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ABSTRACT 
The 21st century city is faced with a myriad of social, political and 
environmental complexities. The increasing global urbanisation 
puts pressure on the various spheres of government as well as on 
citizens to continuously redefine and manage public assets and 
spaces – often built for social contexts that no longer exist. While 
top-down approaches have arguably failed to engage and motivate 
communities in meaningful ways, bottom-up initiatives have also 
proved difficult in promoting lasting impact on official policies. 
The democratisation of digital technologies provides new 
opportunities for citizens to organise themselves around local 
issues. These complexities galvanise communities around a civic 
debate about the present and future identity of the places they live 
in. Yet, it is still fairly challenging to balance community 
expectations, on one hand, with transparency regarding the 
complex decision-making processes inherent to public 
administration, on the other. In this paper, we present common 
approaches to placemaking. We then discuss new forms of digital 
placemaking and illustrate their application through four 
interventions we ran to investigate digital technology adoption for 
community engagement initiatives. Based on those scenarios, we 
investigate: (1) the shifting role of digital technologies as tools 
employed by individual groups to create placemaking initiatives, 
and (2) media interventions that inform and bring decision makers 
at the top, and citizens at the bottom together into more 
collaborative and focused city making efforts.   
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1. INTRODUCTION 
The built environment periodically undergoes a process of rapid 
and intense change, often faced by challenges such as rural to 
urban migration, population growth and climate change. Since the 
1990s local government authorities (LGAs) have implemented the 
concept of placemaking to revitalise neighbourhoods and create a 
sense of ‘place’. However, local communities, whether they are 
located in high-density inner city suburbs, or medium to low-
density areas, have very little involvement in the design and decision making processes. LGAs engage communities with the 

intention of ‘informing’ and ‘involving’. Not only is this approach 
initiated from the top, the decision-making is still ultimately 
enacted by planners, architects, designers and engineers. As a 
result, there are many examples around the world of community 
activists who have initiated bottom-up placemaking through city 
hacking interventions. Examples, such as DIY (do-it-yourself) and 
guerrilla activism proactively undertake unauthorised urban 
projects to revitalise or repurpose public spaces neglected by 
LGAs. Driven by this disconnection between official efforts for 
engaging communities in the design of their neighbourhoods, and 

Permission to make digital or hard copies of all or part of this work for 
personal or classroom use is granted without fee provided that copies are 
not made or distributed for profit or commercial advantage and that 
copies bear this notice and the full citation on the first page. Copyrights 
for components of this work owned by others than ACM must be 
honored. Abstracting with credit is permitted. To copy otherwise, or 
republish, to post on servers or to redistribute to lists, requires prior 
specific permission and/or a fee. Request permissions from 
Permissions@acm.org. 
MAB ’16, June 01-04, 2016, Sydney, Australia  
© 2016 ACM. ISBN 978-1-4503-4749-5/16/06…$15.00  
DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.1145/2946803.2946810 

 
Figure 1. Crown Fountain at Millennium Park, Chicago 

(Credit: Ken Lund, via Flickr, CC BY-SA 2.0) 

 
Figure 2. Midnight Moment at Time Square, New York 

(Credit: Amber C, via Yelp) 
 



the inspired yet often short-lived grassroots urban interventions, 
we question whether and to what extent current placemaking 
approaches really benefit local communities. There is a risk for 
‘placemaking’ being reduced to a buzzword conveniently used by 
built environment professionals to denote a willingness for a more 
inclusive decision-making process, even if unrealistic in practice. 
One way of alleviating the disconnection between stakeholders 
would be to implement a middle-out [5,8,19] approach to city 
making. The promise of this approach is that it integrates the 
needs and wants from decision makers, who sit at the top with 
those of the everyday people from the bottom, which are met 
somewhere in the middle, therefore fostering a more collaborative 
approach.  

In the past decade, a significant body of research has emerged 
with a focus on the utilisation of media façades, urban screens and 
other embedded technologies for the purposes of community 
engagement (e.g. Viewpoint [34], Vote With Your Feet [33], 
Agora 2.0 [31], MyPosition [35]). These studies investigate the 
potential of creating a two-way channel of communication with 
citizens by taking advantage of the increasingly pervasive 
presence of displays and other ubiquitous technologies, such as 
smartphones and Wi-Fi connectivity, in the urban environment. 
By blending digital media into the built environment, these 
initiatives augment the urban architecture with interactive 
interfaces and enable contextualised community engagement ‘on-
the-go’ [13]. The use of such digital interfaces, tools and 
platforms is therefore increasingly becoming integrated into the 
placemaking process. This new digitally enhanced form of 
placemaking is referred to as digital placemaking [24]. 

