual 
autobiographies, as collective biography. Thus autobiography, when rethought at the scale of the 
collective rather than that of the singular personage, may generate narratives of collectivity.  

1.3  Re-thinking biological modes of regeneration and self-organization  

If in biology self-organization is seen as the physical re-arrangement of matter on the basis of integral 
parameters or inherent characteristics, then, at the scale of the civic, the interest lies in the existence of 
analogous relations between the physical trace of self-organization and the conceptual initiatives driving 
such effects. In this light and in parallel with theoretical discourse on the genre of autobiography, frontiers 
that define the technics of self-organization are here sought anew in biological cases of re-arrangement 
and regeneration, primarily the case of morphallaxis as opposed to normative growth or epimorphosis, 
and their conceptual analysis as archetypes for self-organization within the contexts of urbanism and the 
civic realm. 

2.  Remembering the Morphallactic 

Morphallaxis is a rather unexplored process of self-healing and at once a procedure of asexual 
reproduction. The term morphallaxis (as well as neomorphosis or also called epimorphosis) are 
neologisms introduced by Thomas Hunt Morgan along with his “tension-hypothesis” (Morgan, Growth, 
1901, pp. 181-184 and Morgan, Egg, 1901, p. 949) and was studied as fission by Winterton Conway 
Curtis in his doctoral thesis on planaria maculata in zoology at John Hopkins University (Curtis, 1901, p. 
163 and 1902, p. 515): 

Regeneration has been described classically as proceeding by one or the other of two mechanisms: 
(i) morphallaxis, in which cells differentiate or migrate from existing populations, and (ii) epimorphosis, 
in which mitosis [cell division] occurs and new cells are produced that either directly replace those 
lost or form a blastema that goes on to differentiate and replace lost tissue (Vandenspiegel et al., 
2000, p. 47). 

In morphallaxis, little or no growth occurs to replace lost parts, but existing tissues are repatterned. A 
well known case is regeneration in Hydra. When, for example, a heavily irradiated Hydra is cut into two 
halves, cell divisions [mitoses] do not occur but both halves regenerate nevertheless, the missing part 
giving rise to two small Hydras (De Klerk, 2002, p. 416). 

By contrast, in epimorphosis the changes in positional value are generated by growth from a localized 
region. Most positional values will remain unaltered and interactions will be short-range. (Wolpert and 
Dover, 1981, p. 443). 

Euplanaria tigrina occurs in at least two physiological races which differ in the manner of reproduction: 
a sexual and an asexual race. The asexual race, according to observations covering several years,  

 170

SESSION 1 - The role of documentation  in long term perspectives



reproduces exclusively by fission. (…) The sexual race periodically develops reproductive organs and 
lays cocoons. After the breeding period has ceased, the sex organs degenerate and fission may 
occur at high temperature (Kenk, 1937, p. 290).  

 
2.1  Mechanics, networks, positional values and spatial patterns 

Edmund B. Wilson describes morphallaxis as representing a pure case of “mechanical regulation” as 
matter is not grown, does not proliferate progressively, but pre-exists and is re-organized and re-
positioned. 

(…) [morphallaxis is a] mechanical process due to the operation of purely physical factors (tension of 
the tissue or the like) by which a new condition of equilibrium is restored (…) (Edmund, 1903, p. 226). 

C.M. Child goes on to define morphallaxis as a form-giving process within a closed system of matter: 
(…) [morphallaxis is] essentially a change in form resulting from differences in mechanical tension in the 
piece as compared with the whole (Child, 1902, p. 414). 

Morphallaxis has been further analyzed by biologists through the spatial notions of ‘positional information’ 
and ‘positional value,’ key parameters that define pattern formation (Babloyantz et al, 1974). In this way, 
geometrical structures become primary models for morphallaxis and their ruling modes may then be 
transferred to the abstract scale of the societal, possibly offering novel tools for the understanding of self-
organization. Dependencies between morphallactic organisms’ biological programming as well as needs, 
intentions or will and genetic ‘outset,’ to its physical outcome, the traced effect, may be viewed as 
directives for the study of the physical evidence of civic self-organization.  

2.2  Conjuring the global and the local; hierarchizing insiders and outsiders 

The role of external signals that correspond with internal patterning signals and trigger shared reactions on 
the base of integral parameters, are discussed by Francis B. Sumner and his notion of “regulative 
tendency.” He outlines phenomena that “have in common the re-attainment of a condition of equilibrium 
which has been overthrown” (Sumner, 1919, p. 356): 

(…) the most impressive [of studies] was doubtless the making over of a softened hemoglobin crystal 
by a process of “morphallaxis,” i.e., the readjustment of the matter already contained in the fragment 
(Sumner, Ibid.).  

W.C. Mc. Lewis phrases the well-known theorem of Le Chatelier, the so-called principle of mobile 
equilibrium as follows: 

When a factor determining the equilibrium of the system is altered, the system tends to change in 
such a way as to oppose and partially annul the alteration in the factor. (…) every system in 
equilibrium is conservative, or tends to remain unchanged (Lewis, 1916, pp. 140-141). 

In nature, self-organizing systems are thought as either living or alternative inanimate entities structured by 
their own internal processes (Yates et al., 1987), a consideration that sets emphasis on the specific 
interactions among a system’s subcomponents. Individual units base their behavior on their perception of 
the relative position, vector and even velocity of nearest ‘neighbors,’ utilizing in other words ‘local’ 
information, and inferring thus a notion of locality that, at a macro-scale, informs the system’s ‘global’ 
condition, its total pattern. 

Self-organization is a process in which pattern at the global level of a system emerges solely from 
numerous interactions among the lower-level components of the system. Moreover, the rules 
specifying interactions among the system’s components are executed using only local information, 
without reference to the global pattern (Camazine et al., 2001, p. 8). 

While such a position about the absence of an imposed, visually identifiable ‘global’ or total condition 
might stand primarily for temporal collective arrangements – such as a school of fish or a flock of birds, in 
the case of reproduction, the attainment of a ‘proper’ axial structure (such as tentacles, head, body and 
foot in Hydras) and the presence of an archetypal arrangement that is fixed and ideally unchangeable,  
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appears at first sight as central ‘command’ of the system; its genetic mission. Yet even this tentative 
systemic ‘rigidity’ of regenerating biological organisms proves elusive in cases of morphallaxis. There is no 
finite morphallactic process that may function as entirely pre-determined cases, and actually here lies a 
provocative aspect. The morphallactic acts and operations might be physiologically simple, yet their rules  

and reasons are quite unrecognizable, while the outcomes may often also be surprising. This uncanny 
condition is known to have led the (later) nobelist T.H. Morgan to have given up on this frontier of research 
that has since remained largely uncharted. Morgan studied the case of “double structures,” strange cases 
of development that emerge from partial amputations on aspondyles. The results allude to Siamese 
combining two creatures of different size, or largely unresolved and monstrous individuals that may feature 
two heads of different size, and in which evolution over time may also be entirely unpredictable, as one of 
the Siamese twins may relatively decrease in size rather than develop, consistently through morphallaxis 
(Figures 1, 2) (Morgan, 1902). 

3.  Bridging scales and discourses: from the cellular to the civic 

Without navigating deeper into further literature on nonlinear systems, dissipative structures and even 
complexity theory, key elements in the above references which evoke central notions critical to ongoing 
debate in urbanism and social theory, are the role of the ‘local’ and the ‘global,’ the significance and role of 
‘locality,’ the sense of proximity and the dynamics of integral characteristics within non-hierarchical 
collectivities of equal and uniform monads. Wilder D. Bancroft granted to the Le Chatelier theorem a 
status of “universal law” – as he precisely titled a homonymous article examining its relevance in case 
studies and examples from the fields of horticulture, zoology, anthropology, commerce and sociology 
(Bancroft, 1911).  

In analogy to morphallactic regeneration, in civic self-organization and within the context of social media, 
the argument would be that autobiography is the driving force, the ‘command’ that triggers networking, 
patterning and positioning acts. Demonstrating how autobiography operates is a key intention here, while 
a deeper analysis of ‘why is that,’ remains the subject of another, potentially more psychoanalytic quest. 

This fluidity and seamlessness between autonomy and collectivity is shared between morphallaxis and 
civic self-organization, as without exterior commands or pyramidal hierarchical systems, individuals’ acts 
spontaneously align with collective tendency and vice versa. In either case, this status of non-linear  
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interactivity among components generates – at a collective scale – structures and patterns of increased 
complexity compared to the sum of initial monads and to the apparent simplicity of possible processes.  

3.1       Global vs. local dichotomies in the urban realm 

In the milieus of urbanism, the previous decades emphasized such a discourse on bipolar relations 
between a so-called ‘global’ and a ‘local,’ relying on rigid, supposedly axiomatic definitions of the 
exercised terms. If now the overall ‘antithesis’ can be simplified as generic (global) versus special (local), 
the intention here is to re-iterate the discussion as contrasting the impersonal (generic) to the personal 
(special). As the impersonal is differentiated from the personalized precisely through the specificity of one’s 
experiences, addressing the very notion of experience becomes inevitable yet here we may re-iterate 
‘experience’ as processes ensuing biographical input. As the fabrication of such biographical data is 
individually led – by the experiencing person per se – such processes are inevitably autobiographical. This 
may lead to a re-edition of Fredric Jameson’s terminology for the “experience economy” to that of an 
economy of the autobiographic. 

3.2  From prefab experience to interactive experience 

Exercising the same dichotomies between a local and a global, Jameson has discussed the notion of 
“experience economy” as spearheaded by forces of globalization (Jameson, 1992). He recognizes that 
the global monoculture of dullness is answered by flashy fashions of re-invented ‘localities.’ To animate the 
homogeneity and neutrality of the generic, peripheral cultural traits are reduced down to clichés and 
appliqué flavorings that often evolve into folk-ish kitsch à la carte. Regional idioms offer thus excuses for 
yet another commodity, once more processed by globalizing corporate institutions, which “will redo your 
own native architecture for you more exactly than you can do it for yourself” (Ibid., p. 205). Such highly 
manicured ‘cultural’ conditions of controlled artifice, be that events or places, become loci of desired 
pseudo-identity, Disneyesque enclaves of temporal escape for otherwise normative capitalist 
consumption. 

Rather than insisting on a one-way model of a commercial world feeding prefabricated and fixed 
‘experience’ to indifferent and inert masses, autobiographic economy recognizes a recent generation of 
customizable and interactive agendas towards experience. Rephrasing this, the formerly broad notions 
toward abstract experience are recast here as personally-controlled agendas towards experience, 
demonstrating a kind of psychological need for the emergence of autobiography; for the forging and 
broadcasting of an intimate biographic profile.  

4.         Toward a social autobiography 

The broad appeal of social media may be rethought as an obvious indication of such an expanding 
attention to the autobiographic. User profiles may be rethought as recent kinds of ongoing and interactive 
autobiography projected and communicated instantly. And indeed the very term profile is in itself a 
reference to one’s most characteristic facial depiction; and  face-book is then an archive and a network of 
interlinked autobiographical records. Francis R. Hart indeed insists that “autobiography is self-
portraiture” (Hart, 1970, 486), therefore a selfie is also surely a self-portrait and an autobiographical artifact 
at once. Rephrasing, the rise of a need for individual yet ultimately collective participation to the voluntary 
offering of one’s recollections and re-editions of personal experience translates to joining an open-ended 
communal project of broadcast autobiography. 

It is also clear that, at a moment when the business of freely providing virtual platforms for the pursuit and 
exchange of autobiography within broader contexts of diversified options and customizable menus 
becomes increasingly a truly thriving frontier of financial profiteering – as recognized in the booming 
market demand for such services – we may admit that autobiographic economy is a prime capitalist 
armature of the era, more so than the nowadays relatively saturated postmodern “experience economy” 
alluding foremost to historicized thematic resorts and neo-traditionalist gated communities.  
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4.1  Collective autobiography 

Social media directly link the strata of personal experience to the shared realm of the urban, of the 
mutually accessible and the publicized; of the virtual – if not material – city scale; of the digital – or rather 
broadly virtual – civitas. This may be considered even as self-explanatory: such media are 
autobiographical yet they are already renamed as social. The literary genre of autobiography is thus re-
thought here at the scale of the collective, rather than merely the otherwise obvious scale of the singular 
personage. We may thus recognize the representation of such practiced notions of community as a 
visualized iteration of collective autobiography. 

4.2  Autobiography as teleological means 

If Jameson considers schizophrenia a natural condition of post-modernity, “a culture that replicates, 
reproduces and reinforces capitalism” (Jameson, 1992, p. 125), a state where disparate signifiers, 
images and experiential input fail to arrive at a coherent whole, then primary defense and task of such 
novel kinds of virtual and immediate autobiography seems, at least at first glance, to precisely be the 
promotion of a communicative whole; a constant re-edition and forging of wholeness, of communicative 
closure; a tentative undoing of postmodern schizophrenia. This re-constitution of unity, spanning 
metaphysical, religious, as much as philosophical and theoretical frontiers, seems to sum up an 
unceasing quest for completion and closure. 

4.3       Spontaneous yet ‘applied’ and marketed autobiography 

While here we may be criticized as we still refer to a phenomenon of extrovert autobiography rather than 
an intimate and profound memoir, the quest for ‘projected identity’ remains central as autobiographical 
profiles become almost a ‘social commodity’ or a shared and exchanged good, a source of data and an 
interactive medium that forms markets and ultimately ‘makes money’ (Pascal, 1960). 

The broad intention of autobiography towards ordering a schizoid universe of loose data and non-identity, 
remains evident, even if one insists on challenging the mainstream iterations of autobiography as highly 
manicured self-editions; as post-constructed identities simply prepared for the media vitrine or as 
superficial consumerist profiles (Howarth, 1974). However, a further discussion on identity formation, and, 
overall, the pursuit of autobiography as an inevitable process of self-analysis may evidently lead to the 
realm of psychology and to related philosophic strata absorbing psychoanalytic or psychobiographical 
approaches (Gedo, 1994).  

5.  Decomposing placeness: failures of former narratives and autobiography as quest for 
 identity  

It is precisely the failure of past visions towards local or regional identity versus a global and generic non-
identity; the fragmentary character and inadequacy of associated theories to compose a whole; to inform 
a convincing agenda towards identity, that we will be able to recognize the emergence of personalized 
iterations of identity formation; the emergence of the autobiographic. The global vs. local antithesis is thus 
transcribed into contrasting the non-autobiographic to the autobiographic. 

In a way we may recognize local identity as a kind of collective identity; as collective ‘biography’ that is 
then assigned abstractly to place rather than to a group of people; as attached to the notion of 
community.  
Such lineages of thought dissolve the narratives of ‘place’ into fundamental constituents and that is, the 
records of participants; or, in other words, autobiography. 

De-mythicizing locality is an intriguing process, signaling the downfall of grand narratives that previously 
idealized some ‘higher’ species of autochthonous cultural order. If senses of locality and regional identity 
are merely piles of constructed abstract notions, then the provincial should not be viewed as a purified 
inert state of existence that is arbitrarily and violently flattened or appropriated by external forces of  
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oppressive colonization. In itself, the ‘peripheral’, the regional, the local, or even the native is constantly in 
a state of mutation and re-definition. In the same way that distant realities and global archetypes of 
lifestyle are transmitted through the media to isolated regions, regionalist realities are exported back to the 
controlling metropolis consciously or not. This announces the construction of such localities and 
overcomes their previous examination as rigid, solid and objective realities; as inert canvases upon which 
exogenous forces are imposed. Such a production of culture is structured around continual and non-
linear transformation processes of coalition, collision, hybridization, convergence and migration; around 
the constant re-working of identity. 

Within the catalyst in-between domains of contemporary digital media – of information-in-transit – linger 
such loose notions of the local and the global. The virtual is a cognitive state where the ‘there’ and the 
‘beyond’ are constantly re-cast as transitive conditions; as existences on-the-fly. 

5.1  From place to people 

Contemporary man experiences mutable sets of ‘localities:’ the ones imposed by the immediate 
environment, the physical ones, and those individually selected through processes of exercised self-
consciousness; the latter dealing with professional life, appearance, attitude, style, entertainment and 
further intangible aspects – and experienced as mentally constructed; as abstract yet somewhat spatial 
structures. Tastes, clothing, objects, architecture, landscapes, become the negotiable tangible means 
that connote cultural idiosyncrasy. Odors, sounds, music, cover the range of intangible –but again 
commodifiable – aspects. Such are though, and as much, attributes of an autobiographical profile.  

5.2  From the geographical to the emotive 

Arjun Appadurai has discussed the processes of ‘producing’ localities, unsettling worn concepts by 
considering locality not as a spatial structure but as a structure of feeling (Appadurai, 1996). If place is a 
cognitive formulation based on the ‘lived experience,’ that is, to participating persons, then as soon as 
place is dissolved, its conception is inevitably fragmented into its compounds, its minimum monads, and 
that is once more: persons. Re-constituting place and identity anew at this minuscule scale of the single 
personage, it is therefore inevitably the most flexible and dynamic scenario towards identity formation. 

Conclusions: Autobiography as sustained historiography  

Optimal means for an understanding of self-organization patterns in the context of social media and 
beyond may be the case of morphallaxis, foremost a process of asexual reproduction in which one 
organism is by itself ‘divided’ into two individual and entirely independent new units of lesser size, and a 
self-healing strategy for certain species – such as the starfish – to overcome injury or even amputation. 
Translating morphallaxis, complex behaviors emerge within contexts of individual monads possessing 
similar authority and characteristics, or simply equal power, while also adhering to common elemental 
canons. This fluidity and seamlessness between autonomy and collectivity is shared between 
morphallaxis and civic self-organization, as without exterior commands or outward hierarchical systems, 
individuals spontaneously align with collective tendency and vice versa. 

