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Abstract 
Temporary urbanism initiatives have become a widespread practice amongst activists and 

practitioners aiming to trigger grassroots processes of urban regeneration and social 

innovation. Participatory decision-making and processes of collective transformation are 

recognised as central aspects of social resilience, a quality highly coveted by governments 

and civil society in a complex world. Vast bodies of literature focus on exploring temporary 

urban practices and social resilience as two separate areas of knowledge, but there is a 

striking lack of systematic research that investigates the intersection between these two 

fields, describing the intricate relations that regulate the social dimension of practices of 

co-production in the public realm.  

This thesis, reflecting on an extensive practice-based research activity, throws some light on 

the ways in which the collective creation of temporary interventions in public spaces can 

activate new forms of civic participation by including unrepresented voices in the city-

making processes and, at the same time, trigger socio-spatial dynamics that can support 

communities in developing social capacities that promote their resilience. The practice aims 

to contribute to the Sustainable Development Goals of cities and the implementation of the 

New Urban Agenda, focusing on the creation of equal, safe, inclusive, accessible public 

spaces for all and to set guidelines for temporary urban practices that are scalable and 

applicable to different urban contexts. 

 With these objectives, the author initiated a five-year-long practice aimed to empower 

various local communities to take ownership of urban spaces, decide on their use, and take 

action. Drawing on David Harvey’s notion of the ‘right to the city’ and the freedom to make 

and remake our cities as a human right, this community-engaged, temporary urban practice 

promoted a series of tactical, small-sized, co-created, temporary interventions in public 

spaces in Portsmouth, UK.  

The study follows an Urban Living Lab approach, together with design thinking theories and 

methods (innovation toolkits) to enable a meaningful participatory co-creation practice. By 

analysing the obstacles and difficulties that were faced, as well as the social responses to 

the projects, and by iteratively reflecting on the results, the research identified a series of 

guidelines for improving temporary co-creation practices with the aim of fostering social 

change.  

Social inequalities and power-relations in urban spaces can significantly affect the degree to 

which citizens can appropriate the public realm. The key recommendations that emerged 
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were to encourage in practitioners a transdisciplinary and multi-actor collaborative 

environment, ensure that full creative powers are transferred to the participants at the 

earliest stage, address specific socio-spatial needs of community groups, focus primarily on 

the process rather than the physical design outputs, and carefully orchestrate the process 

of co-creation. Taking this approach may enhance the ability of temporary practices to 

promote a genuine socially inclusive process that is meaningful to the participants and to 

their civic involvement in city-making, and in this way, increase their ability to foster their 

capacities to promote social resilience. Temporary urban practices of co-production can 

help to expand social networks, tighten social bonds and experience togetherness, pushing 

individuals’ boundaries and setting new aspirations and future perspectives, building new 

knowledge, learning new skills and promoting a feeling of belonging to the city, all of which 

contribute to the urban communities’ ability to become resilient.  

Active participation in the collective creation of the public realm holds a transformative 

power. Temporary urban practices and flexible environments for experimentation can be 

considered effective tactics to reinforce social capacities and prepare the community to 

face future situations of chronic or traumatic adversity. These initiatives promote small 

changes that can act as catalysts for bigger, long-lasting change. To avoid these actions 

remaining limited in space and time and to foster their positive impacts, the author argues 

it is important for public bodies to recognise the value of temporary urban practices and 

use them as learning opportunities. The inclusion of these tactics in governmental agendas 

and policy frameworks, turning them into integrated mechanisms for the governance of the 

city, can ultimately improve the significance, reach and durability of their impacts. 
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Chapter 1. General Introduction 
Temporary urbanism initiatives have become a widespread practice amongst activists and 

practitioners aiming to trigger grassroots processes of urban regeneration and social 

innovation. This thesis investigates the ways in which the collective creation of temporary 

installations in public spaces can activate new forms of civic participation by involving 

unrepresented voices in the urban decision-making processes and, at the same time, trigger 

a range of social dynamics that support communities in becoming more resilient to future 

adversities. 

The author initiated and developed practice-based activities aiming to bring real change to 

the local urban context, the city of Portsmouth. The Co-creation of Temporary 

Interventions in Public Space as a Tactic to Build Community Resilience project was initiated 

as a 5-year-long attempt to empower participants from local communities to take 

ownership of urban spaces, decide on their use, and take action. Drawing on David Harvey’s 

(2012) explanation of Lefebvre’s notion of the ‘right to the city’, and on how the freedom to 

make and remake our cities is a human right, the project promoted a series of 

experimental, tactical, small-sized and co-created temporary interventions in public spaces 

in Portsmouth.  

This doctoral thesis describes the work carried out during these years of practice and 

reflects on what it entails in social terms. It examines in depth the gap between the practice 

of co-creation and its social dimension. By analysing the social response obtained and 

reflecting on the process and its outcomes, the author has explored the relationship 

between temporary urbanism co-creation and its impact on society, understanding its 

power to make the voice of citizens louder and to build on social capacities that nurture 

community resilience. The author has also identified guidelines for improving the efficacy of 

temporary co-creation practices in fostering community resilience, calling for the 

importance of institutional learning to implement long lasting societal change. 

