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Interactive Placemaking
three critical enquiries into urban interactions in place

Anijo Mathew

Illinois Institute of Technology

Pro j ec t  f o r  Pub l i c  Spaces  (P ro j ec t  f o r  Pub l i c  Spaces )  de f i nes  p l acemak i ng  as  a 

p rocess  t ha t  f os te r s  t he  c rea t i on  o f  v i t a l  pub l i c  des t i na t i ons :  t he  k i nd  o f  p l aces 

whe re  peop le  f ee l  a  s t r ong  s t ake  i n  t he i r  commun i t i e s  and  a  commi tmen t  t o  mak i ng 

t h i ngs  be t t e r.  Th i s  pape r  uses  3  des i gn  imp lemen ta t i ons  t o  a rgue  t ha t  a r ch i t ec t s 

and  des i gne rs  mus t  r econs t r uc t  t hese  i deas  o f  p l acemak i ng  i n  t he  evo l v i ng  soc i a l , 

cu l t u r a l ,  econom ic  and  t echno log i ca l  con tex t  o f  ou r  t ime .  The  p ro j ec t s  a re  used  as 

c r i t i ca l  enqu i r i e s  t o  exp lo re  how des igne rs  can  i n t eg ra te  cu r r en t  soc i a l - econom ic 

and  cu l t u r a l  t h i n k i ng  f r om des ign ,  bus i ness ,  and  compu t i ng  and  show how evo l v i ng 

i n t e r ac t i ve  connec ted  t echno log i es  can  l ead  t o  new ways  o f  cons t r uc t i ng  l oca ted 

and  connec ted  p l ace .
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Figure 1. Ciolfi et al.’s unpacking of place as 

defined by Tuan

Figure 2. Infinite place: New models of place must 

accommodate infinite numbers of place narratives 

not only layered on fixed space (blue) but also 

shared across space and time

Fig. 1

Fig. 2

1	 Introduct ion

“Placemaking” is a term that architects and planners use to describe the process of 

creat ing urban spaces that attract people because they are pleasurable or interest ing. 

Project for Publ ic Spaces (Project for Publ ic Spaces) def ines placemaking as a process 

that fosters the creat ion of vi tal publ ic destinat ions: the kind of places where people feel 

a strong stake in their communit ies and a commitment to making things better.  Whi le the 

idea that designed urban spaces can have signif icant effect on l ived experiences is not 

new by any means, seminal work such as Lynch’s The Image of the City (Lynch 1960) 

and Alexander ’s The Pattern Language (Alexander, Ishikawa, and Si lverstein 1977) helped 

designers become more methodical in the process of  placemaking. Later works  by Yi-

Fu Tuan (Tuan 2001) def ining the co-dependence of space and place and highl ight ing 

the dif ferences between the two added to this discourse. A methodical approach to 

ut i l iz ing the dif ferences between “space” and “place” can be considered as integral to the 

academic research of the computing community, as several oft-cited authors (Harr ison 

and Dourish 1996; Mitchel l  1996) have provided the basis for newer models of place and 

placemaking (Kalay and Marx 2003; Dourish 2004; Mathew 2007). In recent t imes we 

have seen signif icant changes in people’s sensibi l i t ies and expectat ions, especial ly with 

the coming of mobi le, locative and ubiquitous technologies that dominate every aspect of 

our l ived experiences. Take for example recent studies (Shirky 2009; Gee 2009; Mathew 

2010) which show that new tools of social media create unprecedented opportunit ies to 

share, to cooperate with one another, and to take col lect ive action. Digital tools are also 

changing the balance of part icipat ion and spectatorship, suggesting that placemaking can 

no longer be the creat ion of mute spatial arrangements but technology mediated enablers 

of social connectiv i ty. In this paper, we wi l l  evaluate placemaking by f i rst understanding 

the concept of place as a driver for shared interaction; by looking at three cr i t ical enquir ies 

in the Loop distr ict of Chicago that were bui l t  to integrate design with business and 

computing; and f inal ly by translat ing insights derived from these enquir ies into models that 

architects and designers can use.