In analogy to morphallactic regeneration, in civic self-organization and within the context of social media, 
the argument here is that autobiography emerges as the driving force, the ‘command’ that triggers 
networking, patterning and positioning acts. If autobiography is the archiving and compilation of 
‘experiences’ into a coherent record, its tactics trace a personified kind of historiography pursued by the 
very individual. Such a quest for ‘completion’ is surely a collective enterprise, a kind of societal struggle 
towards the question of personal positioning, of locus or, once more, locality. This novel vision of virtual 
autobiography as pursued through social media could be understood as a project of re-composing 
communicative wholeness, a possible reversal of evaporated identity, of virtual disparity and loss of 
locality, summed as the schizophrenia of the postmodern.  
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This parallelization between quasi-phenomenological and anti-phenomenological approaches may 
challenge existing archetypes for the evaluation of civic self-organizing phenomena, while indirectly 
questioning the spontaneity of such collectivities. 

While we may be witnessing a more homogenously spread species of collective capitalism through the 
hegemony of centrally-controlled and even censored social media, questions remain: are such alluring 
notions towards the verve of the autobiographical a form of resistance towards numbness within a 
Zeitgeist of collective desolation and distorted autonomy? Could potentially this very era of the auto-matic 
and the bio-logical be recorded inclusively as the turn for auto-bio-graphy or as the time of the bio-matic? 
As an invented neologism autobiomatic (Hellenic βιωματικός) combines the terms bioma (βίωμα – 
embedded memory) and auto-matic, acting thus as automated remembrance and connoting an 
automaton of self-narration or the ‘empirical’ operating mechanically.  
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Introduction 

An atlas is defined as a book or a coherent collection of pictures, maps and diagrams to understand a 
given reality or subject. In the discipline of urbanism, the atlas is explored as a research tool. Stefano 
Boeri and Gabriele Basilico made an Eclectic Atlas to read and document the Italian territory for the Venice 
Biennale in 1996. Luuk Boelens and Wies Sanders’s Mental Atlas of the Arnhem-Nĳmegen urban network 
outlines new challenges for spatial planning at the regional scale. These examples tell a subjective story, 
diagnose and become an invitation to look differently at a given territory. The atlas is employed as a 
rhetorical trick offering an insight view, depicting a kind of potential or openness that is maybe not yet 
present (Peleman, 2014).  
Other examples aim to depict socio-spatial practices. Artist Jan Rothuizen sketched The Soft Atlas of 
Amsterdam based upon observations made during many and long walks in the city. The Atlas of the 
Western Garden Cities in Amsterdam (Nio, 2009) maps the ‘lived’ environment of different social and 
cultural groups against the background of its ‘planned’ environment, based upon observations, interviews, 
group sessions and mental maps. Here, not what people are supposed to do is central, but what they 
are doing and where. Apart from a research tool, the atlas offers a concrete medium to communicate 
broadly over the findings. 
In this paper, I explore yet another potential of the atlas, namely facilitating collective reflection in a 
research by design process. Here, the atlas is not made by the researcher alone, but in collaboration with 
those living or working in the area that is being mapped. Open and collaborative mappings construct 
knowledge by collectively representing reality and therefore have the potential to build capacity among 
those involved in the mapping process. Capacity can be defined as the ability to carry out a set of stated 
objectives. Capacity building then refers to the process of improving the ability of a person, group, 
organization, or institute to meet these objectives (Brown et al., 2001). The point of departure is that such 
a process requires external assistance or incentives, not to direct the process towards an end result, but 
rather to initiate, feed, and/or accelerate it. Such a capacity building process could for instance lead to a 
slow shift in what gives an area status, openness for other urbanization models, or an increased 
engagement in local initiatives.  
In this paper we describe and analyse a spatial capacity experiment in the context of the research by 
design project: The Allotment Atlas Zolder. The project focuses on a residential subdivision, searching for 
strategies to initiate a transition towards a more sustainable mode of living. 

Post war Residential subdivisions 

Since the sixties, Flanders suburbanized at a high pace, supported by a housing policy focusing on 
private homeownership and the construction of single-family houses through private initiatives (Van Herck  
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& Avermaete, 2006). Subdivisions of free-standing single family houses popped up everywhere and 
became the symbol of the post war success of the middle class. Still today, this is one of the most 
preferred mode of living for the majority of Flemish, providing social status and (part of the) identity to its 
residents (Dedecker, 2014).  

Nowadays, these post war residential subdivisions are subject of many changes. They become 
increasingly socially and culturally differentiated.  Aging  population and decreasing household sizes 
change living demands to which the houses and gardens are not adapted. Small scale renovations and 
extensions, splitting of plots and insertion of semi-detached houses and apartments bring about 
spontaneous reconversion and densification. However, the spatial quality and durability of these mutations 
are questionable. It does nott change these neighbourhoods of being monotonous, space and energy 
consuming, car-depended, lacking community and architectural and urban quality.  
To break with these trends, the report Naar een visionaire woningbouw (Vlaams Bouwmeester, 2012) set 
up five housing challenges, putting attention to new forms of collective housing, qualitative transformation 
of the suburban structure as well as regeneration of existing residential subdivisions. 
In this project we choose to address this last challenge, namely to investigate the impact of new forms of 
collective spaces as a mode for durable improvement of existing residential subdivisions. We tackle the 
strict distinction between what is private and public in order to go from the concept of exclusive 
ownership to concepts of shared use and management. As such, we argue a shift from property rights to 
user rights as condition for sustainable transition (Dehaene, 2014). 

Picture 1: Dunantplein, Zolder 
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The Allotment Atlas Zolder 

The project The Allotment Atlas Zolder is conducted in a neighbourhood of free standing single family 
houses with gardens, next to the historical centre of Zolder, in the province of Limburg. The typology of 
the neighbourhood we describe as a composite allotment, referring to the way the allotment developed.  
In one or two decades, the neighbourhood is composed by means of big parcels being subdivided step 
by step. In this particular case, agricultural land was subdivided and roads were built on former field tracks 
and parcel boundaries, mainly during the seventies. In Central Limburg this is the most common typology 
of residential subdivision. 
This step by step development led to complicated building regulations. The neighbourhood under study, 
for instance, counts dozens of allotment regulations overlapping with two land use plans (BPA’s). In some 
cases it is not clear which regulation is prior, in others, neighbours do not have the same building rights. 
The city administration as well as the village council have put the reconsideration of these complicated 
regulations on the agenda and are preparing the development of a new spatial implementation plan 
(RUP). The atlas provides an open and co-creative method that will inspire and support this process. 

Building capacity on the collective use of space 

Urban transformations are never socially neutral. They change inevitable (a part of) the identity, status and 
use value of a place (Oosterlynck, 2014). To protect acquired status, inhabitants often oppose to urban 
projects and spatial planning processes.  We argue that it is important to understand what gives a 
neighbourhood status in order to activate sustainable transition, tangled in slow shifts of what gives it 
status. 
Therefore, introducing new forms of collective spaces implies the will of people to get engaged or give 
meaning to these concepts in their everyday context. It is not only a question for designers and 
administrators but is a challenge for everybody. All actors will play an active role in the development of a 
new direction, as space cannot only be considered from a ‘technical perspective or expertise’ (Certeau, 
1984). Given this challenge, the objective is to build capacity, improving the ability of people to (1) 
understand the meaning and use of (shared) space in their neighbourhood and how it change(d); (2) have 
insight in different opinions, needs and aspirations and (3) act upon these dynamics, stimulating new 
proposals and coalitions. 
The method we put to the fore is that of the delayed debate, being a debate between a group of people 
(not necessarily present at the same time) spanned over a long period of time. At one moment the 
conversation is intensive, while at another it moves to the background. The conversation is kept alive by 
an (irregular) rhythm of interventions; bringing in new people, perspectives and energy. The principle of 
‘delay’ draws upon the conviction that capacity building takes time. And, that in order to be durable, the 
debate should finally blend into the day-to-day activities of those taking part. The main challenge of such 
a delayed debate is how to pass on arguments and insights from one conversation to another, 
considering the fact that the composition of the group changes continuously. We argue that the atlas can 
play a central role in addressing this challenge.  

Set up of the Atlas  

The atlas is set up as an interactive instrument that visualizes the use and meaning of neighbourhoods’ 
collective spaces based upon observations, interviews, historical cartography and quantitative data. Five 
types of representations with short explanatory text provide the framework of the debate:  

(1)	 A historical map relating today’s spatial organisation with the landscape logics.   

 180

SESSION 1 - The role of documentation  in long term perspectives



(2)	 A timeline with the post war evolution of the neighbourhood, relating local development (housing   
construction, renovations, demolitions) to demographic and socio-economic trends and events. 

(3)	 A map describing local implications of current building regulations.   
(4)	 Housing history and relocation movements per street represented in a diagram and a street map.   
(5)	 Use maps depicting different forms of shared spaces in the neighbourhood (1,5x1.5km) as well   

as in the close region (15x15km). 
Since the atlas is drawn collaboratively, the process of making this atlas is not completely predictable. The 
expectation is therefore that new maps will be added later. 

Picture 2: The Atlas, Housing History page 

The production of the atlas starts with the researcher analysing demographic data, historical cartography, 
governance documents and doing several walks in the neighbourhood to make observations. These 
analyses he/she translates into the five representations which are presented to participants. These add, 
modify, redefine and comment the maps and diagrams during the (individual) interview. After the interview, 
the designer re-draws and adds maps to the atlas to pass on stories and insights to the next 
conversation. In this way the researcher moderates a debate and documents the process. 
In the housing history map inhabitants are asked about their personal home. How they use their home 
and garden. How it changed over time. Where they lived before. Why they moved in and where and how 
they want to live in the future. During the interview, the researcher draws what the participants explains. 
Hence, individual stories are visualised and documented in a sequence of sketches.  
In the shared spaces maps, the researcher maps inhabitants’ daily routes, routines and rituals. They are 
asked to explain where and how they go  they work, study, bring children to school, where they shop.  
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Where they party, go to events or have weddings or funerals. These daily life stories explain their relation 
with the living environment, with public and private places as well as their relation with neighbours, family 
and friends, with acquaintances and strangers (Reĳndorp, 2010).  
To assemble and overlap the individual choreographies in one map the researcher employs the method of 
composite mapping. In social science it is defined as the process of integrating a collection of cognitive 
maps, each representing views held by an individual regarding a common subject. It is a tool to analyse 
data through which the scope and homogeneity or heterogeneity of its interwoven knowledge is visually 
elucidated (Horita et al., 2008). 

Mapping collective spaces 

Both maps aim to reveal how shared spaces are appropriated, used and managed in different ways. De 
Solà Molares (1992) describes contemporary shared spaces as the urbanization of the private domain 
and refers to them as ‘collective spaces’: public spaces used for private activities or private spaces that 
allow collective use, such as a weekly market, a supermarket, but also a shared kitchen garden. Though 
these places have limited access, they do take part in public life and do form the background of social 
bonds and interaction.  
We notice many examples of micro collective spaces, with informal agreements between a couple of 
neighbours. For example, a shared driveway of two neighbours to enlarge the garden space and three 
neighbours that collectively maintain food gardens in the back garden.  
Furthermore, both maps aim to understand how these spaces evolve and change over time. People's 
social world shifts constantly. The meaning of their home, garden and neighbourhood, the places that 
they share, the way they search for privacy or interaction, do too. Reinders (2010) puts it as follows: 
"While the neighbourhood is changing new social relationships arise in which boundaries re-marked and 
individual and collective meanings are renewed.”  The everyday rhythmic structuring of the day is not 
merely individual but collective and plays an important role in the sense of identity and organisation of 
public life (Edensor, 2009). Therefore Reĳndorp (2010) considers the public domain as the domain of 
social and cultural exchange, where routes, routines or rituals different groups, characterized by age, 
origin or lifestyle, cross or overlap. Understanding these mechanisms is essential to make the translative 
step to durable future strategies. 
Older inhabitants tell about former neighbourhood barbecues, diners and a former play field for the 
children. They explain how social activities are less interwoven with the neighbourhood and play more at 
the regional scale. Many go walking, running or cycling in the surrounding creek valleys and forests. 
Children and grandchildren go often to school outside the municipality and their leisure time is quite 
organised in activities.  

Facilitating collective reflection, engagement and debate 

In this project we test features of collaborative mapping, as such exploring the impact of the atlas in 
supporting engagement and collective reflection. A first feature is the mapping method which is based 
upon mental mapping of Kevin Lynch (1960) and narrative cartography of Leeke Reinders (2010). These 
technics aim to unfold the imagination and perception of urban space. In this research project, these 
methods are adapted in such a way that they assure the readability of the atlas as one entity, as well as to 
stimulate dialogue between the different stories and data.  
The second feature is the impact of the representation of the maps. The esthetical layer of maps makes 
reality more appealing. Everyday life is constituted out of a multitude of habits and routines that lend to it 
an ontological predictability and security. Once learned and followed, these habitual procedures become 
unreflexive (Edensor, 2009) but also risk becoming unreflective and unquestionable. The visual expression  
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of the atlas offers people another look at their everyday space and therefore encourages criticism and 
engagement. For example, key spaces are depicted more prominent, introducing hierarchy in the map. 
We also notice that the hand drawn maps invite participants to sketch themselves. The sketch style 
represents a ‘work in progress’ making the maps easily accessible for a non-professional audience.  
The last feature is the multi-layering of the maps and diagrams, allowing to correlate different facts and 
insights during the interviews. For example, the diagram of relocation movements shows that many 
people moved in and out since the last 10 years. However some inhabitants are aware, others not, both 
reflect on how it changed the neighbourhood and their personal situation. In order to distribute and 
produce knowledge at the same time, the researcher plays an important role as moderator and guide of 
the atlas. She/he brings insights from on interview to the other and as such, aims to connect people, 
issues and initiatives. This role has room for further experimentation and we will test what happens if 
participants take over the job of the researcher and pass on the atlas. 

Picture 3: A Use Map 

How do we go from here? 

This paper gives a description and analysis of how the Allotment Atlas Zolder supports an open and 
delayed debate.  We believe this experience may provide additional background in stimulating collective 
reflection over spatial issues among inhabitants over their daily environment. 
In a next phase, starting in June 2015, the diversity of ideas and insights of the atlas will be translated into 
future spatial scenarios.  These scenarios will form the basis of further debate. Apart from interviews, we 
will integrate other instruments such as, walks, small group sessions (bringing in new peoples as well as  
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connect people with jointed interests) to thicken the atlas with narratives and recommendations for the 
future.  
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With the increasing interest of local governments in civic participation, it becomes important to address 
inherent asymmetries in existing public participation processes, such as inclusion, time availability and 
long-term commitment, and knowledge and power differentials. Game-based participation has the 
potential to enhance public participation processes and lead to civic learning. At the same time, games 
tend to reproduce and even reinforce existing assumptions about stakeholder roles, procedures and 
political agency and social dynamics. We argue that urban planners will be able to improve the coherence 
and overall experience of participatory processes by thinking in terms of separate game mechanics, 
which when used in balance, create a successful player/participant experience. In doing so, some of the 
asymmetries observed in the existing participatory framework can be addressed. The potentials and 
challenges of game elements’ applications are discussed in the framework of three case studies in the 
Netherlands, Austria and Belgium.  

1. Introduction  

The transition from ‘government’ to ‘governance’ has led to the multiplication and diversification of public 
and private organisations that participate in decision-making, and the fragmentation of governmental 
bodies, which distributes responsibility across a wide range of institutional actors. With traditional 
government and citizens being just two of the actors involved in this new institutional landscape, there is 
an increasing interest in defining the processes through which these actors can negotiate and reach 
decisions. Particularly, in the field of urban planning, the multiplication of stakeholders has led to spatial 
configurations in the production of urban space, characterized by large privately owned urban 
developments, which feed inter-city competition (Brenner, 2004; Grahan & Marvin, 2001). The large 
complexity of urban projects and the need to include multiple stakeholders has renewed the interest in 
civic participation, with participatory processes being embedded in several national legislations across the 
EU. At the same time, we witness a change in societal dynamics and urban civic practises where citizens 
form local initiatives and engage in so-called civic city making, on the fringe of institutional participatory 
processes. Civic groups become active in a broad range of activities such as urban gardening, mobility or 
energy initiatives, demonstrating alternative forms of participation to the formalised top-down processes.  

Serious games have been applied in planning since the 1960’s (Abt, 1969; Duke, 1975) as a way to 
overcome several challenges associated with the intricacies of planning, both on the level of  
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understanding and modelling urban dynamics and by providing participatory and collaborative 
environments. There are undoubtedly several advantages of engaging citizens in planning processes with 
the use of games, such as civic learning, reflection and development of lateral trust (Gordon & Baldwin-
Philippi, 2014). Games also provide a framework for collective goal setting, where the data produced by 
this collective environment can be understood as a public record of the participation process on which 
the planning body is expected to react but also as a resource that can become actionable by other 
groups. Digital games in particular offer rich options of modelling reality and possibilities for dynamic 
manipulation of the game environment (Poplin, 2014). As such, games provide a structure of rules and 
mechanics, and a means of communication that provides an environment where the content can emerge 
– contrary to more traditional approaches where the steering goes strongly over the content. Within a 
game, content emerges out of the combination of various game mechanics, ‘the various actions, 
behaviours, and control mechanisms afforded to the player’ (Hunicke et al, 2004). However, the 
application of games in participatory planning processes is not in itself unproblematic, as games tend to 
reproduce and even reinforce existing assumptions about stakeholder roles, procedures, political agency 
and social dynamics (Lobo, 2004; Fernholz, sd). While maintaining a modest outlook on the possibilities 
of either participatory processes or games to affect systemic change, this paper builds on a line of 
arguments that focuses on optimising interactions within specific tools’ applications during participatory 
processes (Poplin, 2014; Innes & Booher, 2010). 