This definition of digital placemaking, which also forms the 
foundation of the studies presented in this paper, stands in contrast 
to associating the term with the use of digital light and media 
technologies for creating public places that provide a modern and 
vibrant experience. The application of digital placemaking 
through light and media in urban spaces can take the form of 
purposely-built structures – such as the Crown Fountain, at 
Millennium Park, Chicago [20] (Figure 1) – or temporary 
appropriation of urban digital displays otherwise used for 
advertising – such as the ongoing project Midnight Moment, at 

Times Square, New York1 (Figure 2). Likewise, temporary urban 
festivals have used light and media for transforming and 
revitalising neglected public precincts. An example of this form of 
digital placemaking through a temporary installation is 
Chromapollination [15] (Figure 3), exhibited at Vivid Sydney 
2012, which sought to redefine the purpose of a normally 
underused space under an elevated expressway.  

Both forms of digital placemaking contribute to city making, 
which fosters a more holistic approach to urban environments, 
whereas ‘placemaking’ is targeted towards a more localised urban 
context. City making is a process of encouraging relationships 
between individuals, neighbourhoods, and the built environment 
both within and outside local communities [12,23].  

In this paper, we investigate the use of digital technologies as 
means of informing placemaking strategies rather than creating 
place through digital technologies. The paper first explores the 
various paradigms of placemaking and specifically discusses 
community placemaking, which includes placemaking through 
city hacking (DIY and guerrilla urbanism) and digital 
placemaking utilising both large and small-scale media. We then 
present four interventions where we created temporary places for 
discussion of civic topics, adopting interactive digital media 
technologies as mechanisms to attract the attention of citizens in 
public spaces, and to promote situated discussions about issues 
relevant to the local community. For each scenario, we discuss the 
technologies adopted and the purpose they served within the 
context of each placemaking initiative. From that, we discuss the 
use of digital technologies as means of informing placemaking 
rather than creating it, as well as deriving recommendations for 
future city making activities facilitated by digital media. 

2. PLACE AND PLACEMAKING 
Aravot [1] describes a sense of ‘place’ as the desired result of 
placemaking, which encompasses the human needs of safety, 
security and inclusion in local communities. Placemaking is a 
process aimed to involve, gather, centre and link physical, social 
and cultural identities together to work collaboratively [10] for the 
creation of equitable public spaces. Nicodemus [29] discusses 
creative placemaking, as an approach to encourage strategic 
action by cross-sector partners; be ‘place-based’ oriented to foster 
community transformation; and be a core of arts and culture to 
activate public spaces [29]. According to Nicodemus, “creative 
placemaking animates public and private spaces, rejuvenates 
structures and streetscapes, improves local business viability and 
public safety, and brings diverse people together to celebrate, 
inspire, and be inspired” [27]. 

In his book Deconstructing Placemaking, Arefi [2] discusses three 
key approaches to placemaking – need-based, opportunity-based, 
and asset-based. Need-based placemaking is dependent on the 
scale, context and purpose of the needs, for example, the demand 
for more housing, schools, health facilities and transportation. 
However, this is a top-down approach that emphasises that expert 
knowledge outweighs local knowledge. Opportunity-based 
placemaking is a market driven mechanism, dependent on the 
opportunities that arise within locations. This approach relies on 
decision makers ‘identifying’ opportunities, but often 
discriminates between affluent and lower socioeconomic 
demographics. Assets-based placemaking provides a platform for 
experts and non-experts to work collaboratively to produce 

                                                                    
1http://www.timessquarenyc.org/times-square-

arts/projects/midnight-moment/index.aspx 

 
Figure 3. Chromapollination at Vivid Sydney 2012. 



equitable placemaking outcomes for long-term needs, wants and 
aspirations.  