For this discussion, let us focus on a recent reading (Ciolf i  and Bannon 2005) of the 

seminal works by Tuan (Tuan 1974, 2001). In their paper, Ciolf i  et al. suggest that “place” 

is more than just a location by describing how place is inextr icably l inked to people and 

meaningful act iv i t ies that location. In this regard, place is a composite of many layers of 

human experience: sensory perception, memories, feel ings, social connections and the 

presence of others, cultural rules and conventions. A visual rendering offered by Ciolf i 

et al. helps us to see that “place” can be unpacked into social, pol i t ical, personal, and 

physical attr ibutes that a user br ings to that location ( F igu re  1 ) .

I t  is a lso interest ing to note that these dimensions do not exist a pr ior i ,  as a ser ies of 

abstract categor ies, but emerge through people’s act ions and act iv i t ies, pract ice and 

exper ience in locat ional space. For example, Harr ison and Dour ish (Harr ison and Dour ish 

1996) suggest that “spaceless place” cannot exist,  as sense of place can only emerge 

through physical  immersion with in a space. Thus, i f  we take place as th is composite 

arrangement of cul tura l ,  socia l ,  personal and physical  re lat ionships that a part ic ipant in 

space constructs over t ime, then i t  can also be argued that in any given space there 

exists as many place narrat ives as the people occupying that space. This is not new 

– as long as people have occupied space, place narrat ives have been layered on top 

of i t .  What is new is that we must consider a new socia l  order in which people are no 

longer restr icted to the ro le of the spectator.  And as part ic ipants they can (and often do) 

part ic ipate in the construct ion, mutat ion, and shar ing of place narrat ives. The abi l i ty to 

produce informat ion and the tools to produce and access sourced informat ion are so 

readi ly avai lable that informat ion is never f ixed—it is a lways aggregated and constructed 

upon. This leads to the idea of inf in i te place ( F igu re  2 )  where part ic ipants in space can 

take a s ingle ( thei r  own or someone else’s) p lace narrat ive and watch i t  change over 

t ime as they or others add to the narrat ive. Eventual ly publ ic insta l lat ions wi l l  have to 

deal wi th inf in i te place - place narrat ives constructed f rom col lect ive co-creat ion and 

the t ransformat ion of these narrat ives when shared in real  t ime. In short,  these spaces 

wi l l  need to move f rom pure consumpt ion of informat ion f rom a s ingle source to the 

product ion and re-construct ion of informat ion from mult iple sources, shared beyond the 

co-located context that space affords. 

information management and integration
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But what  does i t  mean for  arch i tects and des igners who wish to use th is  concept to 

des ign p lace? In the fo l lowing sect ion,  we wi l l  show 3 cr i t ica l  enqui r ies des igned to 

exp lore th is  not ion of  p lacemaking us ing in f in i te p lace.  The pro jects are f rom a speci f ic 

po int  o f  v iew – that  of  the Chicago Loop.

2	 Three Cri t ical  Enquir ies in the Chicago Loop

According to the Encyclopedia of Chicago, the Loop is the popular name for the Chicago 

business district located south of the main stem of the Chicago River. The name apparently 

derives from the place where the strands powering cable cars turned around on a pulley in the 

center of the city (The Loop). The Loop has historical significance for Chicago because it is 

the seat of power for the government of Chicago and Cook County and it houses the theater 

and shopping district along the historic State Street (Chicago Loop Alliance). The Loop is an 

interesting “place” because it can be deconstructed into a complex array of historic artifacts, 

personal memories, political engagements, endeavors that succeed, and those that fail. This 

immensely rich environment provides a wonderful context for technological experimentation. The 

following projects, completed over the period of two years, was an attempt to work with several 

organizations in the city to integrate design and business using urban design, architecture, and 

technology as catalysts. The projects themselves are designed as critical enquiries – intended 

to examine if the juxtaposition of technology, infrastructure, and the urban user can create 

interesting placemaking experiences.

2.1	 ENQUIRY 1: THE CITY AS A MUSEUM

What happens if you turn a museum inside out into the urban context it is situated in? Art Loop 

Open (ALO) is an innovative city-wide art exhibition designed with the intention of mobilizing 

the general public to engage with art, artists and each other (Art Loop Open). Modeled on the 

very successful ArtPrize in Grand Rapids, Michigan (ArtPrize), ALO had 200 unique pieces of art 

juried and exhibited across 13 different venues in the city of Chicago. The venues were selected 

from the 200+ merchants in the Loop district of Chicago and included high profile stations such 

as Macy’s Flagship Store, the historic Palmer House Hotel, the Burnham Hotel, the Hard Rock 

Hotel, and Merchandise Mart, among others.