1.1  Living Labs, Methods and Data 

The three cases are: the new Reitdiep area in Groningen, the Netherlands, where a community of 
inhabitants is pushing for an energy transition agenda; the 3rd district (Landstrasse) and 20th district 
(Brigittenau), in Vienna, Austria, where community building projects focus on increasing resources sharing; 
and finally, Winterslag in Genk, Belgium with a focus on work spaces. The exploratory period investigated 
participatory projects and approaches in the three living labs to develop a structured typeset and 
evaluation of participatory processes and related challenges and difficulties that serve as the basis for the 
following game design and prototyping. The three cities cover a large spectrum of spatial and social 
settings and offer the possibility to study applications of participatory processes within contrasting 
environments; a mid-size, fringe city within a larger rural area (Groningen), a growing European capital 
(Vienna) and a former industrial city forming part of a larger conurbation (Genk). We present an overview of 
participatory tools commonly used in existing processes and discuss their applications within the larger 
context of each project. Additionally, analogies between participatory tools and game mechanics are 
drawn in order to propose a restructuring of participatory processes following a game design model, in 
which particular mechanics are carefully selected and implemented in specific components of the game 
to contribute to the total player experience.. 

2. Results and Discussion of the exploratory case studies 

Civic engagement and citizen participation are broadly defined as the sum of political and social 
practices, through which individuals influence and attend to public affairs, beyond their direct private 
environment. (Gordon, et al., 2013; Parés & March, 2013). These practices are informed by the 
communication technologies of each time and are formatted (Muller, 2009) by the spaces within which 
they take place. For Arnstein, citizen participation can only exist when those excluded from the political 
and economic processes are being deliberately included, through the redistribution of power. (Arnstein, 
1969, p. 216) In planning, the inclusion of hard-to-reach groups has been the task of communicative 
planning, an approach calling for the positioning of the planner in a mediating position, trying to balance 
conflicting interests and bridge power differentials. Both systemic limitations of participatory processes as 
well as several organisational and implementation complications previously identified are met throughout 
the three case studies. Fainstein (2000) summarises the practical inefficiencies of communicative 
planning, despite its theoretical allure. In its foundations, it ignores the endemic, underlying social conflicts 
and the domination of powerful interest groups and thus does not address persistent systemic problems. 
In terms of its organisation, it tends to privilege the role of the planner over the context or the outcome; it 
remains awkward towards unjust outcomes and it can be solipsistic in that it places the emphasis on 
personal stories and beliefs and remains very much group specific, while it rejects the idea that  
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bureaucratic decisions can lead to desirable results. Even on the level of implementation, the already 
powerful continue to dominate, there are lengthy processes that lead to high drop-out rates, participants 
are unable to properly frame their own desires and very often the phenomenon of NIMBYism appears. 
(Fainstein, 2000) Due to the set-up of the research project and the different conditions of the cities, the 
three living labs represent a broad variety of approaches, content and topics. However, similarities can be 
observed in the three living labs (table 1).  
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Table 1: Comparative overview of the participation processes in the three living labs 

2.1  Content, Context and Coordination.  

A participatory planning approach or participatory elements are mainly facilitated in projects that are linked 
to urban planning, community development and local economy while the particular projects that the Play!
UC project is linked to are focusing on community development (Vienna), emerging economies (Genk) 
and energy neutral neighbourhoods (Groningen). Municipalities, groups of organisations and activist 
groups/initiatives play an important role in launching topics, raising awareness and initializing participatory 
projects. The municipalities in particular use public funding to support the intermediary organisations 
(personnel, infrastructure), which act as proxy for the municipal administration and the political level and 
are an entry point to the formal and informal institutional domain. The direct involvement of political 
representatives varies to a greater extent as does the political acceptance and agreement of the process 
outcomes: while in Belgium the outcomes are accepted by the political domain and implemented as 
policy guideline, the political agreement for single projects has to be negotiated with the political domain 
for each project separately. In addition to legal restrictions, the political agenda plays an important role for 
the political agreement and therefore for the continuation and implementation of the participatory project: 
while delegating idea generation and participation to the neighbourhood level, the political domain stays in 
control in the final decision making. Therefore, the intermediary organisations (LAG, neighbourhood 
management) figure not only as the facilitators of the processes but also assuage neighbourhood 
initiatives and groups if their projects and particular interests do not find political agreement and therefore 
are not implemented. In a nutshell: the Austrian and Dutch living labs illustrate that proximity to the political 
agenda and official policy is impacting either the project directly or indirectly inhibits the process by letting 
the message be delivered via the intermediary offices. Genk illustrates the opposite case: the results from 
the participatory process were implemented in policy guidelines and the political domain tries to stimulate  

 190

SESSION 2 - The role of  play, stories and performances in long term perspectives / documentation



initiatives to integrate the ideas into their projects. The process design is focussing on the progress of the 
project itself, is strongly content-oriented and is steering the content itself; less attention is paid to the  

design of the governance and project process itself. In Austria and Belgium, the neighbourhood 
management and district service are run by employed professionals (architects, community workers, etc.) 
that are supporting the participatory process with professional support, facilitation and knowledge 
(institutional capacity, etc.) and are very well connected to other processes, initiatives and organisations 
such as the regional forum (Vienna), in which different initiatives, police, street workers and public 
administration are represented. In the Dutch living lab, the neighbourhood initiative is currently managed 
by two volunteers who are accomplishing the task in their free time.  

2.2  Participation at Work: Methods and Participants.  

The set-up and the design of the participatory processes depict a broad variety in the three living labs. In 
Groningen, the process design is fairly spontaneous and organic. On the other hand, in Vienna, 
participatory processes and projects are rather straight forward and very well planned by the district 
service or the LAG, which provides an efficient project management but only little room for 
experimentation. The levels of participation are stretching from the level of information to placation with 
some same special cases of partnerships that show characteristics of self-governance. The 
methodological setting and the applied methods are chosen by the intermediary organisations or the 
volunteering leadership, who are also facilitating the single participatory sessions. In all participatory 
processes, the participants are working on concrete and tangible proposals for design solutions, actions 
or policy recommendations.  
Leadership is necessary in setting up a collaborative process, engage other parties, manage resources 
and also encourage other leaders to emerge and take initiative that will advance the process. (Innes & 
Booher, 2010) All three living labs illustrate that a core group that is the main carrier and driver of the 
process, surrounded of a group of followers. While the core group is rather stable throughout the 
process, the composition of the follower group is fluctuating.  The perception of the intermediary offices is 
that the groups represent different social groups and the diversity of the spatial reference scale. However, 
scrutinising the situation, more in-depth participation asymmetries are detected: while the age groups 
ranging from 25-64 years are well represented, teenagers and children are underrepresented or even 
non-existent, and elderly people (65 and older) are over-represented. Social groups and nationalities are 
also represented differently: while natives are well represented, social groups with immigrant backgrounds 
(other EU or outside EU) are underrepresented and missing. The high number of answers in the field “I 
don’t know” let us assume a lack of knowledge about the representation of different social groups 
regarding their cultural and immigrant background, which also indicates little awareness towards the active 
integration of those groups in the participatory processes. Resource restrictions on participant levels 
mainly entail time restrictions, knowledge and language barriers, organisational knowledge and know-how 
and cultural barriers. The cultural barriers can be divided into direct cultural barriers, eg. that females are 
restricted in participating in public life and public debate and indirect cultural barriers: eg. low income 
groups and educationally deprived strata that do not consider participation in these kinds of settings 
because they do not experience the settings as their place of involvement and action.  

2.3  Tools and Process Design. 

Innes and Booher (2010) argue that those engaged in communicative planning should focus on the 
improvement of the participatory process itself and embrace the inherent and thus unresolvable systemic 
contradictions within and around collaborative practices. This can practically be done by renegotiating the 
existing incentive structures, acknowledging the importance of leader and sponsors in getting the 
processes started and their abilities to engage others. Very practical things such as meetings summaries, 
invited experts, proper information and dedicated staff that takes care of these necessities is also 
mentioned as a significant success factor. The practical tools applied in the studied processes are 
focussing on traditional and established methods that the facilitators are comfortable with, mainly different 
brainstorm techniques, focus groups and workshops, expanded by information meetings. The tools are  
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aligned with the duration of the process that range from several single meetings to processes that are 
taking several months (and sometimes years). These methods and tools can be organised in four broad 
categories. (table 2):  

-	 Tools for surveying and mapping the existing situation, such as social media monitoring, face-to-
face ground work and surveys, online surveys and polls, GIS maps etc. 

-	 Tools for providing information about the progress of the project, but only allow for one way 
communication, such as announcements in social media, the local press, websites and 
newsletters, audio-visual material, and policy documents and reports. 

-	 Tools for collecting knowledge and gathering feedback through discussion about existing plans, 
such as mail circles, online blackboards, reporting apps, focus groups or interviews. 

-	 Productive tools, i.e. tools that allow for the articulation of alternative proposals and that can lead 
to tangible input for the project, through co-design workshops, for example.  

-	 Decision making tools that help consolidate situations, such as by allowing people to vote on 
project proposals with binding consequences, or agreements on co-financing initiatives. 

These tools form the building blocks of the participatory process; they are effectively the mechanics of the 
participatory process. Whereas Arnstein’s participation rungs trace the extent of citizens’ power in 
determining the end product (p. 217), we consider each step the goal of the participatory planning 
process, within which many different tools can be used. This creates an overlap between tools and rungs. 
Additionally, each rung can describe specific goals within a total planning process, instead of the process 
as a whole. That means that there can be tools used to provide information or request consultation within 
the same project. Indeed, in most cases tools are used to provide information, to consult inhabitants in 
order to better understand the local conditions and gain access to unsubstituted local knowledge (Van 
Herzele, 2004; Brabham, 2009; Coburn, 2003), such as insights about the environment, change of 
perspective and creative solutions tuned to the specific locality in question. 
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Table 2. Participatory tools commonly used in the three living labs 
 

Gordon et al (2013) define two broad categories of tools used in community engagement processes: 
those that are specifically designed for a particular process, such as custom made games and dedicated 
online platforms, and generic tools, such as social media, that can be employed within a participatory 
process. Despite their diversity, in all three cases, the majority of tools used fall in the second category. 
Moreover the process design does not seem to follow a coherent logic. There is not a well-argued 
selection on which tools are used and the tools themselves are poorly designed with little customisation 
to address specific needs of the participatory process. The sequence of applications also seems random 
and based on the intuitive judgement of the planner in charge.  

2.4  Implementation and Impact. 

Despite the practical difficulties to address issues relating to the context in which the process takes place, 
the process itself, the instruments used and the impact of the process can be evaluated and improved. 
As participation plays the double role of achieving better plans and providing contact between citizens 
and local administration, evaluation should cover both the relation between objectives and results and the 
evaluation of the process itself. (Parés & March, 2013) In all three living labs, the groups are developing 
design or action proposals that are directly put into action as long as it stays in direct sphere of activity. If 
they reach beyond that direct sphere, the proposals are addressed towards the responsible level, such 
as the district or city council or public administration organisations like planning departments. However, it 
seems that such documents are created by the management teams of the intermediary organisations 
and that the participants have only minor or no influence on those documents.  
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3. Game-based participation: 

The rise of smart city technologies and the following debate seem to have provided a significant boost to 
gamification and other applications of social and digital media for commercial, entertainment and 
educational purposes. Gamification of society (Kapp, 2012) is the tendency to apply gaming principles in 
every aspect of our lives, with games motivating us to run, to organise our housework, map defibrillators 
in public spaces and self-diagnose sicknesses. However, this proliferation of game-like applications has 
actually blurred the understanding of what constitutes a game, with many applications marketed as 
games being interactive simulations or gamified activities. (Devisch, et al., 2015) 

Although the medium of games is extensive and hard to precisely delineate, most definitions describe 
games as sets of rules that impose limitations to player’s pursuits of set goals. Other common 
characteristics include the voluntary participation and some kind of ‘magic circle’, a special setting or 
condition that sets the game outside of reality. (See (Huizinga, 1955; Caillois, 1962; Parlett, 1999; Abt, 
1969; Juul, 2011)) In their formal analytical model for games, Hunicke et al (2004) introduce the 
Mechanics-Dynamics-Aesthetics triptych to describe the game experience both from the side of the 
designer (M>D> A) as well as from the side of the player (A> D>M). Mechanics are the various actions, 
interactions, roles, relationships and control mechanisms that are afforded to the players of a game. They 
are the building blocks out of which a game is built. They trigger the dynamic system behaviour which 
then translates to a particular aesthetic experience for the player. (Hunicke, et al., 2004) Game mechanics 
can be very simple, such as points, countdowns and game levels or more complex such as Behavioral 
Momentum (the tendency of players to keep doing what they have been doing) and Blissful Productivity 
(the idea that working hard playing a game makes you happy) (Bagdeville, sd). But it is indeed the 
entanglement of different mechanics within even the simplest games that facilitate the game experience.  

The ‘radical pragmatism’ (Hoch, 1984) in optimizing the implementation and impact of participatory 
processes advocated by Innes and Booher can be operationalized within the context of games, where 
interactions are rule based and goals are predefined, and where the emerging content depends on the 
actual use of these pre-structured communication spaces. Instead of trying to address participatory 
processes as a unified whole, understanding participatory tools as separate game mechanics, can 
contribute to better structured participatory processes with carefully designed tools, selected to optimize 
the desired output at each phase of the process. While it would be naïve to assume that game-based  

participation can address systemic social conflicts and the unavoidable domination of powerful interest 
groups, it can be used to improve citizen’s knowledge about the institutions involved in planning and their 
ability to articulate their proposals. There is no conclusive taxonomy of game mechanics (Schell, 2008), 
as there is none for participatory tools, but we can learn from the game design process in order to 
optimize a process for participation. It is evident that in the thee cases, participation tools are employed 
rather randomly, and in a non-coherent way. This comes in sharp contrast to the selection of particular 
game mechanics, which is done very carefully. Choosing and balancing mechanics is an iterative process 
at the core of the game design practice. The game designer adds, tweaks and removes different 
mechanics in order to achieve the desired dynamics that will lead to the desired aesthetics. 

4. Conclusions: Mechanics for Playful Participation. 

To summarize, in order for civic participation to be effective in practice, citizens need to be familiar with the 
institutions that are responsible for each process; they need to possess skills of expressing themselves 
and articulating their interests and concerns and they need to have the personal drive to participate 
(Raphael, et al., 2010). Most of the participation asymmetries identified in the three case studies (high 
drop-out rates, asymmetrical representation of age, gender and ethnic groups, cultural divides etc.) fall 
under one of these categories. The lack of systematic choice and combination of participatory methods 
and tools further amplifies these issues. 
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Game-based participation has the potential to enhance public participation processes because games 
provide an environment in which players can safely experiment with behaviours and scenarios that might 
be impossible in real life, in addition to a context for collective goal setting, in which players are motivated 
to continue participating because of perceiving themselves as part of a public (Gordon & Baldwin-Philippi, 
2014) However, games are not widely implemented in civic participation, mainly because of the lack of 
knowledge of the initiating organisations (often the local governments), the lack of evidence as to their 
actual benefits and substantiated potential that the knowledge generated in the game can be transferred 
to the real world, their inefficient nature and conflicting political views on what civic engagement should 
be. (Raphael, et al., 2010) Expectations for the use of gaming are also fairly low, as most interview 
respondents consider games to be useful for raising awareness about urban issues and education, but 
they do not see the potential for more productive uses.  

In all three case studies, we observed that the tools used throughout the existing communicative planning 
processes are employed in a rather fragmented and incoherent way.  By establishing a connection 
between game mechanics and participation tools, we expect to be able to understand the design of a 
participatory process as a game design process, where different mechanics are used consciously at all 
levels and where multiple mechanics are combined to address each spatial context. Since there is no 
such thing as a one-solution-fits-all in participatory planning, the adaptivity provided by implementing 
specific mechanics according to the changing needs, partial agreements and emerging tasks can provide 
for the necessary adjustment to the local conditions. Having to think as game designers, the parties 
orchestrating the participatory process must identify clear goals for the process in advance and select the 
tools that will most suitably address them. Furthermore, for processes lasting over extended periods of 
time, it can create diversity during the process and thus contribute to addressing asymmetries that relate 
to time restrictions and drop-out rates due to boredom.  

However, in drawing an analogy between game mechanics and participatory methods, we must also 
acknowledge the limitations of games, particularly when used in the highly charged political context of 
planning. Game mechanics are tools of indirect control not only over the player’s actions, but mostly over 
their experience. (Schell, 2008) Games are ‘formatted spaces of participation’ (Muller, 2009) in that they 
are technologically, socially and economically pre-structured interfaces through which citizens can 
perform certain actions. That means that while the experience of participatory processes can become 
more accessible for the hard-to-reach groups and can help participants articulate their visions and 
desires, it will always be in the format dictated by the game itself. The tension between the given structure 
of the participatory process and its constant redefinition by the practice of participation will remain.  
Moreover, as the political level reaches to stay in control of the planning process, and game development  
 

is a lengthy and costly process, the motivation of the commissioning stakeholder should be constantly 
scrutinized. The role of intermediary organisations, such as the District Service and LAG in Vienna or the 
Wĳkmanagement teams in Belgium, is instrumental in this, as they need to play a facilitating role for the 
citizens but they are also in constant exchange with the government. In order to maintain their own 
legitimacy, they have to accept the existing power dynamics between government, interest groups and 
citizens.  
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Evaluations of sustainable design research mainly discuss the material impact; how a given solution might 
reduce, reuse, recycle or restore the material impact on the environment (Shedroff, 2009). However 
sustainable design research also deals with immaterial impact; how design solutions are used and how 
they affect people end their living environment (Fry, 1999). Evaluating the immaterial impact of design 
projects is complex, since it deals with ambiguous social processes (Swann, 2002). Action Research 
offers a framework to evaluate this immaterial social process by discussing the worthwhile purpose, 
participation, many ways of knowing and emergence of the research process (Reason, 2001). 
Discussing these characteristics is made possible through a thick description, meaning that the decisions 
of the researchers are legitimized through a detailed description of the research process (Geertz, 1972). 
Since design projects also deal with material things like prototypes, drawings and video’s, I will consider 
thick documentation of the research process. A documentation approach that relies on three strategies, 
dynamic, motivate, and readable, to generate rich process documentation (Schoffelen and Huybrechts, 
2013). The goal of these strategies is develop a thick documentation that might enable others to 
elaborate on it, generating a sustainable impact beyond the initial design project and participants 
(Schoffelen, Huybrechts and Hagenaars, 2014). The goal of this paper is to link the Action Research 
characteristics to the thick documentation strategies in order to develop a framework that allows 
discussing and evaluating the immaterial impact of sustainable design research. This framework will be 
tested by describing Zit Goed!, a design project focused on school furniture that combines material and 
immaterial design challenges. 