Globally, neighbourhoods, cities and towns are under increased 
pressure due to rural to urban migration, population growth and 
climate change. This results in governments employing a top-
down approach – ‘for the greater good’ – to plan, design and 
embark in urban revitalisation and placemaking projects [2], often 
without considering the future implications to local communities. 
Neighbourhoods however, are the social, cultural and emotional 
connection that all community members have in common. 
According to Walljasper [30: p.1], “It’s the spot on earth we call 
home. It’s where our lives unfold day after day, meeting friends at 
the coffee shop, chatting with neighbours on the street, going 
about our business in stores, parks, gathering spots, and our own 
backyard”. Martin [21] argues that neighbourhoods function as a 
location for political activism and represent a centre point that 
fosters culture, faith and arts. Social commentators, such as, 
Jacobs [18] and Whyte [31] argue that true placemaking should be 
bottom-up, community centred and respectful of existing social, 
cultural and economic factors. This brings us to our argument for 
following ‘middle-out’ approaches to placemaking through the 
collaboration of stakeholders from both the top (LGAs) and 
bottom (local communities) to meet in the middle. 

3. COMMUNITY PLACEMAKING 
Community placemaking is a combination of top-down 
(government organisations) and bottom-up (grassroots, 
community led) approaches that meet somewhere in the middle. 
This approach is referred to as ‘middle-out’ [8] and involves 
communities in the design and implementation of city making. 
Bottom-up community placemaking gives the decision making 
power to communities, however, actions undertaken by citizens 
can quite often be associated with illegal activity. Middle-out 
community placemaking employs a collaborative approach where 
all stakeholders are involved in the decision making process. Each 
of these approaches can be facilitated through digital and non-
digital platforms.  

3.1 Placemaking Through City Hacking 
We now introduce the notion of placemaking through city 
hacking, also referred to as DIY urbanism, tactical urbanism, 
guerrilla urbanism, urban acupuncture and pop-up urbanism. 
Sassen [6] refers to these concepts as… “Each of these multiple 
small interventions may not look like much, but together they give 
added meaning to the notion of the incompleteness of cities and 
that this incompleteness gives cities their long lives, thereby 
outlasting other more powerful entities”. These types of 
interventions ‘hack’ public space and temporarily change the 
nature, feeling and use of the place [7].  

An example of city hacking was seen in Sydney, Australia, after 
the removal of a rainbow crossing, which was installed as part of 
the Sydney Mardi Gras 35th anniversary celebration. The crossing 
was successful in attracting tourists and local residents, creating a 
sense of place and revitalising the cultural and economic aspects 
within the precinct [19] (Figure 4). The state government deemed 
that the crossing had become a pedestrian hazard due to the 
increased amount of people stopping to take pictures [23]. As a 
consequence, a community led campaign was launched in protest 
to the decision, and to show support for the LGBTI community. 
Communities took direct action by creating ‘guerrilla’ rainbow 
pedestrian crossings using chalk, throughout various locations in 
the city. The government’s top-down approach and lack of 
community engagement encouraged residents to undertake their 
own placemaking initiatives through city hacking.  

DIY wayfinding is another example of community led city 
hacking. The concept uses site-specific signage to encourage 
active transport by directing people to cycling and walking paths. 
Two community groups in Mt Lawley and Mt Hawthorn in 
Western Australia implemented cycling and walking wayfinding 
stencils between popular locations within their communities [26]. 
The project was a direct response to the car dominated streets, and 
was aimed at alleviating negative perceptions around active 
transport. The stencils were successful to the extent of creating 
curiosity by encouraging residents to explore the unknown and 
discover new information about their local community. The 
project promoted alternative transport options through simple and 
effective stencils marked at specific sites on the ground.   

Guerrilla art, also referred to as ‘street art’ is another form of city 
hacking through the installation of art within urban and rural 
communities. In the United States, a group of artists, activists and 
residents created the New York City Advertising Takeover project. 
The group targeted approximately 120 illegal billboards to replace 
the content with art and non-commercial community information 
[17] (Figure 5). The coordinated event was successfully planned 
as a bottom-up citizen initiated project. Potential participants who 
were sympathetic to the cause were advised by word of mouth and 
email only to avoid any tip-offs to authorities [38]. Participants 
successfully reclaimed the visual amenity of their local 
communities by eliminating the corporatisation of public spaces. 