One of the primary motivations behind ALO was to integrate businesses in the Loop with art 

using technology as mediation. Thus, the historic Loop district became an urban art experience 

and brought art into the open, to communities who might not otherwise go to the art. The 

choice of using high profile venues in the city (such as Macy’s, the Burnham Hotel, the Palmer 

House) was to evaluate if accidental interactions (O’Hara, Glancy, and Robertshaw 2008) with 

art and  technology lead to interesting experiences. In short, the intention was to use the city 

as a museum where people who come to shop, could stop to view  art; and people who came 

specifically to see the art, could move into the Loop’s many venues to shop and eat. Since we 

wanted  the public to participate rather than just view (participants could vote on their favorite 

pieces of art); we layered technology on the urban fabric to design the overall experience. 

ALO was designed ground-up from the user perspective – using three design frameworks to 

set up our design process. The Analysis-Synthesis bridge (Dubberly, Evenson, and Robinson 

2008) allowed us to move iteratively and quickly along two spectrums – Know (understanding 

users and context) to Make (developing prototypes); and Real (developing implementation 

plans) to Abstract (rapidly modeling experiences). The 5E’s Experience Model allowed us to 

extend user journeys beyond engagement through Entice-Enter-Engage-Exit-Extend aspects 

of an experience (ConiferResearch 2002). Both of these frameworks allowed us to design the 

trajectory of the user through ALO. In addition, the Just-in-Place framework (Mathew 2010) was 

used as the basis for the technologies which defined ALO (Figure 3). 

The f rameworks a l lowed us to  b reak down the des ign o f  the ALO exper ience in to  two 

ma jo r  themes combin ing phys ica l  and v i r tua l  in te rac t ions:

1.   Located: Located technologies are interactive systems that have “place”. These 	

     technologies are interconnected in such a way that their specif ic location adds  	

     meaning to the interaction. Located technologies at ALO focused on crowd behavior   	

     and allowed for participative trajectories at a technology rich space l ike Hub37. Hub37 	

     housed technologies such as Surface Tables, a TwitterWall, and an analog 	
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Fig. 3

     CommentWall. Located technologies allowed participants to learn more about the 	

     different art projects around the city as well as interact with other (co-located and non-	

     co-located) participants in the experience (Figure 3). 

2.  Distr ibuted: Distr ibuted technologies are non- located, essent ia l ly d istr ibuted ei ther     	

     in physical  space or in v i r tual  space. These technologies are intended to polar ize 	

     non co- located people around speci f ic interests. Al l  ar t  work was tagged with 	 	

     MS Tags as wel l  as SMS which al lowed the part ic ipants to vote and comment on 	

     thei r  favor i te pieces of art .  The tags al lowed the part ic ipants to query for more 	

     informat ion and interact wi th other part ic ipants (both co- located and non- 	

     co- located) through comments and Tweets (Figure 4, 5) . 

Different interaction models were used in the design of the ALO experience to accommodate 

a range of potential population. Since early on in the project we identified that our participant 

demography would be varied, we wanted all audience members to interact with the art as well as 

have the ability to share their experiences. And so it was important that there were places and 

technologies which allow them to do that - ranging from the completely low tech (for example the 

analog commentWall where a magnet of each piece of art could be pasted and commented upon 

using whiteboard markers), to the medium tech (the technology enabled but still intuitive surface 

Tables that could “read” the magnets and provide information), to the high tech (MS Tags which 

allowed smartphone users to query information and vote using their phones, and the TwitterWall 

which aggregated tweets about ALO into a collective art visualization). The power of this breadth 

was evident as in the end 200,000 pedestrians were involved in the exhibition, 12,000 votes 

were cast, 100+ tweets constructed a new twitter art generated every day, the commentWall had 

to be erased every few days to accommodate new comments, and almost everyone used the 

technologies to connect with the art, artists, and other participants.