1.  Introduction 

When designers discuss the sustainable impact of a design project they mostly consider their material 
implications. If and how designed products, services or systems aim to reduce, reuse, recycle or restore 
the material impact on the environment (Shedroff, 2009). This impact is often measured through Life 
Cycle Analysis. Life Cycle Analysis is used to quantify the environmental impact of a product, service or 
system on the environment (Shedroff, 2009). The results of the LCA are visualized in seemingly neutral 
data charts that support the arguments of a designer or company that their product is a sustainable 
solution. In reality a lot of interpretation is gone into making the LCA, and a lot of qualitative parameters, 
like wellbeing and happiness, aren’t taken into account. What also needs to be considered are the 
immaterial implications of design; how products are used and how they affect people and their living 
environment? Stegall argues (2006); when evaluating the sustainable impact of design projects, 
designers need to be aware that every design decision is guided by a set of personal values and is 
connected to the context where one operates in. Stegall refers to Richard Buchanan (1989) who makes 
clear that consciously or unconsciously every designed artefact is an argument for how people should 
live. 

By presenting an audience of potential users with a new product—whether as simple as a plow or a new 
breed of hybrid seed corn, or as complex as an electric light bulb or a computer—designers have directly 
influenced the actions of individuals and communities, changed attitudes and values, and shaped society 
in surprisingly fundamental ways (1989, p. 93). 
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Recognising that the process of design has and immaterial dimension that deals with subjective 
interactions between products and people in relation to their specific environment, we have to embrace 
more social approaches for evaluation sustainable design research. Currently there is no widespread 
framework for organising and evaluating design research projects that address the immaterial dimension 
of sustainability. Therefore we should look towards academic fields that are already closely related to the 
principles of design as an immaterial social practice. Taking into account that the process of design is 
highly subjective and targeted at human interaction with artefacts, we can look towards the social 
sciences and more specifically Action Research where subjectivity is also embraced as a quality (Swann, 
2002). 

2.  Action Research 

Action research is defined as: a participatory, democratic process concerned with developing practical 
knowing in the pursuit of worthwhile human purposes. It seeks to bring together action and reflection, 
theory and practice, in participation with others, in the pursuit of practical solutions to issues of pressing 
concern to people, and more generally the flourishing of individual persons and their communities 
(Reason & Bradbury, 2001). 

Like Design, Action Research is also concerned with problem solving. However Action Research also 
aims to evaluate the impact of these solutions. Reason formulates this as follows: “It is not just about 
solving the immediate problem but also articulating the subtle ways in which the inquiry is affecting our 
world (Reason, 2006, p. 193)”. The quality of an action research process can be evaluated based on its 
process by reviewing its trustworthiness and authenticity (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Peers judge 
trustworthiness by evaluating if the research is based on multiple sources and if the personal lens of the 
researcher is made explicit. Authenticity relates to how participants are involved during the research 
process, whether they were engaged in the decision process and are engaged to take upon new 
courses of action. To be able to reach trustworthiness and authenticity, Action Research requires that the 
research process is made visible via public accountability and self-evaluation. This can be made possible 
via thick description of the research process (Geertz, 1972), meaning that each action is described in 
great detail to determine the quality of the research. Peter Reason (2004) formulates four specific 
characteristics of Action Research around which the thick description of Action Research can be 
designed and evaluated, being; worthwhile purposes, participation and democracy, many ways of 
knowing and emergent development form. 

2.1  Worthwhile purpose 

The primary focus of action research is to develop practical knowledge for solving issues of human 
concern that arise from a certain problem, dilemma or ambiguity. Reason formulates this as pursuing 
worthwhile purposes (Reason and Bradbury, 2001). The challenge for the Action researcher is to 
determine which purpose is worthwhile to pursue? The answer to this question is linked to the values and 
morals of the researcher. Therefore there can be no ultimate answer to this question because there 
doesn’t exist an ultimate right or wrong purpose. However the researcher can legitimize his purpose by 
making his or hers values transparent. 

2.2  Participation and democracy 

Action research is often situated in a social practice that needs to be changed. In order to determine what 
changes need to be made action researchers include the research subjects in a participatory process of 
inquiry. To involve people in a participatory process is a challenging activity. It is not possible to just enter 
a community and expect people to participate. Stephen kemmis argues that the first step in action 
research is the formation of a communicative space (Kemmis, 2001, p. 100) that allows the participants 
to achieve mutual understanding about how to address issues that concern them. Building democratic 
communities of inquiry is central to the action research approach. The goal is to engage all those that 
could be affected by the research process and to create knowledge that emerges from the inquiry. 
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2.3  Many ways of knowing 

Action research aims to develop living knowledge that originates from diverse ways of knowing. This 
means that knowledge can be obtained beyond empirical and rational forms of inquiry. It recognises 
experiential, tacit and aesthetic knowledge as equally important. The challenge for the researcher is to 
articulate these many ways of knowing (Reason & Bradbury 2001). 

2.4  Emergence 

Action research develops over time through an iterative process of planning-acting-observing and 
reflecting (Ortrun Zuber-Skerritt,1992). The plan includes an exploration of the problem and strategic 
organisation to address it, the action refers to the execution of the plan together with participants, observe 
includes an analysis of the action, the last step is reflecting on the process by synthesising and sharing 
the research results and organising a new plan by articulating new challenges and opportunities that can 
be addressed. Each cycle may lead to new a new cycle of planning, acting, observing and reflecting. The 
research questions, the relations between researchers and participants and goals evolve during these 
cycles. Reason noticed that; the fundamental choices for the researchers is how many cycles to engage 
in and on what timescale; the appropriate balance between action and reflection; whether to converge on 
an increasingly focused question or converge to explore issues in a wider context. (Reason, 2006, p.197) 

3.  Thick documentation 

The Action research characteristics introduced by Reason offer a framework to develop a thick 
description of the research process and allow discussing and evaluating its immaterial social impact. 
However design projects still deal with material tings, like prototypes, drawings, video’s, … that form an 
integral part of the design project. When evaluating design projects these material things need to be 
considered as well. In response to thick description, Schoffelen & Huybrechts (2013) propose to 
document design projects through a process of thick documentation. This approach allows rich forms of 
process documentation, allowing the reviewer to experience the design process in a more tangible way, 
which potentially engages others to elaborate onto the research results. Suggesting that through thick 
documentation design projects can have a sustainable impact beyond the limits of the design project. 
This concept is described as generativity (Huybrechts, Schoffelen and Hagenaars, 2014); “providing 
people with ability to elaborate upon ideas and designs generated during the design process, creating a 
sustainable impact beyond the initial design team and design project.” Schoffelen & Huybrechts (2013) 
also propose three strategies for developing thick documentation, suggesting that documentation should 
be dynamic, motivational and readable. 

Design projects are often faced with ever changing conditions. As projects develop funding can be cut 
back, partners could change their priority or even quit the project and new stakeholders might join the 
project. These ambiguous and changing conditions call for flexible design approaches that allow new 
participants to join and alter the project. Dynamic documentation means that the subjective viewpoints of 
actors involved during the design process are documented. This dynamic documentation of design 
projects aims to make the complex interactions between designers and participants during the design 
process apparent. This allows new potential participants to consider the immaterial challenges in 
elaborating on the design process. 

Generating rich documentation is a time intensive task for designers and participants during a design 
project. Therefore the documentation tools should be motivational, engaging participants and designers 
to document both subjective viewpoints and objective results of the research process. 

The quality of documentation depends on its readability. This strategy refers to how documentation is 
represented, thick documentation of a design project means that it not only captures a description of the 
research process. It documents material and immaterial layers of the research process. Since design 
processes can result in textual, visual and material forms of documentation. The documentation tools  
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should consider how this documentation is structured. Allowing other potential participants to read the 
research process and potentially engage them to elaborate on the research results. 

The aim of this paper is to develop a framework, based on the Action Research characteristics formulated 
by Reason, to organise and evaluate the immaterial impact of design projects. It will link the Action 
Research characteristics to the thick documentation strategies dynamic, motivational and readable to 
discuss the design tools that aim to generate a sustainable impact beyond the initial design project and 
participants. To explore the thick documentation strategies the remainder of this paper will discuss the 
design project Zit Goed! following the four Action Research characteristics. 

4.  Zit Goed!  

4.1  Worthwhile purpose 

The aim of the ZitGoed! project was to design sustainable school furniture for elementary schools. The 
project was initiated in response to a call for of the Flemish government (CiCi) to support collaboration 
between research institutes, creative professionals and industry during a one-year period. Our 
collaboration was set-up between architectural firm Lezze involving two architects with expertise in 
designing school buildings, the Social Spaces research group involving two design researchers, a 
product designer and an ergonomist with expertise in participatory design methodologies and rapid 
prototyping techniques and an elementary school called Prinsenhof in Grimbergen, which represented the 
user group of teachers, staff and pupils between 10 and 12 years old. Our project proposal was bases 
on the realisation of Lezze architects that ergonomic standards for school furniture are out-dated and the 
shortage of school buildings in the Flemish region is growing. This was seen as an opportunity to design 
school furniture that forms an alternative to the mass-produced school furniture that saturates the market 
today. 

The goal of the architects in this project was to develop a production ready prototype during our one-year 
project that could be the starting point for a new business model for school furniture. The design 
researchers wanted to explore the role of user as designers during and after the project. The school 
direction was interested in a durable and inexpensive furniture solution. The teachers are looking for 
furniture solutions that can be adapted to the ever-changing work forms of elementary schools. And the 
school children are interested in adapting their furniture to their personal preferences. Finally the 
ergonomist suggests that the measurements of the furniture need to be individually adaptable. Given our 
ambition to include the user in designing furniture solutions it is important to understand these various 
perspectives. The current mass-produced solutions mostly appeal to the perspective of the school 
direction to purchase cost-effective and durable solutions. Although an important viewpoint, we did not 
want to reduce the perspectives of the different users to consumers of school furniture. The ambition was 
to include the more nuanced perspectives of other users such as pupils and teachers who are the active 
users of school furniture. 

Our goal as design researchers was to develop scenarios where users of elementary schools take on 
active roles in the design process of school furniture. Traditionally Designers, researchers and architects 
have a strong voice in the design process because they have the skills to concretize how products and 
buildings are configured and build. In the Zit Goed! project we aimed to distribute this power by enabling 
the final users such as the pupils and teacher to take on the role of the researchers, architects or 
designers. The design process covered a series of three workshop sessions Zit Goed? Zit / Goed and Zit 
Goed! The Zit Goed? session focused on developing a dynamic view of the problem context by 
motivating participants to document their own perspective on ‘sitting’ in the classroom. The Zit / Goed 
session focussed on generating alternative scenarios for how furniture might be used, which resulted in 
alternative classroom activities such as parties, relaxation spaces, game spaces, etc. The third workshop 
focused on making prototypes of these alternative classroom scenarios. 
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4.2  Participation 

In order to generate a dynamic view of the problem context the research focused on documenting 
different viewpoints of actors in the school community being; pupils, teachers, director. We chose to 
approach this quite literary by giving the end-users (pupils and teachers) the tools to document their own 
perspectives. To motivate participants to be engaged in this documentation process the tools 
represented different documentation roles; Micro (the reporter), Pixel (the interviewee), Monitor (the movie 
director) Binocular (material manager) and Camera (the camera man or woman). Together these roles 
represent a documentation team that represent the different skills and tools to be used in the 
documentation process. These roles were introduced to the participants through an instructional video 
made by the design research team. To give participants the confidence to step into their role, each role 
was represented through a mask that they could customize. Before the documentation workshop took 
place, the participants where trained to act out their role. The Microphone roles were trained in interview 
skills, the Pixel roles were trained as actors, The Monitor roles were trained as directors, the Binocular 
roles were trained to highlight specific details using stickers and the Camera roles were trained to handle a 
video camera. 

During the workshop the pupils and teachers were divided into five teams. Each team received a 
challenge to make a video report that expressed their perspective on ‘sitting’ in the school. During the 
workshop the Monitor used a map and a script to direct his or her team towards a specific location in the 
school were they would research a specific ‘sitting’ activity. At the location the Pixel preformed a sit-activity 
like crafting, playing, writing, reading or listening. Afterwards the Micro asked several questions to Pixel. 
For instance, from spacious to narrow how would you rate this furniture? Pixel could reply be ‘tagging’ the 
furniture with ‘likes’, ‘boms’ and warning signs. The Binocular observed the performance and answers of 
Pixel and ‘tagged’ the furniture and classroom using icon stickers. The stickers visualized sensory 
experiences (e.g. hard, light), The expression of sensory experiences is a technique used in ergonomic 
studies to indicate comfort levels (Vink, 2004). We used emoticons and symbols to enable easy 
understanding by children (Desmet, 2005). The Camera documented these activities. 

This documentation workshop resulted in five short films that represented the pupils and teachers 
perspectives. It generated a rich output that enabled the design team to see to problem context to the 
lens of the end-users. For instance in one of the movies pupils performed the activity of ‘writing’ in their 
classroom. One child said that she felt restricted by the ordering of the many furniture pieces in the 
classroom. She felt the urge to move and ‘party’ in between writing activities. Another child enjoyed the 
enclosed feeling that the furniture gave him, since it allowed him to rest and remain stable. The video 
reports of these performances provide an opportunity to discuss the specific classroom activity with the 
pupils. Based on the edited video of the writing activity, participants and design team decided to explore 
these two experiences of restrictedness in depth. In a follow-up workshop the design team provided the 
pupils and teachers with a paper map and stickers to self-organise a party/lounge area, making use of 
the existing furniture and some props. The pupils performed and reported the party/lounge situation, 
using stickers to evaluate the furniture and environment. After the sessions the designers evaluated how 
the furniture pieces were used, which props were used, how the furniture was organised in the space 
and what postures were associated with the activity, taking into account the edited video reports of the 
pupils and the stickers they used. We concluded that the setup of the party/lounge situation expressed a 
need for flexibility, wherein the empty space of the classroom can be the starting point for continuous and 
quick design situations wherein people and furniture are reorganised and extra props are brought into the 
scene. The resulting furniture prototypes were therefore characterised by lightness, flexibility and 
modularity. 

4.3  Many ways of knowing 

During the first two workshops the design tools aimed to motivate participants in the documentation 
process, which enabled us to generate a dynamic view of the problem context from the perspective of 
the end-users. To further motivate participants to take on active roles in the design process, new design 
roles were introduced. Since a lot of design decisions are taken during the materialisation process the  
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new roles focused on making activities. The role of an Architect, Designer, and Ergonomist were added to 
the design game format of the Zit Goed! project. To ensure the role of documentation in the process the 
Reporter crew (Micro, Camera, Monitor) stayed part of the design team. During the prototyping workshop 
each participant had the opportunity to practise one of these roles. 

Similar to the first two workshops each role represented different tools and skills. The tools of the Designer 
(Fig. 1) are focused on making product prototypes. Through interactions with a Meccano-like toolbox the 
participants acted out role of the product designer. The tools enabled the participants to assemble, 
disassemble and reassemble their own ideas, within the boundaries of the Zit Goed! tool. The idea was 
that the basic components direct the participants towards furniture solutions, but still leave enough 
opportunities to hack these solutions and adapt them towards their own preferences. For instance during 
the prototyping workshop one group of designers made a mobile storage table that another group 
reassembled into a foosball table. This reassembly approach enabled the participants to propose 
concrete ideas for their classroom environment. The furniture proposals varied from, chairs with adjustable 
seating, to game tables to a stage for organising a performance. 

The role of the Architects (Fig.2) was to focus on the layout of the space, organising and reorganising 
chairs, tables, storage-units, and chalkboards in the classroom. To execute this role the Architects 
received a 3D scale model of the classroom, their challenge was to measure the different dimensions of 
the classroom and translate them to the scale model. Followed by configuring and reconfiguring the scale 
model classroom with abstract building blocks that could represent different types of furniture. 

Before the prototyping workshop the professional design team developed several furniture proposals. Two 
prototypes where proposed during the workshop that were tested by the Ergonomists (Fig. 3). The first 
prototype is a standing table that could encourage pupils to take on an active posture during classroom 
activities. The idea was the standing table could encourage more dynamic activities like crafting and 
encourage a more natural standing position between pupils and teachers. To encourage flexibility, wheels 
were added to the base of the table so they could be easily repositioned. The concept of the standing 
table was supported by literature studies that suggest that standing helps pupils to concentrate and has a 
positive influence on their posture. The second prototype aimed to encourage a dynamic sitting position 
by adding an active and neutral position to a chair. Pupils can switch between these positions by pushing 
the chair back or forward with their legs. The Ergonomist received sticker sheets to test and evaluate 
these furniture prototypes. The standing table prototype was generally ‘liked’ by the participants, although 
warning signs were added to the weight of the table, which obstructed pupils to push around the table in 
the classroom. The dynamic chair was also ‘liked’ by the pupils, although the teacher added warning 
signs to this prototype, as it would generate too much noise in the classroom. The evaluation enabled to 
professional to adjust the prototypes to the specific requirement of the end-users. Similar to the first two 
workshops the Reporters (Fig. 4) were in charge of documentation; filming and editing the materialisation 
process. This generated new video reports and enabled the design team to analyse the design results.  