3.2 Engaging Communities Through Small-
Scale Media Interfaces 
In an attempt to offer more effective data gathering and 
visualisation of results, some studies combined aspects of city 
hacking and guerrilla art with the use of small-scale digital media 
technologies when designing situated community engagement 
initiatives. Viewpoint [34] was developed as a voting system 

 
Figure 4. Sydney Rainbow Crossing 

(Credit: Newtown Grafitti, via Flickr) 
 

 
Figure 5. NYC Advertising Takeover Project 

(Credit: Spontaneousinterventions.org) 
 



consisting of a self-contained device unit that could be mounted 
on a wall or flat surface. The interface displayed a single question 
related to local community topics, and was equipped with a 
rotating dial allowing citizens to scroll through different 
questions. Citizens could vote both with a mobile phone and by 
pressing physical buttons, while a small screen displayed the 
cumulative poll results. The researchers used devices for two 
months in three different locations within the community: a busy 
convenience store; the foyer of a community centre; and in the 
window of a local housing organisation.  

Similarly, Koeman et al. [21] deployed low-budget polling 
devices in front of shops and cafes on a busy commercial road 
spreading across two neighbourhoods. Devices were installed in a 
way that would catch people’s attention as they walked up and 
down the street. Each device was embedded with electronic 
hardware encased on a black cardboard box, on top of which a 
printed question was stuck along three buttons providing a simple 
set of possible answers: agree, neutral or disagree. Cumulative 
results were visualised with marks stencilled with coloured chalk 
along the street in front of each shop.  

Another example is Vote With Your Feet [33], which included a 
digital screen mounted on the roof of a bus shelter and displaying 
‘yes/no’ questions, one at a time. Once a question was displayed, 
people could cast their votes by stepping on one of two tangible 
buttons on the ground, one labelled with ‘Yes’, the other with 
‘No’. The interface leveraged the fact that public transport users 
already spend idle time in the shelter waiting for a bus, and 
offered them the opportunity to use this time to express opinions 
on topics such as current affairs, cultural identity and local 
matters.  
The results from these studies illustrate the potentials of deploying 
simple interfaces into locations where members of the community 
would normally already gather to discuss community issues. 
Common to all the scenarios was the goal of presenting citizens 
with interfaces that were eye-catching enough to be noticed yet 
seamlessly integrated to their surrounding; urban environments 
that pose little disturbance to the daily activities people would 
otherwise be conducting. As a result, they proposed setups for 
community engagement that stroke an effective balance between 
being sufficiently informal to overcome people’s resistance to 
participate but still offered enough social visibility to encourage 
people to have their say and believe their shared opinion would be 
noticed by their peers and local government. 

3.3 Engaging Communities Through Large-
Scale Media Interventions  
Levels of integration to the local built environment and interaction 
mechanisms employed varied greatly depending on the study and 
size of the digital display utilised. Discussions In Space [32] made 
use of a large urban screen in Melbourne, Australia, to display 
questions as well as visualisations of poll results, while citizens 
could engage with the conversation by answering questions 
through their smartphones, via SMS and Twitter posts. Deployed 
in Trento, Italy, Agora 2.0 [31] went one step further by offering a 
civic platform made of two entry points: an online website and a 
small, onsite interactive public display controlled via regular 
mouse pointing and clicking. Similarly, the City Bug Report [22] 
initiative in Aarhus, Denmark, coupled an online reporting tool 
for city issues identified by members of the community with a 
temporary media façade visualisation. The latter, taking 
inspiration from software development bug tracking tools, was 
installed at the tower of the City Hall, and indicated the resolution 
status for each of the reported ‘city bugs’. Both projects allowed 
public administration staff as well as citizens to post polls and 
gather opinions about local community issues leveraging on 
interfaces already well known to the general public.  

Likewise, the Smart Citizen Sentiment Dashboard (SCSD) [4] 
leveraged the ubiquity of smart public transport cards in Sao 
Paulo, Brazil, as an instrument of civic participation. The project 
included an interactive device consisting of a stand with a console 
whereby citizens could select a topic and, by tapping their smart 
cards over a set of sensors, express their mood (happy, indifferent, 
or sad) towards the chosen topic. A visualisation of the 
cumulative results was then displayed across the road on a very 
large media façade covering the entire extension of three sides of 
a commercial building.  