information management and integration

Figure 3. Located technologies at ALO included 

an arrayWall with all 200 pieces of art in the form 

of magnets which could be placed on Surface 

Tables that recognized the art, or posted onto a 

commentWall where people could leave comments, 

a pivotTable where you could search through the 

art, and a twitterWall which converts people’s 

tweets into community art visualization

Figure 4. Distributed technologies at ALO allowed 

participants to use MS Tag technology to identify 

the artwork, read descriptions, comment on the art, 

as well as vote for their favorite pieces of art

Fig. 4
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2.2	 ENQUIRY 2: TRACKING URBAN DEMOGRAPHY THROUGH SOCIAL CONNECTIONS

What happens when you embed technology into urban space and al low passersby to 

engage with other cit izens in the same space? Urban Forest 37 sought to answer this 

question by embedding the concept of a social family tree into two windows of a large 

urban shopping mal l cal led Block37 (Figure 6) . I t  is important to note that the location 

Block37 has a stor ied history as wel l. I t  is perhaps the most prominent vacant lot in 

the country (Sharoff 2007), having remained vacant for over 20 years. When the sleek 

steel and glass urban mal l designed by Gensler was f inal ly constructed in 2007, i t saw 

itself caught in the growing woes of the recession and the overal l  decl ine of large urban 

shopping centers - several of i ts high prof i le cl ientele left and a superstat ion for an 

express route to the Chicago O’Hare airport disappeared because of lack of funding. The 

social family tree concept highl ights this complex relat ionship that we have with the city. I t 

suggests that everyone is inter-connected through relat ionships forged by an engagement 

with the city, sometimes in far greater ways than what is visible. Urban Forest 37 is an 

interactive instal lat ion that attempts to highl ight these relat ionships by making them visible 

– at the street level.

The insta l la t ion asks passersby to answer one of  two quest ions – Th in Crust  or  Deep 

Dish? Sox or  Cubs? O’Hare or  Midway? The quest ions were des igned to change out 

every 72 hours.  The in teract ion model  is  s imple – as you walk down the st reet  you 

tap on the quest ion you associate wi th.  The tap is  v isua l ized as a leaf  on a d ig i ta l 

t ree that  grows wi th every answer.  As more people answer the t ree grows larger  and 

larger  – and the v isua l izat ion a l lows passersby to see which quest ion is  get t ing more 

responses f rom people on the st reet .  So i f  you are pass ionate about  Deep Dish p izza 

and you see that  Th in Crust  is  winn ing,  you can choose to add to the Deep Dish 

s ide.  The one step in teract ion model  used ( touch the quest ion you want to answer ) 

comes f rom embedded user  research which suggested that  passersby l ike to note the i r 

preferences wi thout  hass les of  log in or  connect ing us ing other  mediated in ter faces. 

Th is meant that  passersby were f ree to in teract  wi th the insta l la t ion anywhere a long 

the thresholds of  act iv i ty  f ramework (Br ignu l l  and Rogers 2003) – through per iphera l 

awareness as they walked across the insta l la t ion;  through foca l  awareness as they 

watch others in teract  wi th the insta l la t ion;  or  through d i rect  in teract ion as they add 

the i r  response to the “ forest” . 

On the back end, the numbers of  responses for  each quest ion were t racked for  two 

purposes – f i rs t  to render past  responses in the background as a “ forest”  const ructed 

over  t ime represent ing the co l lect ive preferences of  a c i ty ;  and second, to const ruct 

a demographic prof i le  of  the populat ion which f requents the urban locat ion of  B lock37 

on State St reet  (and the Loop) .  The second purpose for  t rack ing is  important  as both 

B lock37 and the Chicago Loop Al l iance,  the sponsor ing organ izat ions,  were in terested 

in increas ing foot  t ra f f ic  in  that  area.  The bus iness premise was that  understanding 
Figure 5. Just-in-Place framework used as the 

basis for design of Art Loop Open

Fig. 5
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Figure 6. Urban Forest 37 used simple touch 

interaction to record social preferences of 

pedestrians - The responses were visualized in the 

form of a tree that grows with every response

the demographic prof i le  of  the pedest r ians on the st reet  wi l l  a l low both organ izat ions 

to bu i ld exper iences that  can be catered to speci f ic  populat ions.  Th is aspect  of  the 

pro ject  p layed a la rge ro le in  the f raming of  the quest ions s ince aggregated responses 

to even a seemingly benign quest ion such as “O’Hare or  Midway?” (names of  Chicago 

a i rpor ts located at  two ends of  the c i ty )  cou ld potent ia l l y  lead to an understanding of 

where the respondents l i ve in the c i ty.  Socia l  connect iv i ty  in  the pro ject  comes f rom 

the t rue aggregat ion of  responses seen in the “urban forest”  v isua l izat ion.  Af ter  the 

insta l la t ion of  the in ter face we not iced severa l  occas ions where people would ha l t 

in  the middle of  the st reet  to ta lk  about  or  ponder the impl icat ions of  the quest ions. 