	          Fig. 1      Fig. 2               Fig. 3                        Fig. 4 
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4.4  Emergence 

Between the second and third workshop the design team mapped the process of the project to 
determine risks that challenge the worthwhile purpose of the research. It made us understand that during 
the first two iterations the project focused on motivating pupils and staff to articulate and document ideas, 
opportunities and challenges related to sitting in a classroom. The tools developed to support these 
actions mainly focused on the role of documentation. The analysis and synthesis of the first two iterations 
enabled the design team to develop two concepts to support flexibility and posture in a classroom, a 
standing table and a dynamic chair. A prototyping session that included the professional design team was 
organised in our Fablab to materialise these concepts. These prototypes were based on the articulation 
and reports of the user group. However a lot of design choices were made during the FABLAB session, 
which excluded the school children and staff. This realisation was marked as a risk and triggered the 
design research team to expand our toolkit towards the role of the designer and architect. The design and 
architect tools aim to support the users in materializing their ideas. To reach this goal we developed a 
scenario where the school environmental becomes the setting for an experimentation lab. The idea 
behind this is to make to gap between ideas generated by the school children and the final product as 
small as possible. Striving for a situation were the pupils and school staff become their own designer. 

4.5  Discussion 

The Zit Goed! project was framed by material and immaterial purposes. The material purpose of the Zit 
Goed! project was to design sustainable school furniture. Sustainability in this context was not framed as 
durability, furniture that that can withstand 20+ years of use. Rather the goal was to develop furniture that 
could evolve over time as the needs of users and introduction of new technologies in classroom 
environments ask for adaptable solutions. This motivational made us focus on open and digital production 
methods like CNC milling and laser cutting. These production methods make it possible to produce 
furniture on a made to measure scale. In our Zit Goed! concept furniture can be designed and developed 
to meet the specific requirements of different schools and different classrooms. Al large part of the project 
therefore focused on experimenting with digital fabrication technologies in a Fablab and resulted in the 
production of several furniture prototypes. The material purpose set the design agenda of the project and 
was already determined before the project started. From the perspective of Action Research this can be 
seen as a limiting the space of possibilities for participation. However setting a design agenda also served 
the immaterial purpose, giving participants an active role in the design process. It provides clear goals 
and challenges for participants and helps them to actively participate in the design process. The material 
and immaterial purpose can be complementary to each other on the condition they are each pursued 
equally. This calls for action and reflection to determine if and how the balance is shifting between the 
material and immaterial purpose. Refocusing the research process was only made possible by mapping 
the research process and reflecting how this related to the material and immaterial purposes of the 
research. 

The immaterial purpose was to design tools that motivate participants to take on active roles in the design 
process. The design research team developed a scenario to structure the process of participation. This 
scenario involved different design/research roles and tools that participants use to act out their role in the 
setting of an elementary school. It specifically uses the concept of avatars normally used in online role-
playing games to motivate participants to take on different roles in the design process. Props such as 
mask and profile cards support the participants stepping in to new roles. The scenarios provide clear 
goals and roles to structure the participatory process. These scenarios were developed to provide 
participants dynamic, motivational and readable design tools to be used during and after the design 
process. These three aspects are interrelated; in order to develop a dynamic view of the problem context 
that can be translated into readable scenarios the design tools have to be highly motivational. This 
motivational aspect was thoroughly explored by providing participants design roles that combine various 
design activities activities. To enhance the readability of the documentation throughout the Zit goed! 
project role of Camera has a strong focus on video documentation. This resulted in very personal video 
reports of the user group. Allowing the professional design team to literally view through the lens of the 
users. 
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To move the process of participation forward during our relatively short project (one year) the different 
design roles were quite scripted. The roles clearly defined goals and activities to be carried out by the 
participants. The participatory design process can be understood as a role-playing game between 
professional designer and participants. To make this role-playing possible the professional design team 
develops motivational design roles for participants. However, we question how much openness we 
actually leave to the user group in the design process since the professional design team still directed the 
process of participation. Participation remained limited to the workshop formats and the design team 
didn’t actively participate during these formats. Directing the process of participation might move the 
project forward during the project. However scripting the participatory process can also serve as an 
obstacle for participation after the official design process. When the support of the design research team 
is no longer present. Therefor we are currently exploring how to develop a supporting service and toolkit 
that might support school communities in redesigning their educational environment. 

5         Conclusions 

This paper aimed to reframe design for sustainability as a form of Action Research that considers both the 
material and immaterial impact of the design process. Action Research informs Sustainable design 
research that complex design challenges require collective actions. This can go well beyond the 
timeframe of one research project. Consequently there should not only be focus on solving the problem 
(material) but also on sharing the knowledge gained throughout the process (immaterial). Ideally both the 
solution as the process are sustainable; where the solutions produces durable products, services or 
systems, the process is documented thoroughly and made explicit, enabling others to elaborate on it. 
There already exist a strong focus on evaluating the sustainable impact of design projects. This article 
explored Action Research as a framework to evaluate the immaterial dimension of sustainable design 
research. The four characteristics proposed by Reason offer a framework to organise and evaluate design 
for sustainably as an on-going process rather then a solution. These characteristics can be augmented 
with the thick documentation strategies dynamic, motivational and readable. 

5.1  Worthwhile Purpose 

There exist many different approaches in designing for sustainability. Differences in the various sustainable 
approaches can be understood by examining their purpose. When designing for sustainable it is possible 
to distinguish between a material and immaterial purpose. Material purposes relate to use of resources 
and energy. While the immaterial challenges refer to the shaping of value systems through design. 
However no design projects has an exclusive purpose. The challenge for professional designer in 
sustainable design research is to balance the material and immaterial purposes. The balance between 
these two purposes can only be understood by reflecting on the thick documentation of the research 
process. Developing a thick documentation requires, dynamic, motivational and readable tools. 

5.2  Participation 

Addressing sustainability issues means dealing with ambiguous problem contexts, were different 
perspectives exits around a design challenge. Understanding these various perspectives requires 
designers to develop a dynamic view of the problem context. During the Zit Goed! project this was 
achieved by involving participants in the documentation process A documentation game format was 
developed to enable participants to document their own perspectives. This resulted in real concrete and 
personal stories of participants, and enabled the design team to gain a novel understanding of the 
problem context. 

5.3  Many ways of knowing 

Sustainable design research requires active participation of people who can put these design projects 
into practise. An important task of the designer is to motivate participants to take on active roles in the 
design process. Designer can develop motivational tools that represent different design activities. The 
tools should provide clear design roles for participants that challenge them to step outside of their  
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traditional role of users. A successful strategy in developing these roles is combining elements of fiction 
with the personal perspective of participants. In the Zit Goed! Project Fictional elements like the avatars 
Pixel, Monitor, Camera, Micro and Binocular were represented though props like masks and introduced 
by instructional videos. These props aim to give participants the confidence to act out their role in the 
scenario and articulate the personal perspective and ideas. Different roles can represent different skills to 
be deployed during the design process and new roles can be added as the design process progresses. 
For instance in the beginning of the design process the roles can focus on documentation activities. As 
the project progresses making-roles can be added to the scenario to motivate participants to design and 
build prototypes. Each design project will require different roles that represent different skills. These roles 
can act as catalysts in a mutual learning process between designers and participants. Scenarios become 
role-playing games between designers and participants were they both learn from each other. 
Participants learn how to express themselves in visual and material ways. While designers learn how look 
through the perspective of the user. 

5.4  Emergence 

Design processes that involve many different actors are fluid. As new participants join or leave the project 
the focus of the project might change. Dealing with these ever-changing conditions requires designers to 
document how the design process develops over time. In order to share the project with new potential 
participants that can elaborate on the design project. Therefore it’s important to understand how design 
project develop over time. There is an before, during and after stage of design projects that focus on 
sustainability. It is also important to note that these stages each require different strategies of the designer. 
The before stage requires designers to develop a dynamic view of the problem context, documenting the 
variety of perspectives around a sustainability issues and determining how this issue should be 
addressed together with participants. The during stage is focused on motivating participants to take on 
active roles in the design process. During the project designers also need to consider how to leave the 
design project. How to pas on the knowledge gained throughout the process? Readable thick 
documentation of the design process can potentially engage participant to elaborate on them. 
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Abstract 
As the post human body historically maps into the virtual space, encompassing both networked 
participation and measurements, Marie Flanagan has formulated a critique of 'Digibodies', expressing that 
digital representations do not step out of existing social issues (Flanagan 2003). This paper will argue that 
in very much the same way, self quantification idealizes participation on health procedures and 
reproduces inherent social constrictions. By asserting self tracking as a social process and comparing to 
a history of community and self-help networks, I will evaluate the participative potential of the actual 
interfaces, mainly assessing their inheritance from feminist discourse around “care”.  However, contrary to 
this original movement, participation and empowerment in the current health2.0 social processes is not 
always focusing on the benefits of its communities. This project aims to rethink the uses of social 
networking platforms, through envisinning new visuals and social game strategies, in order to enhance 
interpersonal support in specific local community. Women and technology groups, such as feminists 
hackerspaces, could be the ground for exchanges about health data in safe interpersonal environment . 

Keywords: Quantified self, Feminism, Social Gaming 

Mobile technologies allow us to disconnect from our desktop cells and interact with the world's data 
however, along with the numerous possibilities, important societal issues are raised as different exchange 
models are deployed. Practically mobile platforms deal with important daily life and community practices 
and defer to specific platforms local and situated exchanges (mapping, city services, villo, tram schedule 
etc...) More recently mobile operators are active in addressing very personal spheres through self tracking 
platforms. Long arguments have been held about the fruitful transformations that the implementation  of 
mobile and sensing technologies could triggered in the interaction domain; but most of the time body 
sensors aren't presented as new platforms for participation and civic engagement. However, body related 
digital measures aren't only  individual endeavors, they are culturally constructed and have evolved in 
history (Tavernor, 2007). More specifically, measuring the self is useful in reference to others, it has been 
part of the long standardization processes that our society have undergone. Furthermore, self tracking 
devices allow to perform quantification on a daily basis over many aspects of life, and the process gets 
implemented in a number of areas that previously were either completely intimate or addressed by public 
services. The scope of the quantified self is one for a holistic representation of body realm through digital 
measurement; it is inscribed in a scientific and commercial  history that has been actively regulating upon 
autonomous structures and through this process has often been tearing down personal knowledge and 
social support. Quantified self applications draw on the hazy line between public and private sphere by 
engaging people in health related exchanges through online social platforms. On another hand, as it is 
becoming widely spread, this process is also organizing new representations using abstract data, 
mapping and charts. By laying the issues in online social networks they largely contribute to a new 
aesthetics and a different representation of body through its data; it feels important to clarify  the context 
of body representation and to envision how it can be addressed  in community based health platforms. 
This paper addresses the emergence of self tracking electronic tools by both analysing the conditions of 
the actual quantified self platforms and the ongoing creative attempts to form effective grassroots urban 
situated communities, it asserts the double condition of associating  online communities to some civic  
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engagement from local communities, for the growth of a supportive self help and health networks, as 
both have a clear vision and expectancy of the nature of sensing retrieval they can productively 
collaborate to generate new design format for those community based networks and contribute to 
correlate participation to specific context and communities.  

I will first attempt to described the functioning of the self tracking environment from a technical social and 
communitarian view point and understand by which ways it refers to more classic self help practice. 
Further on I will link it to the historical feminist movement and its active position in the history of 
participative medicine and care. Assessing a renewed feminist discourse in the technological domain, I 
will envision the possibility to create new visualization of self data based on social gaming processes. 

I   RESEARCH BACKGROUND: SELF TRACKING STRATEGIES FOR BEHAVIORAL  
 CHANGE IN REGARDS TO THE COMMUNITY SELF HELP TRADITION.  

Personal trackers help you measure specific events of your daily life, mainly the number of steps that you 
make, but also your heart beat, eventually deducing your sleeping time or your activity level, and finally 
updating online your calories or water intake, in order to get precise schematics. Currently, the Quantified 
self movement takes an unexpected amplitude as personal measuring props such as Nike Fuel or Fitbit or 
Openzeo, are becoming successful commercial endeavors, quantification and health tracking devices 
undergo very dynamic development gaining each time more space in the consumer market both in 
Europe and in the USA. The number of quantification devices is in exponential growth and gets a lot of 
public attention, this success is equally visible by the large number of innovative mobile phone 
applications also proposed to help people measure and visualize many aspects of their physical 
behaviors.  The devices are intrinsically linked to social networks they belong to the large denomination of 
Internet of Things, and as such they carry very sensitive personal information, even more at risk due to 
their mobile quality. The market is dominated by a few major companies Fitbit is without any doubt the 
most sold device, the fitbit app has been downloaded millions of times, and tracks as many people who 
upload their accelerometer and now heartbeat data on fitbit servers.  

1.  Self tracking is a social process, that uses gamification as an incentive. 

Indeed, self tracking encompasses both the device itself and the online platform that hosts an active 
community; companies like fitbit develop under a format that is by many aspects an active social network, 
people can friend each other, they can publish their exercise and other data (such as caloric intake) they 
can check their objectives and compare their success with their friends, they even can make a complete 
public profile with this data. The quantified self movement drives on community support to trigger 
behavioral changes based on different social techniques primarily engaging with gamification and group 
stimulation, Jennifer Whitson has thoroughly described the gamification structure of the quantified self, 
she asserts this quantification of everyday life is triggered by the promise of playfulness, and the 
competitive desire to progress is used to inculcate behaviors. (Whitson 2014) Indeed Fitbit directly 
embeds game processes as it rewards its users 
through notifying their success to themselves and 
their network, users have the chance to pass different 
level of expertise according to their activity but also 
their regularity and most intriguingly the regularity with 
which they upload their information. Whitson explains 
that this processes hides the surveillance at play in 
the uses of sensors to track everyday life gestures, 
and this new soft mode of social surveillance 
however, it seems that this gamification of personal 
and self care is widely accepted as a strong incentive 
by the users who massively buy the fitbit props. The 
efficiency of the process itself to get people into 
making sports is still under debate, as reports show  
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that users do not take a clear view on their results, they cheat with them ( Sjöklint, Mimmi. Constantiou 
Ioanna d. Trier, Matthias 2014). This game like attributes  are a major feature, they are consciously 
designed in the social interface, they allow for to bypass contextual information to concentrate only on 
objectives. A quick glance at users comments prove the dynamic of playful and interaction is set on very 
competitive grounds, as showed in the comments for example:  “It would be nice to have an active 
minute challenges because of people that take small steps just to over achieve the step goal. It isn't an 
accurate/fair challenge to those that are taking their normal steps.” says Sue Kuiper Wheeler on Mobi 
Health News.   
 
However, Play could be a possible angle to address the emergence of new technologies and expand the 
critical space around them (Ellerbrok, 2011) From previous research on participation and social platforms 
it appears that successful online exchanges are hybrid structures that can be based on existing social 
networks leading through effective engagement to a powerful networked structure (Roussel 2014) . 

Therefore I will engage with the materiality of the collective  measurements drawing from my previous 
experience in situated and participative artistic sensing projects (interac wearing 2008) (Walker 2014). 
Those participatory installation use self made electronics that are very similar to self tracking devices, they 
also measure the pace of their wearer,  but to their difference, the aim of measuring the pace is a 
collective endeavor, that takes place in public space  where people are live exchanging sounds created 
by the rhythm of their pace. Walker spontaneously serves to trigger a new public game, encompassing a 
different relation to space through an interaction that is both embodied and mediated by electronic 
devices. Walker only produces a non situated cartography of the relations between users,  it does not 
quantify the pace but rather serves to put an emphasis on the instantaneous perception, by sharing 
among the group immediate perceptual feedback of each individual rhythm. Walker is not a tracking 
device quite the contrary, by using playful processes it is immediately targeted to sensory experiment, it 
values the relation within a collective experimentation with sensing devices, and draw some lines from 
experiments directly dealing with exchange of data between participants, that explore the ways in which 
sensing information transform the perception of a collective body by changing the balance to the liminality 
of self perception. However as walker and Interac wearing were performatively addressing issues of 
embodiment through immediate occupation of the public space, this time contemporary issues involving 
tracking devices are rather calling to a new form of visual occupation of the online  network. 

2.  Envisioning civic participation through some key points in the history of self help and 
 feminist networks. 

The Quantified Self is a collective denomination for meet ups and informal conferences treating of the 
uses of self tracking props and other electronic measuring devices; those meetings have been held since 
2011 in California and elsewhere (there are regular meetings in Brussels, Antwerp and Gent), they bring 
together a large variety of people from researchers to any interested individual sometimes hacker or 
maker. The Quantified Self forms an independent community, and meetings are held independently from 
companies that develop self tracking devices but they strongly relate to their usage. Quantified self 
practitioners are very affirmative about the clear goal of measuring themselves to enhance personal and 
professional productivity (both mental and physical), they also claim the curiosity of a new knowledge 
about themselves. This process explicitly relates to a history of self help groups that have looked into  
possibilities of appropriating body and health related information by exerting different forms of knowledge 
transmission and exchange, and it would be useful to define the similarities and differences of both 
structures.  

The self help culture is aimed like self tracking networks to support positive thinking and help individual to 
deal with important life problems, triggering behavioural changes, however, it quickly appears their 
methodology is very different from the one that is currently organised by social networks around self 
tracking processes. When self help are autonomous organisation getting together in small groups, self 
quantification takes place using self tracking devices under the umbrella of web 2.0 structures, that 
promotes competition and maximization of peoples potential through game like processes.  Community 
support has a long standing history and self help has globally acknowledged in social organisation,   
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Charles E.Rosenberg has described it in the American context  as old as collective social organisation 
itself (Rosenberg 2003). In Flanders, TrefPunt ZelfHulp vzw defines Self-help groups as “voluntary, more or 
less structured groups of people whose activities are directed at controlling and overcoming diseases and 
mental or social problems which they, personally or relatives are affected”. Self-help groups are greatly 
benefiting the larger civil society by addressing issues that could not otherwise be solved, self help 
groups are strictly civil society organizations that do not pursue profit. Their goal is to achieve an 
improvement in the personal life of people; in their activities they emphasize equality, authenticity and 
mutual support. The group is a means to eliminate the external (social, community) and internal (personal, 
spiritual) isolation. TrefPunt Zelfhulp estimates that there are approximately 1,500 self-help groups are 
active in Flanders. The total number of members would be around 200,000.  In fact online community 
support existed before and most of those organizations are still active, however, they have suffered from 
the rise of data oriented social networks, and they openly claim to have different aims. Some structures 
promoting participatory medicine like epatient.net feel that web2.0 structures are very problematic, and 
they regularly express concerns in the press or through their website, arguing that the commercial aspect  
of those platforms undermines community support to the benefit of competition, and affects the action of 
smaller but more intimate networks. More consequently, the gamification of self tracking social platforms is 
an incentive that provokes a form of competition, it is intrisically different from usual participation in support 
groups, where listening, empathy and interpersonal exchanges are promoted. An other major difference 
lays in the fact that this community relies on a corporate structure. It is crucial to note that Fitbit runs a 
closed system from the device itself to the online platform. Algorithms are proprietary and the web 
interface only displays the results of the treatment of your data by Fitbit, as graphs and curves. For 
example, recently fitbit has unilaterally decided to change its calculus concerning activity levels to take in 
account only the steps that are continuous for at least 10 minutes, this has triggered criticisms from users 
as they were not explicitly informed and suddenly could not relate in the same way to their personal 
curves. Since 2014 by paying a premium membership, Fitbit users can retrieve their own graphs, but they 
only have access to the calculated format, and can never recuperate the raw data.  This bottom up 
structure is very contradictory to the participative aim of the project, and the representations Fitbit offers 
seem to be made from their unilateral viewpoint, as users up to now have very little possibility of action 
over this representations of their body data.  This issue directly refers to technological activism and 
grassroots technological communities. 