The project called for a partnership between university, council and the third sector 

(charities, social enterprises and voluntary groups) to co-produce social value by developing 

several activities in the public space that could build a mutual benefit and reciprocal 

learning, and at the same time benefit the wider urban community. The practice was 

initiated within the educational setting and structured around a learning-by-doing type of 

architectural activity. The idea was to get the students to act in the real world, and by doing 

so, also achieve their educational and professional objectives. This prompted strong 
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engagement by the university in civic society. The local council partnered with the project, 

contributing to improving the city and to the regeneration of neglected public spaces, for 

the social benefit of the people involved in the process and ultimately of all citizens.  

The inherently interdisciplinary and collaborative nature of this practice helped to establish 

various fruitful collaborations with other researchers, including those in architecture, the 

social sciences, the performative arts, engineering, and illustration. This work benefitted 

from the expertise and contribution of many experienced researchers and a cocktail of 

sector-specific views. While performative arts specialists orchestrated the interactive 

workshops between students and the community, social scientists kept an eye on the social 

dimension of the processes, and engineers monitored the structural soundness of the 

public structures. An architect (myself) conceptualised, initiated, promoted, coordinated 

and managed each of the interventions and ultimately the entire process. 

 Overview of the chapters 
This thesis follows the compilation style and articulates the main argument through a 

sequence of four related published or publishable academic papers, introduced by this 

overview, followed by the overall conclusions. Each paper explores the different 

implications and different moments of the practice. Each temporary intervention employed 

a work process that was designed to respond to and accommodate the learnings that 

emerged from the previous experiences, while dealing with a different urban space and 

different community groups. Each paper therefore develops specific reflections on each 

main intervention, delineating each time on the essential findings and implications of the 

work. While each paper thus has its own specific research questions, aims and objectives, 

which are addressed in detail in the relevant article, their intersection defines the 

overarching focus and investigative aims of the entire body of work. 

This first chapter introduces and provides a full overview of the project. It is a description of 

the entire experience and gives the reader an overall picture of the whole process and 

research. It frames the topic of investigation in theoretical terms and identifies a research 

gap in the literature. It sketches the contribution to knowledge of the whole thesis, 

describing the methodology used and the research aims, objectives and questions. It 

subsequently describes the interventions and the installations that were built.  

Each of the following three chapters (chapters 2, 3 and 4) reflects in turn on one of the 

three most significant co-created temporary installations in Portsmouth: #IHeartPompey, 

the SoundGarden and the Multicultural City ChatterBox. 
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The #IHeartPompey (2015) participatory process is analysed in the Chapter 2. This article 

discusses how co-designing a temporary structure with members of a youth club in a 

deprived area has enabled them to appropriate a space for their own needs. The paper 

shows how age and class-based relationships can greatly constrain participants’ sense of 

belonging while the co-design process itself can be enthusiastically appropriated to 

transgress adult norms. The conclusions show that constraints on the agency of 

marginalised young people can impede the success of a participatory approach.  

The third chapter reflects on the SoundGarden (2017), an intervention to create music with 

junk materials under a disused underpass that was co-created with a group of pupils from a 

nearby secondary school. The article focuses on the problems and findings that emerged 

during the design and construction process, exploring and discussing the creative responses 

and methods that were used, including the construction-game modular system 

implemented, playing with junk instruments, the practical hands-on activities and the 

extension of the teaching classroom into an urban setting. The paper celebrates the ability 

of interdisciplinary projects to engage the community in architecture and music activities. 

The fourth chapter focuses on the Multicultural City ChatterBox (2019). This is the last and 

the most successful pavilion of the series, in terms of practice methodology and research 

investigation. The paper shows that temporary co-created interventions can foster 

community resilience. Drawing from a wealth of information, captured using various 

methodological approaches such as focus groups and community workshops, the paper 

explores and discuss the value of the co-creation process to the participants. The analysis 

shows that it functions as a training ground for a great number of exactly those social 

capacities that the literature places at the basis of community resilience.  

The fifth chapter notes the overarching practice recommendations arising from our 

experience, examining the practical measures that practitioners and activists can employ to 

maximise the social benefits of temporary urban practices. Drawing from the experiences 

acquired during this practice and from the reflections made along the way, the author 

identifies both the range of themes and threads that have been investigated during the 

entire research process and the key lessons learnt. This chapter ends by examining the 

transferability of our practical methodology and offers key recommendations for the public 

sector and practitioners to specific areas of practice in which meaningful results and 

significant social change can be brought about for the community of participants.  
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In the final chapter I summarise the findings and overall conclusions drawn after reflection 

on the practice and present the limitations of the study. Possibilities for future research are 

outlined, together with the strengths of the work and the contribution it has made to the 

corpus of knowledge.  

Furthermore, an additional paper has been added as Appendix 1. This explores the 

students’ perspective on their participation in these temporary urban practices, discussing 

their contribution to the higher educational environment and its validity as a model for 

learning-by-doing. It has been included as an appendix because it addresses a topic that 

only partially contributes to the main argument but has developed from the same practice.  