In  other  occas ions,  s t rangers would star t  to ta lk  to one another  about  why a cer ta in 

response was recorded. In  both occas ions socia l  connect iv i ty  – rea l i zat ion that  we are 

par t  o f  a la rger  ecosystem that  is  the c i ty  -  p layed a major  ro le in  the const ruct ion of 

p lace around the Urban Forest  37 insta l la t ion. 

2.3	 ENQUIRY 3: THE STREET AS A PLATFORM FOR EMBEDDED CONNECTION

What new connect ions can be enabled i f  the st reet  becomes a p la t form for  connect ing 

personal  s tor ies of  p lace? The in tersect ion of  State and Madison is  the center  of  the 

address ing scheme for  the c i ty  of  Chicago and has been so s ince 1909 when th is  new 

system was implemented. The address ing scheme uses a gr id system which has a 

‘pr imary ’  s t reet  at  each ha l f  mi le,  and e ight  c i ty  b locks measure one mi le and marked 

in increments of  100 f rom the or ig in of  the gr id at  State (0 East )  and Madison (0 Nor th ) . 

Thus,  one can eas i ly  in fer that  Mich igan Ave (100 East )  is  one b lock east  of  State St 

and Congress Parkway (500 South)  is  5 b locks south of  Madison St .  Equal ly  impor tant 

is  the fact  that  one of  Lou is Sul l i van’s most  recognized des igns,  the Sul l i van Center  (or 

the Carson P i r ie  Scot t  bu i ld ing) ,  is  located at  the South East  corner  of  th is  in tersect ion. 

W i th i ts  icon ic arch i tecture and urban s ign i f icance, State and Madison is  a pr ime 

p lacemaking oppor tun i ty.  The story of  State and Madison is  a story of  re-center ing.  I t 

is  about  re-center ing around the c i ty,  i ts  many ne ighborhoods, count less restaurants, 

bars,  theat res and p laygrounds a l l  o f  which can be t raced f rom the c i ty  at  State and 

Madison.  I t  is  a lso a story of  re-center ing around the h is tory of  Chicago. State and 

Madison,  at  one t ime, used to be the bus iest  in tersect ion in the wor ld,  and even today 

has s ign i f icant   pedest r ian t ra f f ic .  Our pro ject  h igh l ights th is  by f i rs t  g iv ing State and 

Madison a personal i ty  – ZeroZero,  and secondly by making v is ib le the inv is ib le stor ies 

of  the count less people who pass a long th is  in tersect ion.  In  th is  manner,  ZeroZero’s 

personal i ty  becomes a composi te of  the in f in i te number of  p lace nar rat ives that  pass 

through the or ig in in tersect ion of  Chicago. 

information management and integration

Fig. 6
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The ZeroZero insta l la t ion (F igure 7)  has two embodiments:  a phys ica l  one and a v i r tua l 

one.  ZeroZero’s phys ica l  embodiment was des igned in to the corner  windows of  the 

Sul l i van Center.  The window insta l la t ion cons is ts of  a scu lpture,  an icon ic wor ld map, 

and inst ruct ions on the windows. ZeroZero’s v i r tua l  mani festat ion cons is ts of  a websi te 

and a mobi le page. At  the websi te,  one can read about the h is tory of  State and 

Madison,  and cont r ibute to the p lace by adding an address anywhere in the wor ld and 

descr ib ing why i t  is  impor tant  to h im/her.  For  example,  I  cou ld add my home address 

and descr ibe i t  as where l i ve;  or  add a Univers i ty  address and descr ibe i t  as where 