II   Feminist movements as a key factor to the transformation of the quantified self to care 
 of the self practices 

Assessing the difference between self quantification and self help is essential, but furthermore, it is 
important to situate the possible benefits of the contribution of communities to the self tracking 
movement. This will be done by creating the possibility of proposing alternative uses of the data and 
different visuals or transformed game environments.  The project of this paper is to set grounds for a new 
format showing the diversity of collaborative visualization and organizations of what I will call body data, in 
order to differentiate it from the very monotonous self tracking data. 

1.  Quantification as a terrain for feminist action. 

History of participatory medicine has direct grounds into the history of self help groups, more specifically 
into  2nd wave feminism when women asked to be part of medical decisions hat concerned them 
(Millenson 2011), they used slogans like “Nothing about us without us”. The women liberation movement 
was the first to contest the hegemony of official medicine, and ask for active participation in the decision 
process. While in Flanders Dolle Mina was claiming the right of women to decide for their own bodies, the 
Still existing Boston Women's Collective was publishing the first Our body Ourselves pamphlet in 1969. 
These first publications are associated to the feminist mobilization, but they also need to be understood in 
regards to the long standing development in community management. However, very instinctively, it 
seems that self quantification endeavor is in great contradiction with feminist preocupation of visibility 
outspeaking and opening representation of an embodied and contextualised diversity. Abstract mapping 
of body data works towards an ideal representation by and through data, it aims to beset all external  
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electronic data that we produce (Zeller 2013), this situation questions the mere nature of what is a healthy 
parcours, is it only linked to the abstract quantification of how much you eat drink and/or walk? It is worth 
asking if the motivational processes should not be considered as crucial as the achievement itself. 
Modern quantification systems operate upon logics of disembodied control at a distance. As the very 
minimalist interface of the fitbit website demonstrates, quantified representation artificially abstracts 
bodies, identities, and interactions in ways that both obscure and aggravate gender and other social 
inequalities (Mohanan 2009). Indeed, when social contexts are abstracted away, inequalities are solidified 
and aggravated by means of their lack of representational presence, if differences, are not represented, 
because for example the online interface does not leave any space for information about context, it then 
becomes difficult to address inequalities, but it does not mean that they are absent. Accounting for 
contextual and personal information would certainly make for a more meaningful visualisation of quantified 
persona, and it would give people and communities some civic context and reference point. Relying on 
existing communities to organise new sets of representation for self tracking data could be the conditions 
for the emergence of participation in the self tracking social platforms. 
The still active historical position of women grassroots networks towards civil right and body image, can 
be a fruitful comparison point to the current developments in self tracking and quantified self movement. 
Indeed local feminist structures are still very active in promoting self knowledge and community support. 
In front of this algorithmic power feminists still advocate for empowerment of women in issues concerning 
their image (both digital and social) and promote the consideration of diversity in an environment that 
seems to be each time more normalized, Faith Wilding for example has co-founded the collective 
Subrosa to actively addresses the concerns raised by technologies and bio-technologies on women's 
life. Marie Flanagan has outspoken her concerns about the representation of the women in the digital 
world (among others female game characters), she formulated a feminist critique of 'Digibodies', 
expressing that they are constructed on a fixed, archaic social structure (Flanagan 2003). This paper 
argues that although the charts are abstract representations, they create new body representation 
therefore participation in health platforms reproduces inherent social constrictions, and I will look at 
possible alternative representation that could be organised through the participation of specific 
communities.  Would the appropriation of self tracking devices  in grassroots networks allow for a more 
dynamic and informed relation to behavioral transformation and a mutation of its impact on the public 
sphere.   
  
2.  Online sense of care a transformation of the civic context 

The civic context has very much evolved, 2nd wave feminist movements were facing an openly 
conservative society, where as feminist now have to confront issues associated to quantification and 
normalization, following important movements of Cyberfeminism, and major actors in the academic and 
artistic field. Contemporary feminist theory deal with the impact of the technological structure, from an 
embodied perspective that also includes  assessing issues concerning social and health networks. 
Mariana Valverde argues that women have developed what she calls “truth telling practices” that help 
them to support each other and assure knowledge transfer (Valverde 2004) indeed, historically caring is 
socially attributed to women therefore they have developed community practices to cope with their role 
and exchange information, practices and tools to the benefit of their social function. Furthermore, Marina 
Levina defines what is the type of participation is proposed in the context of web 2.0; particularly she 
argues that health 2.0 companies exploit feminist narratives of exchange and participation to the service 
of care in order to facilitate female participation in its services. By developing a discourse that also 
promotes ideas of care and mutual support, they seem to be equally structuring participative processes 
to the benefit of communities; but Levina pursues saying that contrary to previous practices where 
participation was to the benefit of participating women; in the social networks, this exchanges are to the 
benefit of the companies themselves (Levina 2012).  Indeed on commercial health platforms, the 
proprietary structure of the transmission of the data (such as Fitbit algorithms) make it impossible for the 
individual to access back his own data;  all the data produced though this exchange of information is kept 
by the company that organizes it. Marina Levina explains that participation most often implies “data 
donation” (Levina 2012). Through this process that finally comes down to a new exchange model 
organized by the companies themselves, data acquires a specific (although not yet quantified) value and 
becomes usable in information economy. Most importantly “data donation” disconnects data from  
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community and context, and from a feminist perspective we might ask if, by decomposing individual 
knowledge into sets of usable information, the person whom was once the repository of all intimacy 
becomes a transferable character only linked to a referenced set of data.  (Coons 2014). Our project is to 
address those issues in small feminist structures in order to appropriate the tools of quantification, and 
produce new visuals along an organized gamification process.  
 
III  A different aesthetics for body data to achieve representation throughout time and  
 context. 

Community based technological groups such as hacker-spaces aim to bring together technology 
practitioners in order to experiment and take collective stand some developments, as open source 
technologies. Seemingly, but addressing the lack of diversity in many hacker-spaces, women have 
organized women based structures to experiment with technologies in the spirit of historical feminist 
movements, along Virginia Woolf's invites to every woman to join the outsider's society in order to avoid 
selfishness and power relations of the insiders society. Woolf assures that there is power in the outsider's 
society, her advocacy for  “The power to change and the power to grow” (1938, p.240), resembles a 
direct invitation to gather around personal care and self help. Those initiatives are autonomous and 
independent, they focus on a specific social model that valorizes mutual respect non-competition and a 
sense of care in the social interactions (Toupin 2014). Those feminist hacker movements are always 
active on the local scene, recursive in different cities, they are also networked through independent 
communication platforms. In Brussels: Samedies collective brings together women working with free and 
open source software, while during the ruelles residency at Pianofabriek (Sint Gillis Brussels) the Austrian 
collective Miss Balthazar was invited to organize workshops focusing on electronics and textile. Those 
initiatives are very well received by a large number of women as they productively address a deficiency in 
the communitarian environment, emphasizing the need to support exchange, feminine informal learning 
processes and appropriation in the technological domain. As this structures are gender specific, they also 
allow for the development of different concerns and different aesthetics of technology. 

1. Gameplay is a form of civic engagement also active in communities, Marie Flanagan's 
 social  gaming concept. 

It also appears that a different discourse has entered the game aesthetics, a number of alternative games 
develop a diversity of discourses, such as social gaming, or serious game. Gamification currently sets out 
a innovative research structure focusing on making apparent a complete new set of rules and setting the 
ground for a collaborative organisation of data that could contribute to a new aesthetics of personal 
quantified self data.  Marie Flanagan in her seminal book critical play (Flanagan 2009) has defined the 
conditions for a socially aware game environment she clearly explains that gaming environment is an ideal 
place to develop engaging aesthetics and critical content. Furthermore, she pursed the practical 
endeavor of developing participative social games, by organizing a research group: “Tilt factor” where she 
demonstrated the development of social games  as a collective endeavor. The participatory process is 
implemented since the very beginning as an active methodology that goes from the social evaluation of 
the situation to the complete creation of the game in a collaborative group  environment. This 
methodology seems to help defining an appropriate model, in order to engage women alternative 
technical communities in the development of a gaming environment defining new aesthetics for the self 
tracking data.  
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This screen capture presents try outs that were 
made to autonomously in order to visualize self 
tracking information according to the active 
presence of a specific character. The character 
would interfere with the information itself and 
give contextual feedback according to user 
input. 
Those first try outs are still technical essays 
they are made by a small team of independent 
who use this procedure to get to learn new 
sets of tools and new processes. They will be 
tested in live situation during the next possible 
workshops. 

 
2.  Grassroots women technological activism 

The current development of grassroots feminist networks strongly refers to a history of women collective 
that have transformed the discourse around the body addressing both the visual representation issues 
and the power structures associated. Designing different aesthetics and visual discourses is historical in 
the feminist movement, it is understood as a bottom up way to empower women over their health by  
showing what is usually hidden in mainstream representation. Susan Gage  has for example drawn 
unique beautiful anatomic and artistic drawings  “a new view on a women's body” illustrating women's 
anatomy from a feminist perspective (Gage 1981). Gage has a very specific perspective: she wants to 
explain their own bodies to women in a visual sensible and non technical manner in order encourage self 
help examinations  and get women to develop better agency in taking care of themselves. Gage's visuals 
were and still are a great tool to encourage this self-consciousness.   In the same spirit the Quantified me 
project organizes workshop to promote different visual identities of self quantification, they are organized in 
Brussels in the feminist network  for example  in preparation to the unruly bodies seminar organized by 
Sophia Asbl this autumn; aiming at giving access to collective processes around quantified self 
procedures to a number of women, and enforce a sense of technological capabilities in the quantified self 
processes. We will ask ourselves what would be possible alternative visualization of the quantified self 
data, how it would allow us to engage differently with this body information. The process we are currently 
undertaking is based on the already organized women and free software encounters that happen in 
Brussels through the samedies and Pysamedies network. We get together to share technical and 
technological know hows, helping each other in both technological and personal care issues. At the 
intersection of those two concerns, we are specifically dealing with issues regarding the treatment of self 
tracking information, and we already have developed mock up of games that are dealing with quantified 
self data and their representations, through denominating other body parts in relation to each data set. 
Playful mechanisms for the integration of community based self help groups on the base of quantified self 
practices. How can we create the conditions for people to productively interact with quantified-self 
technology in a way that would benefit immediate community support and strengthen local commitment. 
Essentially, we feel it is essential to propose a new set of procedures under the scope of a local  bottom 
up participative model.  If the main discourses around quantification targets very practical usages, such 
as loosing weight and monitoring one's sleep, the quantified me project aims to ask how much this 
quantified self data can be captured in the context of an already structured community allowing then 
looking into strategies to create active community building upon body and health issues. The aim then 
rather becomes to track the specificities by structuring around the issues of self tracking. One major 
proposition is to explore the possibility and the richness of grass root networks to organize health 
platforms that would actively complement existing social platforms. It is worth noting that we know from 
the previous walker experience, that fitness trackers aren't complex electronic devices and there are other 
open source alternatives to those companies currently underdevelopment, mainly the Angel wristband 
has had a very successful crowd funding campaign, and bitalino is an open source board dedicated to 
building sensors and health tracking. We decided to organize the “Quantify me project” that will take place  

 213

SESSION 2 - The role of  play, stories and performances in long term perspectives / documentation



in Brussels art and community centers. Some workshops are to be organized from June to September in 
several community and art centers in Brussels such as Recyclart, Imal, and in Paris.  

Conclusions 

Those alternative movements, exist concurrently to the strong development of corporate social networks 
that give incentive to their users through specific gamification processes that  is also very embedded in a 
constraining system, of quantification of every aspects of daily life; but they also develop a discourse on 
different ways of addressing social processes through for example social gaming.  The absolutist position 
of measuring every aspect of life, strongly idealizes quantification tools and contributes to elude basic 
social issues. The actual visual production of self tracking information is only made of abstract  information 
and charts. Most of the time the representations that are associated to the uses of self tracking devices 
are imposed by the company that owns the data people produce. Furthermore, gaming/competition 
criteria, are also defined and promoted by the private online social platform. As the group gamification 
process often seems to obfuscate more sensitive issues of privacy, it also feels that the impossibility of 
direct interventions holds for a severe limitation of content in the self tracking social networks.  It seems 
clear that self tracking devices are simply not designed with a full range of bodies in mind.  
On an other hand, a growing number of feminist groups are concerned with finding autonomous ways to 
appropriate technologies, and directly address the gender gap in technological production. Throughout 
this process they pursue a historical feminist interest in the social structure that triggers enactment of the 
body, their preoccupations allow for the organization of a new space to question for  representation in the 
digital environment. Those concerns sometimes meet the focus of grassroots organizations that look into 
new possible appropriations of the public digital space. Furthermore a number of gatherings such as 
eclectic tech carnival in Spain, or Gender Blending in Brussels aim to address the issue of women 
representation in the digital space by appropriating existing technologies.  
Bodies already have a long history to data and measurements, and this paper proposes to practically 
organize alternative gaming environment to allow for a collective take on body data representation through 
self tracking. As the self tracking data is algorithmically organized demonstrated and quantified. It is 
important to ask what is the scope of this quantification process that discriminates certain specifics of the 
body. Readdressing these issues to local technological and feminist communities is the occasion to ask 
how  body information becomes data, and understand by which means these body representations are 
conditioned by a precise social context. Feminist and technological communities are best suited to 
handle the creation of alternative platforms for self-tracking visualization. 
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Abstract 

The social network site (SNS) Facebook is a ubiquitous and powerful communication platform particularly 
popular among young adults. Within residential developments there are a number of issues common for 
many inhabitants found through building performance evaluation. This paper explores the use of 
Facebook in relation to those issues in two cases of Facebook Group usage within residential 
communities. Data was collected through longitudinal digital and physical visits to the residential 
communities and to the Facebook Group sites. Findings are presented under three levels: Home learning, 
site/neighbourhood and self-organising initiatives. We propose that weak-tie residential communities can 
develop collective efficacy and work together for the good of the residential development through 
communicating on a Facebook Group and this then moves over into the physical environment facilitating 
collective action. There is a clear overlap between social media narrative and the physical experience of 
daily life. 

Keywords: Facebook Group, residential community, home use, collective action.  

1.  Introduction 

One of the key ideas behind the “Big Society” in the UK is that that civic empowerment starts at home 
with the notion of “localism” (Buser, 2013). Localism deploys ‘the neighbourhood’ to encourage civic 
engagement and activism and looks beyond the individual to the wider community of private and third 
sector groups working together for public service. Civic participation is defined as investment of time or 
money by an individual in solving problems of a community (McLeod, 1996). 

The social network site (SNS) Facebook is a ubiquitous and powerful digital organism with currently 1.19 
billion monthly active users worldwide (Protalinski, 2013). Within the UK there are 24 million users logging 
on each day (Halliday, 2013) and two-thirds (66%) of online adults say they have a current social 
networking site profile with 98% of those using Facebook (Ofcom, 2014). A Facebook Group is usually a 
separate private, members’ only space within the interface of the social network site (SNS) Facebook. A 
Facebook Group can be open (anyone can join, all posts made will show up in the Newsfeed), closed 
(anyone can join but an administrator has to accept or invite them) or secret (members have to be invited 
and this will not show up in the Newsfeed) (Stirling, 2014).  

This paper analyses the innovative use of a Facebook Group for ‘grassroots’ community building and 
encouraging ‘connective action’ (Bennett & Segerberg, 2012) among residents of apartment blocks in 
two case study housing developments in the North of England. The analysis focuses two research 
questions - 1. Whether the use of Facebook encourages self-organisation in response to issues 
experienced in relation to home use, site and neighbourhood engagement? 2. What the capacity of social 
media to facilitate civic participation in pro-active community wide activity? These themes have been  
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identified as critical through in-depth building performance evaluation carried out in one of case studies 
(Stevenson & Baborska-Narozny, 2014). The demographic of the residents in both developments are 
young professionals, the majority of whom are typically heavy Facebook users (Quinones-Garcia & Lorak-
Kakabadse, 2014). The two mixed tenure developments consisted of 180 (A) and 410 (B) apartments 
respectively and were completed recently by private developers, as a part of wider regeneration projects 
in deprived urban areas in the UK cities. Both case study Facebook Groups were initially started in 
Autumn 2012 and now have 147 (A) and over 220 (B) members as for spring 2015. Group B is still 
growing and has included over 1/3 of the development’s population so far. In the course of research it 
had also experienced unexpected difficulties described in the analysis section that caused a split of the 
group into two parallel Facebook Groups. The aim of the analysis is to see if and how the connectedness 
achieved through Facebook is used to facilitate collective home use learning (Baborska-Narozny & 
Stevenson, 2014) as well as to solve issues affecting the whole community. The two case study 
Facebook Groups are closed, thus their activity is not visible for non-members. They were both identified 
during the close links developed by researchers with the leaders of this process. In one development 
these links resulted from prolonged participation in an in-depth year-long building performance evaluation 
and in the other they were personal. In both cases gaining insight into the Group’s activity was possible 
because of mutual trust. 