Other projects – such as MyPosition [35] and The Climate On The 
Wall [11] – adopt similar frameworks, but eliminating any need 
for specific tokens or devices and, instead, making use of 
computer vision to create interfaces based on full-body interaction 
which were both playful and functional for the purposes of 
gathering and visualising self-expressed community sentiment. 

 
Figure 6. Vote As You Go’s standalone tablet deployed to a 

public square. 
 

 
Figure 7. Vote As You Go’s full-body interaction and 

urban screen showing an aggregated view of submitted 
responses to one of the questions. 

 



4. APPLYING MEDIA FOR 
PLACEMAKING  
Having introduced localised examples of city hacking and the use 
of small-scale and large-scale media for engaging local 
communities in placemaking initiatives, we now discuss four 
interventions that use digital technologies for informing 
placemaking strategies: Vote As You Go; Digital Pop-Up; 
Digitally Augmented Pop-Up; and Pop-Spot. The interventions are 
discussed in terms of the digital technologies and media channels 
(digital as well as physical) appropriated for collecting input from 
citizens on issues relating to placemaking. The first three 
interventions were evaluated in field studies involving LGAs or 
other local institutions and aligned with ongoing placemaking 
initiatives. The fourth intervention will be evaluated in 
collaboration with a campus and infrastructures organisation at a 
local university to inform placemaking initiatives around the 
university’s campus.  

4.1 Vote As You Go 
Vote As You Go [14] was an urban intervention we implemented, 
with the goal of assessing the discoverability and learnability of 
digital interfaces for placemaking in public spaces. In particular, 
we designed the study setup so that the interfaces would stand as a 
sole channel of interaction with the public, without the support of 
physical signage or mediation by human agents. Each interface 
asked a series of questions about community-related issues and 
services provided by the LGA, with cumulative results displayed 
in real-time as a data visualisation.  

The intervention was implemented in a busy public square, 
surrounded by restaurants, a concert hall, a public library and 

equipped with a large urban screen. We combined the 
environment-wide media displayed on the urban screen with a 
more individualised web form running on a tablet, mounted in 
turn on a stand deployed to the public space (Figure 6). By 
adopting different media strategies on each device, we came up 
with four different interface scenarios for placemaking mediated 
by digital technology: (1) survey completed on the tablet, with 
unrelated content displayed on the urban screen; (2) same as (1), 
but with a visualisation of the cumulative results running 
simultaneously on the entire urban screen; (3) same as (2) but 
with a section of the urban screen also displaying a live camera 
feed of the precinct area around the tablet (and, consequently, also 
showing participants themselves); and (4) full-body interaction 
directly with the urban screen, via a computer-vision mediated 
application, and without deploying the tablet to the public space 
(Figure 7). 

An evaluation of the Vote As You Go intervention indicated that 
the two last scenarios – where a live feed of participants was 
displayed on the urban screen – resulted in more people noticing 
as well as interacting with the interfaces, thus leading to more 
effective participation [14]. This suggests that seeing themselves 
on the urban screen not only catches the attention of passers-by, 
but also provides a strong visual connection between that and the 
interaction zone, leading people to make sense of the unexpected 
urban situation more rapidly. This application of digital 
technologies therefore has the potential to increase participation 
rates, leading to more effective community engagement for 
placemaking across the LGA. Curiosity also played a role in 
passers-by becoming aware of the intervention, with interviews 
revealing that the majority of participants felt attracted by the 

 
Figure 8. Digital Pop-Up – tablet interface and urban 

screen.  
Figure 10. Digital Pop-Up – staffed pop-up on regular 

workday. 

Figure 9. Unstaffed pop-up at cultural event. 
 

 
Figure 11. Digitally Augmented Pop-Up design.  

 



novelty of the interfaces and the fact that new technology was 
employed in an unusual circumstance.  

The observations from Vote As You Go point towards the potential 
of utilising playfulness and the deployment of unusual elements 
into the urban space as strategies to grab the attention of passers-
by and present to them, on the spot, an objective yet informal 
opportunity to express their views, and contribute to placemaking 
both locally and within the wider community. 