I  went  to school ;  and so on.  The websi te then uses a Google Maps API  to pu l l  an 

image f rom the address entered and add i t  to a database. The v isua l izat ion pu l ls  a l l  o f 

these images to show the many d i f ferent  s tor ies of  people who have in teracted wi th 

ZeroZero – not  just  locat ion,  but  a lso the p lace nar rat ives.  The system a lso t rans lates 

the number of  mi les in to a cumulat ive tota l  represented in terms of  number of  Chicago 

b locks t rave led ( remember 1 Chicago b lock = 8 mi les) .  S ince ZeroZero had to s i t  in 

one of  the bus iest  in tersect ions in Chicago, i t  was des igned in four  leve ls – at  i ts 

base leve l  the insta l la t ion can be en joyed as Ar t  ( the scu lpture and the map located 

in the Sul l i van Center ) .  I f  someone was in terested,  they could move in to rece ive 

[pass ive]  In format ion ( the inst ruct ions on the window descr ibes why State and Madison 

is  important ) .  I f  they are fur ther  in t r igued, they can In teract  wi th ZeroZero ( through the i r 

smartphones or  tab lets on the websi te ) .  And f ina l ly  i f  ZeroZero p lays a meaningfu l  ro le 

in  the i r  exper ience, they can engage wi th p lace (adding the i r  own p lace nar rat ives and 

shar ing i t  w i th others) . 

ZeroZero’s f ront  end exper ience showed that  people were wi l l ing to add the i r  p lace 

nar rat ives – in the end 2,344,979 b locks were t rave led.  But  i ts  in tegrat ive power 

comes f rom i ts  back end t rack ing.  By t rack ing p lace in format ion,  we are ab le to 

t rack where people on State St reet  were coming f rom – not  just  through quant i ta t ive 

Figure 7. ZeroZero had two embodiments – a 

physical embodiment using a sculpture, a stylized 

world map with Chicago as its center, and 

instructions on the window of Sullivan Center; and 

a virtual embodiment where people could add their 

own place narratives into a compilation of narratives

Fig. 7
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metr ics (which we were ab le to der ive f rom Google Maps)  but  a lso through qual i ta t ive 

metr ics ( through the descr ipt ions that  they add to the story they share) .  Moreover,  no 

ident i fy ing in format ion was asked for,  no log in was requi red,  no names or  ident i f icat ion 

data had to be prov ided dur ing the in teract ion.  Any in format ion prov ided was pure ly 

vo luntary and wi th the knowledge that  i t  would be shared among others v is i t ing the 

in ter face.  Th is meant that  we could take the data and use i t  both at  a macro aggregate 

leve l  (were the users pr imar i ly  tour is ts or  res idents?)  or  at  a micro speci f ic  leve l  (what 

makes cer ta in p laces va luable for  people?) . 

3	 Translat ing Insights f rom the Enquir ies

Dan H i l l  i n  h is  essay,  The St ree t  as  a  P la t fo rm (H i l l  2008)  suggests  once we recogn ize 

tha t  in fo rmat ion sys tems are  s ta r t ing to  p lay  a  ma jo r  ro le  in  the const ruc t ion o f 

our  da i l y  exper iences,  inv is ib le  par ts  o f  the s t ree t  (pa t te rns o f  da ta  in  the s t ree ts , 

sys tems tha t  enab le  and car r y  them,  qua l i t y  o f  these connect ions,  the i r  va r ious leve ls 

o f  openness or  p r i vacy )  w i l l  a l l  a f fec t  the way the s t ree t  fee ls ,  as  much or  more than, 

s t ree t  fu rn i tu re  o r  road s igns.  W i th  new mobi le  techno log ies ,  ub iqu i tous comput ing, 

sensor  and actua t ion sys tems becoming access ib le  and read i l y  ava i lab le ,  des igners 

now have the ab i l i t y  to  take what  was once inv is ib le  to  the naked eye and make 

i t  a  v is ib le  par t  o f  the a rch i tec tu re  o f  the s t ree t .  As communi t ies  become more 

soc ia l l y  connected th rough techno log ies  such as Facebook,  Tw i t te r,  Foursquare 

e tc . ,  these connect ions become the key e lement  by  wh ich p lacemak ing can happen. 