2.  Methods 

Background information about the causes, context and wider impact of the Facebook Group was 
gathered through interviews with the leaders (1 in Group A and 2 in Group B) and cross correlated with 
interviews with other residents, including those engaged and those not engaged in the Group’s activity 
(20 interviews in Group B). The interviews were transcribed and coded. On site visits, social and physical 
observations and photographic surveys helped to verify the relevance of issues discussed on Facebook. 
Researching closed Facebook Groups poses specific research challenges which we have tackled 
through a transparent approach. The researchers were invited to explain to all Group members the aims, 
scope and methods of planned research actions for discussion and approval before being invited to join 
the Group. A date was agreed for downloading the whole content of the Facebook activity for analysis, 
allowing time for members to remove any posts or comments they did not wish to share. The download 
was carried out using NCapture in two formats: as .pdf files as well as spreadsheet for analysis with 
NVivo. Quantitative content analysis was undertaken on the levels of activity, main actors and details of 
postings. The one year long duration of the project in Group B also allowed observing the impact of 
Facebook discussions on actions taken in reality. Collaborative discussions with the Group leaders of 
both Groups were used to verify the themes which arose from the data (Creswell and Miller, 2010) and to 
ensure the themes were credible in the eyes of the participants. 

2.1  Facebook data capturing related comments    

Surprisingly, differences in the content have been established between the two download versions (pdf 
and NCapture). This has resulted in the need to continuously compare the two versions in the course of 
the study:  

●	 not all the comments are captured in the .pdf download – only up to 4 comments are displayed – 
the total number of other comments is given but they are hidden and can only be seen in the 
NVivo spreadsheet (unless the researcher ‘opens’ the comments before downloading) and only 4 
first lines of longer comments are displayed 

●	 NVivio spreadsheet does not contain any posts that deploy advanced Facebook features like 
‘creating an Event’, setting up a Poll or sharing documents – these can only be seen in .pdf 
version. 

Also the sequence of Posts in the two versions is not always identical. What is more both download 
methods have serious limitations that make in-depth analysis of members’ activity impossible without 
filling the identified gaps through online work on Facebook: 

●	 When polling option is used information is captured only about the number of those voting but not 
about who voted. 
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●	 Similarly when an Event is created it is captured how many people went, but not who was it. 
●	 No information is captured about who ‘likes’ a Post or Comment. 
●	 Posting time is only captured for the Comments not for the Posts (except for the last 24h). 

The above identified weaknesses of the NCapture tool, make reliable quantifying of qualitative Facebook 
data a tedious process. Pdf is organised in a form of ‘screen shots’ and its visual quality is particularly 
useful for first round of data analysis and building understanding of how a Facebook Group functions. 
There is also a search function within the Facebook Group interface which was useful for online digital 
cross checking historic posts on a theme. However anonymity of research does not allow revealing any 
data organized in this way. NVivo spreadsheet allows NVivo coding of key words found in conversations 
as well as assigning numbers to Group members to secure anonymity. 

3.  Analysis and discussion 

3.1   Facebook contextualised: interviews and on-site visits      

Group A 
Within the residential development of Case A there are more homeowners than renters. When the data 
was downloaded there were 124 Group members. The residence committee was the starting point for 
the Facebook Group, the idea behind it arose from the wish of the committee members to be able to do 
more within the development, beyond the physical meet-ups (these happened every few months). There 
were two admins at the start of the Group and interviews have taken place with one of these (the other no 
longer live within the development). The Group was set up in late 2012 as a space for sharing information 
on home use problems - there was a particular problem with the toilet plumbing and it was becoming 
clear to the residents that they all had the same issue. The Group leader describes: ‘we wanted to share 
the information we had, there seemed to be many leaking toilets which we were slowly finding out about 
and these were leaking due to poor pipe work. We thought if the same plumber came to look at all of 
them, he would be able to fix it more easily’. This collective action which focused around the toilet 
plumbing issue has subsequently spread to cover a wide range of activities on the Group from: 
communicating details of the residents association meetings, managing anti-social behaviour, 
complaining about the property management company and discussing the residents ‘right to manage’. 
The Group leader felt one of the successes of the Group was that it was quite small to begin with (60 
members) and those people were the keen home-owners who wanted to be involved in the running of 
the development. Although she also described early tensions between Group members who were trying 
to self organize: ‘One of the original admins of the Group would say really inflammatory comments about 
the management company and that would rile everyone up. I went to him and said tone it down!! He was 
one of the worst culprits!’ At this point, as residents were leaving the Group, the leader stated that they 
would private message her to say ‘It’s too stressful, I don’t want to be a member. It’s not very nice to get 
notifications of people arguing’. The Group administrator stated that she felt the need for conflict resolution 
and for her to be the diplomat. She thought this was key to her role and part of her personality which she 
felt helped towards the smooth running of the Group. 

As the Group got larger the leader stated that it became time consuming and difficult to approve new 
members into the Group as each had to be Messaged to gauge whether they live in the development. 
This was necessary because they used to accept everyone who asked to join the Group but then they 
ended up with lots of spammers who would post adverts. Not all residence in the development are 
members of the Group and this has caused a few problems with them missing out on dates for meetings 
or finding out about things at the last minute. The Group leader explained: 

Some of the older residents did not like the use of Facebook. For the other residents, Facebook 
was the obvious solution and the easiest to set up but not everyone is a member. It’s a political 
reason (for them) – they don’t agree with Facebook. We tried to set up a digital group within 
another forum, but it was SO difficult. There are some people who are heavily involved in the 
community of the development but they miss out on things that you only find out about through 
the Facebook Group.  
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There have been ongoing issues with dog fouling within the development, the leader told me, as a result 
dog owners were singled out (as only 7 pet licences were given out - she was one of these) on the 
Group for causing the fouling seen in front of the residential block. She said she found the Group 
members spying on each other and reporting both to the property management and on the Group and 
she found this very uncomfortable as the dog poo was in a shared neighbourhood space and so could 
have come from any dog. It is of interest to note that the local police officer is a member of the Group and 
he interacts with the residents through the Group when he is on shift, letting them know goings on in the 
wider community. Sometimes residents tag him in Posts to alert him to antisocial behaviour. 

Group B 
The existence and role of residents Facebook Group was identified through conversations during 
repeated home visits to participants of 1 year-long building performance evaluation. It was then 
established that the Group existed and experienced dynamic growth as a result of conscious marketing 
strategy to attract new members. The strategy was developed and put into action by the few 
homeowners active on the residents committee. Interviews with those residents allowed contextualising of 
the Group and its role in the development. Even though repeated poster invitations were displayed across 
the development and posted via existing Facebook Group the committee attracted attendance of only ca. 
1% population to its physical monthly meetings. Despite this as the only collective entity it communicated 
on behalf of the residents with the property managing and the main landlord companies, both periodically 
sending its representatives to the meetings. All involved were aware of the week mandate of the 
committee’s voice which was not a strong negotiation position in case any claims were made. As one of 
those few residents active in the committee of recalls: ‘We didn’t want to make decisions on behalf of 600 
in a group of 6 people’. An idea emerged ‘…well why don’t you sort of highjack the [Facebook] group and 
start putting up posters and trying to get the people joining in [Facebook]. And start asking people 
questions.’ Deployment of existing residents Facebook Group to was seen as a chance to strengthen the 
mandate of Residents committee and solve community wide issues. The Facebook Group was set up in 
2012 initially mainly for social purposes as a platform to invite other residents to meet up on different 
occasions or complain about an immediate issue. After a year there were less than 40 members and its 
use lowered with posts sent as rarely as once a month. Building the capacity of the Group to become a 
forward thinking and solutions oriented environment where actions are initiated and decisions affecting the 
whole development are shaped, required substantial time commitment from leaders, particularly in the first 
year of embedding the change. In the first 8 months the Group grew from 36 to 124 members. Leader A 
explains the success of Facebook in driving up engagement in community related issues as opposed to 
low interest in residents committee meetings in a highly anonymous urban development: 

‘We’re not one social or cultural type. So, for a lot of people they wouldn’t necessarily feel 
comfortable if talking one on one to each other, because they’re very different kinds of people. 
And Facebook takes away that layer of the kind of cultural inclusion into something. It allows 
everybody to have an equal say without someone judging them based upon the way they look 
like, the kind of person they would talk to or that they don’t look like a person who is going to have 
an opinion on something. All these things… I think Facebook takes that out and allows people to 
be kind of very direct with another person without the opinion of being incredibly rude. So it takes 
those kinds of pressures, social pressures of being polite or not saying something that would 
upset somebody. People feel that they could just get out there and say exactly what they want to 
say.’ 

Leader A also points towards conversation dynamic specific to social media that attracts more people to 
join in as opposed to face to face meeting. In his opinion one can express a controversial opinion without 
any obligation to explain its causes and what’s more ‘…you can kind of craft your opinion into a very 
concise and direct kind of statement that says everything you wanted to without stopping at every word, 
getting nervous, becoming embarrassed and red or anything like that… [and] keep private at the same 
time.’ Leader B sees yet another benefit of having residents joining Facebook, even if they are not active 
on the Group, but just observing conversations taking place. Her experience is that ‘lots of people are 
antisocial not because they are malicious just because they don’t think. So they dropped some of their 
rubbish and don’t think about how it actually affects other people. But if some people are chatting about it 
on Facebook, then they’ll think ’Oh, God, I do that…’  She has observed instances when moaning on 
Facebook about some behavioural issues with anonymous residents actually solved the problem. 
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Interestingly people living in development B have remained highly anonymous despite the architects 
explicit design intention to encourage contacts between residents (expressed in an interview with the 
design team) and growing Facebook participation. The architects and developer’s ‘connecting people’ 
agenda lead to provision of varied meeting environments: single entrance points onto the gated site and 
access route from the parking, post-boxes area, gym, quality green spaces around buildings, barbeques. 
This anonymity was experienced by the research team at the stage of seeking participants for the study: 
snowballing effect worked only once when one resident indicated another who lived in the same building; 
however they knew each other from work and not through meeting on-site. High level of anonymity was 
confirmed a year later in the interviews. Most residents didn’t know even the names of anyone in the 
same block despite living there for 2 years. Any acquaintances going beyond friendly ‘hello’ derived from 
networks outside the development or the only on-site engagement relying on conversation: the residents 
committee. When interviews were carried out 11 residents from 9 participating apartments (out of 20) 
were Group members. As they all stated Facebook activity did not translate to increased social ties with 
other group members: Facebook conversations were not followed up but face to face ones and privacy 
was preserved. 

A few months after the interview and the Facebook content download, when the Group reached 190 
members, its situation has unexpectedly changed. Tensions between the residents committee and the 
Group administrator who wanted to remain the sole person in control of the Group resulted in setting up a 
new separate residents Facebook Group. The researcher was again invited to join. In the description of 
the new Group an explicit link with the residents committee has been established in order to ‘provide 
updates on things happening around development and use the group to gauge the opinions of residents 
on current issues and new initiatives’. After 5 month of parallel existence of the two Groups the new one 
has 200 members and has more posts and comments that the original one, e.g. a post recently 
appearing on both Groups 16 hours later was seen by 87 people and commented on twice in the old 
Group against 111 people and 13 comments in the new Group. 

This qualitative analysis gives insights into the feelings and experiences of a few of the Groups’ members. 
It is also useful to look for themes and patterns through quantitative analysis. These allow to capture 
interactions of the whole group as opposed to individual perceptions. The following quantitative analysis 
of Facebook Group covers the activity of the original Group since its foundation until September 2014. 

4.   Facebook content analysis      

Quantitative information about the group dynamics, level of activity, main actors (Kraut, 2014) in relation to 
specific themes selected for the study was retrieved through analysis of Facebook data to evaluate 
success indicators of the Groups. The themes selected covered three levels of civic engagement: 

●	 individual home use  
●	 community and neighbourhood related issues and Facebook Group capacity for connected 

action 
●	 pro-active self organisation initiatives present via Facebook. 

The number of posts on each theme were analysed across the three years of data collected (Table 1) to 
help tease out any significant patterns. ‘Posts’ are counted as starting a thread and also Comments (or 
answers) on the same thread. 

Overall longitudinal comparison of number of posts for each theme in Group B reveals drop in activity in 
2013 and a massive increase in 2014. It also shows relatively strong presence of individual home use 
issues compared to other themes in the first year of the Group’s activity. This may indicate intuitive use of 
residents’ Facebook Group to seek answers to own problems. Drop in such activity might be explained 
by lack of critical mass of the Group to deliver advice needed. As a result of efforts of a few residents the 
Group became a forum that attracted discussions about issues going far beyond problems specific to 
individuals (Table 1). In contrast Group A has a consistently high level of interaction compared to Group B. 
It is worth mentioning that the high level of home use discussion in 2013 (in A), was contributed to by a 
shared problem with the TV signal. The TV signal went down during Wimbledon (a tennis tournament)  
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causing 127 posts over a 10 day period. This along with continued problems with the toilets added to the 
high level of postings that year. 
 

Table 1. Longitudinal comparison of number of posts per year. 

Within these themes NVivo coding of issues present in Posts was carried out in order to identify specific 
topics covered in discussions. Interestingly similar topics were discussed in both Groups (Table 2). The 
most popular discussion in Group A was in response to problems with rubbish and the shared bin facility. 
This falls under the community issue and shows the members using the Group to to understand what 
issues are raised and often perceiving the issue in a similar way. Similarly, Group B had the most posts 
from the community issue but their focus was a problem with car parking. Other popular discussion 
topics in Group A came from the Home use issue surrounded problems with their toilets, unsurprisingly, 
as this was one of the reasons for the Group set up. Other popular topics included shared problems with 
the television signal and with noise (also an issue for Group B). Group members are beginning to 
understand the efficiency of collective support given to solve others individual problems. Both Groups had 
fewer responses in the Pro-active with 290 (A) and 129 (B) respectively, the most popular topics being in 
relation to residents meeting (agenda setting and shared minutes). These forward thinking actions by the 
Groups were disseminated via Facebook for increased dissemination and transparency of self-organising 
initiatives. Other analyses undertaken covered the timing of Posts (and Comments) and which Group 
members were Posting.  
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Table 2. Issues present in posts, comments and votes in polls 
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The time taken to respond to a Post was counted and these were compared against the three themes. 
For home use issues and community issue Posts most answers came within under 1 hour. For the 
proactive issues it was within 24 hours. Each Group member’s Posts were counted and these showed 
that there were a few Group members who were most active commenting on both home use issue and 
community issues and who also initiate most discussion on proactive issues.  

Findings and discussion 

Digitally networked action 

Despite numerous architectural features aimed at encouraging social interactions and the age proximity of 
the majority of residents, the communities remain relatively anonymous. Weak ties among neighbours 
(Granovetter, 1973) coexist with inconsiderate behaviour of some residents, community organisation and 
the home use issues experienced. Gaining a critical mass of residents to engage in face to face 
community related meetings proved to be difficult for the resident organisers (Marwell, 1993). As direct 
communication structures within the community available to individual residents were scarce social media 
was seen by the residents as an opportunity - an alternative way to start the self-organising activity. It was 
important that there were key members to lead the development and running of the Group. These were 
the Group admins (and often the chair or member of the residents association) and in both Groups they 
drove the interactions on the Groups through responding to questions and often managing Group 
tensions. This leadership role is critical within the communication infrastructure for community building 
(Kim, 2006).  

From home learning to collective efficacy 

Both Groups discussed issues with home use and through feedback from the other Group members this 
became home learning as the members shared their experiences of solving problems in their homes (as 
shown in Table 2). Mao (2014) suggests that social media platforms can be used for learning but that it is 
important for one or some members to be able to have more knowledge to support Group members’ 
interactions during the process. In the case of home learning a Group moderator would be useful to 
scaffold the Group discussion/feedback to ensure all members get the most from the interactions within 
the Group. The Group member’s wish to get involved for the good of the community was started by the 
Group leaders and admins and data from the two Groups show members working efficaciously within the 
social media space of Facebook to change their surroundings - improve the state of their bins, for 
example (Bandura, 2000). The immediacy of interactions from the Group members shows how often the 
Group members engage. The under 1 hour time range is something that would not be possible without 
the Facebook interface. In a few cases this has resulted in instantaneous conflict resolution between 
neighbours, which proves a substantial advantage compared to unnoticed anger developing due to lack 
of communication. However such  immediacy does have a negative side - the Group A members were 
quick to turn inwards to find the culprit of the dog fouling incident and in that sense they made use of the 
panopticon of social media (Marichal, 2012) to ensure the self-regulation of the issue and behavioural 
norms (Ongun & Demirag, 2014). This Group panopticon view was exacerbated by the ‘always-on’ nature 
of Facebook and could be viewed as the Facebook Group interface shaping the residents interactions, 
and bringing self-regulation to the fore, in ways that would not happen in solely face-to-face 
communication. 

Small civic self-organisation 

Both Facebook Groups developed independently. However many similarities have been identified in the 
dynamics, scope of interest and the above all impact on daily life between each of the engaged 
communities. The interaction and focus of the Facebook discussions started at a local level and was 
driven by fear of economic loss to protect the owners’ investment in the development. The focus then 
evolved towards wider civic engagement and improved communication with the wider neighbourhood. 
‘Small’ civic engagement requires sustained, persistent leadership before any results are visible. The 
neighbourhood structures that have emerged physically as a result of the Facebook Group indicate that  
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participation through small civic self-organisation can be very effectively facilitated by Facebook Group 
membership, particularly where attempts at a face-to-face organisation have failed, allowing for shared 
digital discussions which have in turn led to concrete community actions. This finding supports Ellison et 
al (2011) suggestion that the identity information in Facebook serves as a social lubricant, encouraging 
individuals to convert latent to weak ties and enabling them to broadcast requests for support or 
information. The findings also confirms Milhailidis’s (2014) proposal that there is value in the use of social 
media as spaces for participation in both social and civic life. The characteristics of Facebook, as an 
efficient platform for being connected and engaged but at one’s own pace and preferred intensity, without 
the dynamics of face to face personal interaction, is perceived by residents as a great advantage over 
traditional meeting.  