4.2 Digital Pop-Up 
Digital Pop-Up [9] was designed as an adaptation to the previous 
urban intervention Vote As You Go [14]. We designed three 
variations consisting of: (1) a standalone tablet interface on a 
stand utilising an existing urban screen, during a regular workday 
(Figure 8); (2) an unstaffed pop-up during a cultural festival using 
a tablet device, the urban screen, market umbrella, synthetic turf 
and barstools (Figure 9); and (3) a staffed pop-up using a tablet 
device, the urban screen, gazebo structure, synthetic grass, 
ottoman seating, pot plants, and ‘call to action’ signage, which 
was conducted during a regular workday (Figure 10). The Digital 
Pop-Up intervention therefore combines physical elements with 
digital technologies for input (the tablet) and displaying an 
aggregated visualisation of people’s input (on the urban screen). 

We evaluated this intervention through a series of iterative field 
studies conducted within the same public square as Vote As You 
Go. Our goal was to investigate how interactive situated 
technologies incorporated into a pop-up intervention can be used 
to encourage civic discussion around placemaking. Each of the 
studies asked community related questions around LGA services, 
sport and recreation facilities and healthy lifestyles. The tablet 
interface used at the first study implemented a web-based survey 
consisting of yes/no questions. The cumulative results from all 
participants were displayed on the urban screen in real-time. The 
remaining two studies used a simple interface in the form of a 
web-based Twitter-style input where participants could type open 
responses to the engagement questions. Through a mediation 
system all responses entered were forwarded to an operator who 
approved all content that would then be displayed on the urban 
screen.  

The evaluation of the Digital Pop-Up intervention indicated that 
the staffed pop-up, signage and engagement activities – tablet 
interface and displayed results on the urban screen – produced a 
much higher awareness rate than the previous two studies [9]. 
This suggests that designing the context around a situated digital 
community engagement interface is as important as designing the 
interface itself. However, the conversion rate (i.e. the number of 

people moving on to interact) was much higher in the first 
variation, which used the standalone tablet and urban screen. This 
suggests that even though people noticed the tablet more when 
embedded into a staffed pop-up with signage, it did not result in 
more people submitting responses through the digital interface.  
The Digital Pop-Up intervention received positive feedback from 
interviewed participants, who expressed that the activities were 
interesting and contemporary, particularly the connection between 
the existing urban screen and the tablet interface. The study 
showed the effectiveness of displaying summary results in real-
time (e.g. using an urban screen), which non-digital pop-ups are 
not able to do. The intervention further demonstrated that digital 
technologies could play an effective role in facilitating 
collaborative placemaking. 

4.3 Digitally Augmented Pop-Up 
Digitally Augmented Pop-Up was designed as a series of pop-up 
interventions consisting of traditional physical media as well as 
digital technologies for placemaking around the Sydney 
metropolitan area (Figure 11). We developed three activities to 
obtain community feedback around tree trimming and powerlines, 
which involved: (1) a selfie voting app, where participants could 
answer yes/no questions by taking a selfie in front of a fabricated 
tree (Figure 12); (2) the same yes/no questions printed as physical 
media in the form of a paper leaf, for participants who didn’t feel 
comfortable taking a selfie, which were then pined to a second 
fabricated tree (Figure 13); (3) a tree game, using augmented 
reality (AR) where users could see virtual powerlines and trees: 

 
Figure 14. AR tree game.  

 

 
Figure 12. Selfie voting with yes/no tree. 

 
Figure 13. Paper voting tree.  

 



One participant would look into the goggles to see the virtual 
displays and the other would move the markers (Figure 14). If the 
powerlines were too close to the tree, the participant looking into 
the goggles would see the virtual tree catch on fire.  

We evaluated the Digitally Augmented Pop-Up intervention in 
four diverse urban environments to engage with various 
demographics. We conducted these interventions in: (1) a local 
park in a social housing area; (2) a local farmers market; (3) a 
local park in an affluent suburb; and (4) a local plaza in a 
culturally and linguistically diverse suburb.  The participation rate 
for all four locations was considerably high particularly in 
location 1 and location 3. This could be attributed to the fact that 
the pop-up was located directly within the participants’ local 
community, in comparison to the two other locations that were 
held in open public spaces. All interviewed participants expressed 
positive feedback to the activities at the pop-up. They particularly 
enjoyed the playfulness of the activities, such as being able to vote 
through a selfie and engaging with the tree game. The 
observations from the Digitally Augmented Pop-Up intervention 
point towards the potentials of augmenting physical media and 
digital technologies for creatively involving a variety of 
stakeholders in the placemaking process.  