P lacemak ing in  th is  contex t  moves beyond the a rch i tec tu re  o f  the space in to  the 

exper ience o f  p lace.  In  the fo l low ing sect ion we w i l l  eva lua te  ins igh ts  f rom the above 

enqu i r ies  and use i t  to  deve lop a  mode l  fo r  th ink ing about  p lacemak ing in  the contex t 

o f  soc ia l  connect i v i t y.

The t rad i t iona l  des ign mode l  i s  la rge ly  a  top down approach where the des igner  i s 

the key dr i ve r  o f  the des ign process and in fo rmat ion f low.  S/he uses th is  top down 

mode l  to  appropr ia te  in fo rmat ion f rom po l i t i ca l ,  economic,  soc ia l ,  and techno log ica l 

rea lms to  c rea te  an a r t i fac t  –  a  space,  a  bu i ld ing,  a  ne ighborhood,  a  c i t y  –  wh ich 

then becomes the ob jec t  th rough wh ich in fo rmat ion is  passed to  the users .  The 

des igner  in  th is  contex t  i s  a  composer  –  someone who const ruc ts  ever y  aspect  o f 

the exper ience th rough the fo rm and funct ion o f  the a r t i fac t  (F igure 8 ) .  The a r t i fac t 

becomes the focus o f  a t ten t ion -  an ob jec t  wh ich the user  inhab i ts  to  const ruc t , 

rece ive ,  o r  share  the in fo rmat ion.  I f  we look a t  these th ree embedded enqu i r ies ,  a 

new mode l  emerges –  where the user  becomes the focus o f  a t ten t ion ra ther  than 

the a r t i fac t .  In  the par t icu la r  contex ts  o f  h igh ly  connected ind iv idua ls ,  a  bot tom up 

mode l  means tha t  users  d raw f rom the i r  persona l  po l i t i ca l ,  economic,  soc ia l ,  and 

techno log ica l  s to r ies  to  const ruc t  the exper ience w i th  o ther  users  who share  the 

same p lace.  Take fo r  example  the CommentWal l  and Twi t te rWa l l  in  ALO and the 

aggregated p lace nar ra t i ves in  ZeroZero;  in  both  cases,  the exper ience o f  p lace 

comes f rom a w i l l i ngness to  share  one ’s  own nar ra t i ve  wh i le  re- l i v ing i t  th rough 

someone e lse ’s  nar ra t i ve .  The a r t i fac t  o r  techno logy in  th is  case is  on ly  a  med ium 

fo r  in fo rmat ion f low and not  the focus o f  a t ten t ion.  The des igner  s t i l l  const ruc ts  the 

overa l l  exper ience but  the ro le  sh i f ts  s l igh t l y  –  s/he unders tands the broad leve l 

f low o f  in fo rmat ion and is  ab le  to  se t  up f i l te rs  o r  levers  fo r  aggregat ing ind iv idua l 

na r ra t i ves.  Thus,  the a r t i fac t  removes i tse l f  as  the focus o f  a t ten t ion and becomes 

s imp ly  a  lever  fo r  exper iences and the ro le  o f  the des igner  sh i f ts  f rom a composer  to 

med ia to r  o f  such exper iences.
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Fig. 8

Figure 8. Traditional model = designer as a 

composer, artifact as an object, information flows 

from designer to artifact to user - New model = 

designer as a mediator, artifact as a lever
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4	 Conclusion

In this paper, I  argue that placemaking is a changing concept in the context of evolving 

social, cultural, economic, and technological trends. New places must respond to this 

by becoming interactive levers that mediate connected social experiences than mute 

part icipants of spatial act iv i t ies. The paper describes three cr i t ical enquir ies in the 

Loop distr ict of Chicago to enumerate three dif ferent ways in which we approached 

this problem. The insights from these projects are then translated into a direct ion for 

architects, planners, and designers. 

Whi le the arguments proposed are st i l l  prel iminary in nature, the basic posit ion is that 

placemaking must evolve to respond to the social, cultural, and technological changes we 

see around us. Architects and designers must re-consider their role in the construct ion 

of place as a composite of space (the geographical and physical construct); place (the 

aesthetic and memory construct); and technology (the social and connective construct). 

I t  is our hope that the arguments, the projects, and the model proposed in this paper wi l l 

become the start ing point for future discussion about space and place, and the evolving 

nature of placemaking.
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