Conclusions 

Facebook Groups were intentionally deployed in these case studies as a tool for a well-defined purpose: 
to drive up engagement in solving collective issues within weak-ties communities of urban residents. It 
proved to be a more efficient and engaging communication and self-organisation platform then physical 
meetings. Both Facebook Groups managed to collectively solve some problems of individual members, 
as well as prompt auctioning collective problems and bring to attention issues relating to neighbouring 
communities. Both Groups managed to secure online presence within the Group or establish direct links 
with some external actors important for security and well-being of the residents. However these 
successes depended on gaining critical mass and problem solving efficiency achieved through persistent 
substantial voluntary time commitment of members who initially took on the leading roles, it could be 
proposed that these members have a high level of social media self efficacy (Hocevar et al., 2014). These 
leaders engaged not only in Facebook activities but also in parallel in prolonged physical involvements 
aimed at connected actions for community benefit. These were repeatedly and transparently reported via 
Facebook with adjoining open invitations for wider engagement. Exploiting Facebook Groups’ potential for 
efficient and long term self-organisation of its members is a challenging and highly demanding task 
requiring genuine involvement, good sense of when to withdraw or engage and how to deal with criticism 
constructively. Its understanding needs further research effort. Facebook Group has a great potential to 
facilitate collective action but also constant peril of any initiatives to be trivialized. It is a discussion point 
emerging from rich data obtained, that the visible follow up of the initiatives present in Facebook 
discussions as real life actions is the crucial factor that builds trust among Group members and makes 
their engagement worthwhile. A clear overlap between social media narrative and physical experience of 
daily life is evident for residents in both case developments. At the same time Facebook allows its users 
to preserve clear distinction between their Facebook identity and daily privacy. Weak ties community 
remains such and still is enabled to efficiently solve together collective issues. This seems to be the key of 
why Facebook proved to work well for both developments.  

Presented research also points towards recommended software related developments: 
1.	 Facebook research tool, i.e. NCapture for NVivo: 

o	 allow possibility of more in-depth content of downloaded data for analysis of members’ 
activity 

o	 improve the consistency of data capture in the two different formats possible (.pdf 
and .nvcx) 

2.	 Facebook functionality as an efficient communication platform and reference point for a Group of 
over 100 active members: 

o	 allow organizing posts into categories (tagging) – that might improve efficiency of 
Facebook as a reference point to solve problems – instead of repeating questions that 
have already been answered in the past one could first check a specific ‘category’ for 
previous discussions on the topic. 

o	 ‘democratic’ and secure long-term functioning of Facebook Groups is questioned by the 
way their governance is designed: total control over a Group’s existence is with its 
administrator who originally set up the Group. There is no way to democratically change 
the administrator or introduce shared administration as long as the person in control does  
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	 not want these changes to happen. Introducing ‘voting for administrator’ functionality 
would address this problem. 
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Abstract  

Color your space intends to develop a planning participation method that contributes, by making use of 
smartphone technology, towards more inclusiveness, engagement and empowerment in the 
development process. The APP Color your Space has been tested in two pilot projects of which the 
results are discussed in this paper. The APP will be tried and analysed in a further two series of test cases 
after which the planning tool will be adapted according to the findings. The revised APP can then be used 
by city governments and urban design consultants as a public participation method that could be 
adopted as a standard procedure e.g. by making it downloadable from their websites.   

Keywords: Inclusiveness, empowerment, quality of urban space 

1.  Introduction 

Digital media change the way in which people make use of the public domain. Firstly, the growing use of 
APPs on smartphones contribute to a more personalized and individualistic perception and use of the 
urban space. Users are encouraged to discover places where they find like-minded people, rather than 
allowing for the opportunity to meet strangers. (De Waal, M., 2013) Digital media contribute therefore to a 
further parochialisation of our public domain, which does raise questions about the right balance between 
predictability and spontaneity (Lofland, L., 1998, De Waal, M., 2013). Secondly the use of smartphone 
APPs generates large amounts of data with which companies, governments but also the public  could 
enhance the way they make use of and within the urban landscape. Hereby there is a balance between 
protecting residents from mis-use of private data and the opportunities of empowerment, which new 
forms of digital media also could present. (De Waal, M., 2013)   

Within the planning process certain groups of residents and other users are, also as a result of digital 
media, better informed and more vocal in expressing their views on future plans and development 
projects. Clients and designers struggle to find the right balance between incorporating these voices and 
allowing local initiatives on the one side and protecting the wider public good – taking all residents into 
account and not the ones that can formulate their opinion eloquently and understand the system. On the 
other hand other groups of residents find themselves at risk of being left out of the current consultation 
exercises feeling not welcome and even intimidated by them. The question arises how we create a 
planning system that is more inclusive than our current one. A system where bottom up initiatives can find 
more common ground amongst different kind of groups so it serves not their own interest but has a wider 
common interest at heart. A system where other people than the ‘usual suspects’ can have their say in a 
simple and non threatening manner.   

Digital media could have the potential to function as an ideal platform to get a larger number of people, 
beyond the usual suspects, involved in the development process in a relatively easy manner. Co-
operation of a wider variety of different backgrounds would enhance the inclusiveness of the planning 
process. The use of smartphone technology could also provide an interesting opportunity to collect data 
from a large group of people on how they perceive and assess qualities (or lack of qualities) in urban 
spaces at times and locations of their own choosing. This data on perception of urban qualities could be 
shared amongst its users and could in this way form a modern way of the old-fashioned commons where  
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private land was intentional used for communal use. The virtual world of collecting, sharing and re-
interpreting data could be seen in a similar way (Waal de, M, Lange de, M, 2011) At the same time the 
impact of the use of this smartphone software on the use and appearance of the public domain could be 
reviewed. 
The objective of the research project described in this paper is to develop a smartphone application that 
would be able to fulfill the goals of inclusiveness, empowerment and data collection:  

1.	 Enhanced inclusiveness: Promoting more inclusive ways of participation in urban development 
projects 

2.	 Empowerment: data generated could form the basis for collective community action. Enabling to 
create a platform of ‘loose’ ideas is particularly important as an intermediate between top down 
planning and bottom up initiatives; local residents can communicate their common interests in a 
more coherent way.  

3.	 Data collection: Collecting large amount of empirical data on how users perceive certain urban 
space contributes to the academic notion on what the quality of urban space entails. Currently an 
urban design analysis method that gathers such data in a relative easy manner does not exist and 
would highly beneficial to the debate on what is a qualitative urban space.  

2.  Methodology 

To test new participative, more inclusive, possibilities for participation in the planning system, the research 
project Color your Space was set up. The goal of the project is to develop a mobile web application 
usable on smartphones. The first prototype is developed as an iPhone APP, downloadable for free from 
the App Store. With this APP, users can rate the urban spaces they use in a straightforward and easy 
manner, leaving their opinion as and when they can and wherever they are. The user is being asked to 
rate a space between 1 and 5, and to answer a set of simple corresponding questions, that are asked 
without being leading. The results are represented by coloured dots, which are directly visible on the map 
on your device. Color your Space is a GIS based mobile enabled app, which allows you to make a 
qualitative judgment on the street you are walking on, the square you are drinking coffee in or the park 
you are playing football at. 

2.1  Testcase 1 – Tiendplein (Rotterdam) 

After the development of the first prototype a first test case was carried out firstly to analyse if people 
would be able to find, download and use the application and secondly if the interface was user-friendly. 
The first test case was selected around Tiendplein, a square at the centre of Rotterdam, where drug-
related issues caused pain for local residents and visitors. The Council, in collaboration with a local 
agency Alliantie West Kruiskade, were determined to end these problems through a number of measures, 
one of which being a re-design of the square itself. The local planning history was notoriously plagued by 
perpetuous intervention of an old hippie enclave, by now in their 70’s, who refused to negotiate change in 
a constructive manner, hereby blocking many initiatives for the area. Hence the Council and the Alliantie 
were interested to participate in a pilot project of Colour your Space to see whether they could include 
other residents than the hippie crowd in their visioning process. However they did not want to draw too 
much attention to the upcoming alterations being afraid to create too high an expectation amongst the 
residents as necessary budgets were not agreed upon.  

In order to draw the intention in a subtle but convincing way to the existence of the APP, a billboard was 
hung on one of the hoardings that was placed around a construction site on the square, which just said 
‘What you?’ with a reference to the App store where the App could be downloaded. In addition, flyers 
were stocked in the different shops around the square. The hoarding stayed on the site for the duration of 
4 months, from April 2014 until July 2014.  
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Figure 1. Hoarding at Tiendplein  

2.2  Testcase 2 – Mekelpark (Delft) 

A second case study was carried out during the Urbanism week at TUDelft on the 7th of October 2015. A 
specific target group of 25 students with backgrounds in computer related technology and in urbanism 
and architecture were asked to test an improved iPhone APP and a newly developed mobile website 
application. The latter was developed to also allow people with different brands of smartphones than 
iPhone to be able to give their opinion. Rather than developing an Android APP to accompany the iPhone 
one, it was thought to be more beneficial and cost-effective to work with one tool. The case study 
centred around Mekelpark in Delft, a newly developed linear park in the space between the university 
buildings. In earlier days the space was predominantly filled with parking areas and a heavily trafficked 
through route, which impeded on the ‘campus atmosphere’ the university intended to create. In 2009 the 
implementation of the park was completed. The students were asked to test both applications (if in 
ownership of an iPhone) and compare the different interfaces with each other. A presentation was given 
by the researchers on the background of the project Color your Space and the details as where to find 
the applications were provided before the students went out to the field.  

3.  Preliminary findings 

3.1  On the application 

The first pilot project, around Tiendplein in Rotterdam, generated 29 responses of which only 4 about the 
square itself. This was a disappointing outcome for the Council and the Alliantie who were hoping to get 
some guidance for the redevelopment of the square. However this was a valuable outcome for the 
research team. Reason for the minimal response on the square itself was thought to be related to the 
vague description on the advertisement, which merely asked people to give their opinion on the space 
they were in without mentioning Tiendplein specifically. Apparently addressing the public in non 
descriptive manner did not generate the outcome the client had hoped for. The display of the positions of 
the coloured pins followed a structured pattern along the main street adjacent to the square. Interestingly, 
close to the location where the hoarding stood, there was a tram stop. It is assumed that people who 
waited for their tram, saw the sign, downloaded the APP while being on the tram and rated the space 
where they were at that particular moment. Other responses concerned the wider neighbourhood, 
possibly where respondents lived.  

A more precise description of the target area of the research could have given more results on the 
Tiendplein itself. However it is not said that this would have led to more inputs. Around 65% of the Dutch 
people uses a smartphone daily, for people in the age group 18-25 this percentage is even more than  
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90%. Mobile internet use is still growing rapidly and nearly all Dutch households are connected to the 
internet more and more through tablet and phone. (www.cbs.nl). The number of iPhone users has been 
overtaken by other, Android based, devices, especially amongst younger users because of the price of 
the iPhone (tweakers.net). It was therefore thought wise to develop an application that could be accessed 
by all smartphone users, meaning either developing an Android version or leaving the idea of a 
downloadable APP and creating a mobile web application which have gained in popularity with the arrival 
of the new responsive web design possibilities. A number of other advantages were provided by creating 
a website rather than an Android APP. Firstly, by developing a website separate projects with particular 
sets of questions could be easily added to the website and updated. Color your Space can so be made 
project specific, making adaptation within the planning process straightforward. Secondly, a website 
provides more opportunities to create a platform of likeminded people, the idea of creating a commons 
around a certain topic. Thirdly, it proved far more cost-effective to create and keep a responsive website 
than two APPs. It was therefore decided to develop, in addition to the APP, a mobile web application. 
(www.coloryourspace.com) 

In the second pilot project, on Mekelpark in Delft, both iPhone APP and the new mobile web application 
were tested with a group of 25 students. The students gave feed back via the virtual world by rating the 
Mekelpark, but also verbally at the end of the workshop when the research team and the students 
reflected on the working of the APP and the collected data. By and large the students found the APP and 
the mobile website both user-friendly. They could easily operate through the application. However a 
number of comments were given. Firstly the rating with the stars had too little connection with the colour 
of the pins on the screen. Secondly it was felt that the answers listed to the questions asked were in 
some cases not sufficient. It was recommended to also create spaces where respondents could give an 
open answer. These comments made by the students were valuable to the research team and resulted in 
an improved interface and changes to the set of questions asked.  

This new responsive website was tried alongside the iPhone APP in the second pilot project at 
Mekelpark. 25 students used either the web application or the iPhone APP or in some cases both. They 
did not find any significant difference in the user-friendliness of both applications. The download 
procedure you have to go through to download the APP from the App store was found more time 
consuming than opening a website, but when both devices were up and running the responsiveness of 
the applications appeared both good. It was therefore decided to continue with the responsive website. 

3.2  On the data collection 

In the first case study only 29 responses were collected which is given the fact that the announcement 
was on display for four months a disappointing result. The 29 ratings provided a generic overview of the 
wider area around Tiendplein, but as the ratings were so wide spread no conclusions on the findings 
could be made. For the square itself, 4 ratings were given, they were all the most negative rating – colour 
red. In the second case study, 25 students participated, some using the iPhone App, other the mobile 
website application and some both. A total of 106 ratings were made (20 with iPhone APP, 86 with 
webapp). The researchers assumed that the outcome of the ratings would not be hugely remarkable as a 
newly designed park formed the object of study. Who would not appreciate the change form car parking 
to a grassy park one would think. However the outcomes were startling as the students rated the space 
predominantly as poor; it lacked activities and programme. The respondents felt it functioned merely as a 
through route rather than a space they enjoyed to stay in. The Mekelpark, only recently designed and 
implemented, could be, according to the responses of the group of students, subject for a complete 
redesign. These results have been passed on to the faculty and have resulted in a renewed debate on 
the functioning of the park. These findings may conclude that with the use of additional participation tools 
other survey information can be collected. You target users where they are and they give their 
impressions as they arise at that particular moment on that particular location, which could lead, as the 
case study on Mekelpark clearly shows, to unexpected results.  
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Figure 2: Results from the pilot case study Mekelpark, Delft (NL) 

4.  Future case study projects 

A third round of case studies will take place at the end of May 2015 in Liverpool. Following the results of 
the previous rounds of tests the interface and the set of questions have been adapted according to the 
comments given in the workshop around Mekelpark. The third round of case studies will be carried out as 
part of a wider research into the privatisation of public space. The APP will be used to carry out a user 
survey whereby respondents have to answer a number of specific questions related to the perception of 
ownership and managed of that particular space. These specific questions have been added to the 
original set of questions. The areas that are part of the research are: Liverpool ONE, Ropewalks and the 
Granby Four Streets. Each of these projects illustrate the public-private debate in urban regeneration 
initiatives very well. To raise awareness to the project some 3500 flyers will be handed out over two days 
on set times. In addition the flyer will be posted on the websites of the local residents organisations of the 
study areas. It is hoped that through the mobile web application Color your Space data is collected on 
how the user perceives the publicness of the spaces they use within the research areas. In addition the 
researchers will analyse through the asked questions if the users feel empowered by the ability to have a 
say on the quality and use of the spaces.  

A fourth round of pilot projects is envisaged to start early summer. A number of housing development 
projects are planned along Liverpool’s waterfront, however a proper engagement with the current and 
possible future residents has not been established. The City Centre Residents Association, Engage, 
would like to use ‘Color your Space’ to see if they can reach out to a large number of residents in a no 
time consuming manner. Color your Space will be primarily used to create a more inclusive process and 
to allow residents to create a platform around common interests.  

5.  Conclusions 

The research project Color your Space has been set up in order to test if smartphone technology could 
enhance the inclusiveness in the planning process. It is believed that with an APP a wider variety of  
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Overall rating - Do you like this space? 
1 (red) = lowest, 5 (dark green) = highest

How often do you visit this space? (lightblue: never, dark blue: 
sometimes, grey: seldom, yellow: often, orange: very often)

Colours representing rating at scale 1 - 5 (1 being the lowest)  
Red, ** Orange, *** Blue, **** Light green, ***** Dark green



interest groups, such as younger people, ethnic minority groups who take a lesser interest in and 
understanding of the planning process as it currently proceeds than other groups of people, could be 
offered a different opportunity to participate in an easy and non timing consuming manner than the current 
methods. We do not argue that the APP could replace the current participation process but we believe 
that a digital tool could provide an additional method. Besides reaching a wider variety of people, a digital 
tool also collects a different form of data collection than other methods; users rate the spaces while they 
use them offering impressions as they arise, providing perceptions of urban space at different times of the 
day under different circumstances. This self-selection by the respondent can be seen as a strength of the 
tool but also as a shortcoming of the methodology as the data is not collected in a foreseen structured 
manner.   

Following the results from the two pilot projects that have been carried out, a number of issues became 
apparent. As a result the initial iPhone APP has been replaced by a mobile web application providing 
access for all. The interface has also been adapted according to comments raised during the second 
pilot project. The data findings from the test cases showed an interesting outcome. In the first pilot case 
the study area was not specified on the announcements, which resulted in responses covering a wide 
area, much wider than the study area. In the second pilot case the outcome of the data was rather 
unexpected to the researchers and demonstrated hereby that the webapp Color your Space can 
generate useful data on the perception on space.  

In the next testing round Color your Space will be used as a survey method to analyse the perception of 
users on a particular topic: the perception of the user on the publicness of three neighbourhoods in 
Liverpool. The fourth pilot project will concentrate itself on the usefulness of Color your Space as an 
inclusive planning tool and if the tool can also contribute to creating a common platform within local 
people feel engaged and empowered.  

As said Color your Space is not meant to replace existing planning tools, but can become, once the four 
testing rounds have been carried out and reflected upon, a public participation method that city 
governments and planning and design consultants could adopt as a standard procedure e.g. by making 
it downloadable from their websites and using it in their urban development projects.  
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