4.4 Pop-Spot 
Pop-Spot is a further adaptation of the previous pop-up 
interventions. Informed by the findings from the previous 
interventions and their evaluations of media for placemaking, we 
designed it as a booth structure, made up of a series of modules 
(Figure 15). This modular approach allows for the intervention to 
be appropriated to the types of media used in the engagement 
activities – which can include digital as well as physical media – 
and the space in which it is deployed. In total, the intervention 
includes five media channels, which are thematically connected 
with each other.  

The first media channel is an analogue display, which takes the 
form of a large transparent display driven by a mechanical writing 
mechanism. In that sense, this channel resembles a large public 
display, except that the content is mechanically drawn onto the 
display using erasable window markers. The content for the 
purpose of the intervention was in the form of emoji faces as a 
visual representation of yes (happy face) and no (sad face) 
answers to an engagement question. To answer the question 
participants can submit the letters ‘Y’ or ‘N’ via a twitter hashtag. 
To further personalise the experience and to distinguish between 

responses, participants can also input the first letter of their name 
(e.g. ‘Y – K’). This input is sent to the analogue display, which 
then draws the participant’s response as an emoji with the first 
letter of their name drawn as the eyes on the emoji face (Figure 
16).  

The second media channel is a tablet installed on one of the 
outside walls of the booth displaying a selfie voting app. 
Reflecting on the findings from the Digitally Augmented Pop-Up 
intervention, we adapted the selfie voting app to include both an 
input (tablet device) and output component (large multi-touch 
screen). Participants no longer have to hold the tablet device, 
which enables people to be more creative with hand gestures and 
props. 
The third media channel is an interactive 40-inch multi-touch 
screen, also installed on one of the outside walls of the booth. This 
screen allows for more elaborate participant responses as well as 
for displaying aggregated visualisation of responses. To link this 
channel with the second channel, the screen also visualises the 
selfie pictures people take on the opposite side of the booth.  

The fourth media channel is a static chalkboard, installed at the 
opposite side of the booth. This component ties in all the physical 
and digital aspects, giving participants the option to contribute 
more feedback through freehand drawing and writing.  

The fifth media channel consists of chalk stencils drawn on the 
ground adjacent to the booth, to display the cumulative results 
shown on the analogue display, in a similar fashion to Koeman et 
al. [21].  

Pop-Spot enables participants to interact with a variety of physical 
and digital media embedded into one intervention within a public 
space. The modular design allows it to fit into a range of different 
spaces where it can easily become a piece of ‘temporary’ urban 
furniture. It further expands the notion of digital placemaking by 
integrating analogue media channels that are driven through 
digital input.  

5. DISCUSSION 
5.1 Context, Scale and Timing 
The community placemaking examples we discussed in this paper 
highlight the difficulties and opportunities associated with the use 
of digital technologies as a means of initiating collaborative city 
making. Given their novel character and potentially high costs 
associated with their deployment, such initiatives are often 
championed by the private sector. In comparison, urban festivals 

 
Figure 15. Pop-Spot modular design  

 

 
Figure 16. Emoji faces drawn on analogue display  

 



that involve the exhibition of digital media installations in public 
spaces are often organised by the public sector, and are notorious 
for successfully attracting large crowds [3]. However, given the 
nature of public festivals, many art and design interventions 
displayed compete with each other for public engagement. While 
demonstrating the appeal of digital technology to redefine the 
nature of public spaces, attract people and promote casual social 
encounters, those examples also point to a myriad of possibilities. 
– For example, smaller-scale, temporary, highly contextualised, 
and more focused digital interventions, capable of offering similar 
benefits at much lower costs and deeper engagement by the 
public.  

5.2 Evaluating the Impact on City Making 
We held focus groups with industry professionals for our Digital 
Pop-up [9] and Digitally Augmented Pop-Up interventions. This 
was used to evaluate the approach and its contribution to city 
making. We discussed the design and attractiveness of the 
interventions; the types of demographics that interacted; the 
information collected and its relevance for city making; and, how 
the overall approach can enhance the city making experience for 
citizens and built environment professionals. The focus group 
participants described the interventions as an effective approach to 
complement other techniques used within the built environment. 
Their responses acknowledged the validity of the data collected 
and how it can be used in the decision making process. They 
further agreed that this approach is an effective way to reach the 
broader community and initiate discussions that might not have 
been considered before. This also points to further opportunities 
for future research, as it will be important to also evaluate the 
long-term impact of such placemaking initiatives on city making 
processes. As community placemaking initiatives enhanced 
through digital technologies become more commonplace, it will 
be possible to investigate their effect on a larger scale and over a 
longer period of time.   

5.3 Balancing Transparency and Credibility 
Our placemaking examples we discussed above propose an 
intermediate point between bottom-up placemaking – through city 
hacking interventions – and top-down agendas traditionally led by 
LGAs. Employing a middle-out approach for placemaking shifts 
the focus away from the traditional LGA top-down agenda. As a 
result inclusive and transparent city making retains a vibrancy 
associated to placemaking through city hacking, while benefitting 
from the credibility assigned by the support and active presence of 
all stakeholders involved. Our aim is not to dismiss the value of 
bottom-up placemaking altogether, but our observation from our 
own studies is that the support of LGAs and other stakeholders is 
able to ensure that the feedback from communities is indeed 
included in the decision making process.  

5.4 From Placemaking to City Making 
Our four placemaking interventions, Vote As You Go, Digital 
Pop-Up, Digitally Augmented Pop-Up, and Pop-Spot, 
demonstrate how digital technologies can inform localised 
placemaking strategies. These interventions temporarily alter the 
dynamics of public spaces, and therefore provide an opportunity 
for raising awareness around localised urban issues. However, 
these types of interventions have the ability to facilitate interactive 
discussion beyond the local context and contribute towards city 
making on a larger scale. This could be achieved by deploying 
interactive installations around community topics that allow 
people to address localised and city wide urban issues [7]. There 
is also an opportunity to connect such localised placemaking 
initiatives with the concept of urban acupuncture: That way the 

localised deployment of placemaking strategies can create ripple 
effects on a much larger scale, leading to city-wide change 
[16,25].  

6. CONCLUSION 
In this paper, we discussed various approaches to placemaking, 
and specifically analysed community placemaking initiatives, 
using both physical media and digital small and large-scale 
technologies. We then presented four urban interventions 
designed as temporary engagement platforms for discussion on 
civic topics supported by digital technology. The analysis of our 
interventions points to the potential of digital technologies for 
collecting input from people on city making initiatives on the go, 
and thus for what has been referred to as middle-out engagement 
initiatives. We propose an alternative approach to digital 
placemaking that complements the use of digital technologies for 
placemaking in the form of urban experiences through digital 
media, for example in the form of urban light festivals or 
permanent digital media installations. We demonstrated through 
our interventions that there are opportunities for using digital 
technologies to inform placemaking by facilitating a dialogue 
between communities and local government authorities for city 
making. 
More specifically, we argue for the strength of digital 
technologies in enabling a middle-out approach to placemaking 
where conversations are either (1) initiated by the local 
government (directly or via support to the private sector), but 
designed and rolled out in continuous cooperation with the local 
community; or (2) initiated by the local community but supported 
and coordinated by official stakeholders.  

In either scenario, digital technology plays a crucial role in 
facilitating the engagement process – and consequent participation 
– in three key ways: (1) by lowering the barriers between 
government and communities by opening a direct, approachable, 
safe and sufficiently informal – yet credible and trustworthy – 
channel for civic dialogue; (2) by setting the context of the topics 
discussed, offering participants the chance of literally stepping 
into’ the discussion (via augmented reality or full-body 
interaction, for example); and (3) by improving the overall 
transparency of the city making process and accountability of all 
parties involves by offering clearer and up-to-date access to 
discussion status, poll results and opinions expressed through 
dynamic visualisation of the data gathered. The combination of 
the three factors above, as suggested by our studies, indicates that 
digital technology’s contribution to placemaking has the potential 
to go far beyond commissioned urban media art or grassroots city 
hacking towards permeating – and supporting – the broader civic 
dialogue about future scenarios for human-centred cities. 
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