It presents the findings of an investigation – questionnaire – on students’ perceptions of 

live projects as a component of their education, showing that they appreciated the mixture 

of experiential and conventional learning opportunities and that this mixture was beneficial 

in certain subject areas, supporting the case of fully integrating live projects into the 

university architectural curriculum. 

 Temporary urbanism and social resilience 
Finding its roots in the political movements of the 1960s and Lefebvre’s notion of the right 

to the city (1968), a vast body of literature focuses on the importance of the role of public 

space practices in the dynamics of spatial justice. Henri Lefebvre (1968) argues that all 

citizens and users of urban spaces have collectively and historically produced ‘urban values’ 

(economic, social, environmental and aesthetic), and that, as a consequence, they all own a 

certain right to them. David Harvey (2012) contextualises Lefebvre’s ideas to the present, 

and notes that ‘The right to the city is … a right to change and reinvent the city … The 

freedom to make and remake ourselves and our cities is … one of the most precious yet 

most neglected of our human rights’ (2012, p. 4). Both Harvey and Lefebvre consider that 

the right to the city involves more than the access to its resources, but as a radically 

inclusive concept that involves the right to participate in making the city.  

Starting from this philosophical and political framework, we will consider the role of 

temporary urban practices as instruments of the democratic expression of citizens and of 

their participation in the city-making process. The right to the city of urban communities 

can be seen, now more than ever, in a proliferation of temporary urban practices, which, 

while lacking the combativeness and ideological rigour of the political movements of the 

late 1960s, are nonetheless revolutionary. This is captured by the term ‘hands-on urbanism’ 

(Krasny, 2012) which has been used to connote all projects where the appropriation of 



23 
 

urban land is an opportunity for community groups to express their rights and become 

aware of the rigidity of urban policies, governance and traditional planning tools.  

In recent years we have witnessed a radical change – in both intensity and modalities – in 

the practices that enrich urban spaces. This new type of urban activity, captured by the 

term ‘temporary urbanism’, is leading to a substantial rethinking and investigation of 

temporality within the planning processes of the public realm. It encapsulates a range of 

types of urban activism practices such as pop-up, acupuncture, guerrilla or tactical 

urbanism. Courage (2013, p. 88) defines tactical urbanism as a global phenomenon that 

‘aims to enhance the urban lived experience through incremental strategies of 

improvement’, being ‘often temporary, low cost, quick to install and dismantle, informal, 

spontaneous, participatory and driven by community issues’. This surge in temporary 

urbanism initiatives is partly due to the failure of traditional planning tools to respond to 

people’s spatial needs in cities. These initiatives are a result of the desire to push the 

boundaries of democracy as we know it, allowing people to take ownership and a direct 

control of city spaces. 

In addition to the myriad of independent initiatives from activists and practitioners 

(described in the literature review in chapter 5) I give some context here to show that 

temporary urbanism is widely recognised by universities and governmental bodies as a 

possible strategy that may be able to tackle some development challenges. 

The European Union has increasingly supported temporary use of land as part of a design of 

urban regeneration policies. This intention was initially promoted through the project 

Urban Catalysts, led by the Berlin Institute of Technology. A few years later, the Dutch 

project, Open Lab Ebbinge (OLE) further investigated the approach. Thereafter, the 

Temporary Use as a Tool of Urban Regeneration project that begun in 2013 has been 

looking into how temporary uses could be turned into an official instrument for urban 

development. More recently, the New European Bauhaus is a currently active European 

Union project that began in October 2020. It is a creative and interdisciplinary movement 

that aims to shape more beautiful, sustainable and inclusive forms of living together and to 

find innovative solutions to complex societal problems together. 

As also noted in Chapter 5, the UN has recognised the contemporary relevance of 

temporary urbanism. Temporary interventions have been praised in the Global Public Space 

Toolkit (Garau, 2015) for their capacity to make a rapid contribution to the sense and 
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quality of underused spaces at little cost and with significant community engagement. 

Indeed, the United Nations’ common aims to make cities and human settlements more 

inclusive, secure, resilient and sustainable appear to promote the fundamental 

democratisation ideals inherent in temporary urbanism. All cities should be participatory 

and encourage citizenship, foster a sense of belonging and ownership among all its people, 

according to the Sustainable Development Goal 11 and Article 13 of the Habitat III New 

Urban Agenda (2017, p. 5). 

According to Lehtovuori and Ruoppila (2012, p. 31) ‘temporary uses are … becoming central 

and strategic components of urban planning, development and management’. The role of 

temporary practices towards the improvement of the social sphere is grounded in a solid 

consensus among theorists such as Madanipour (2014), Rapoport (2005) and (Zebracki & 

Palmer, 2018), practitioners such as Carmona (2019) and Gehl (2011) and activists such as 

Sadik-Khan (2017), Lydon (2014) and Loukaitou-Sideris (2009). In their study of temporary 

uses in Berlin, the Urban Catalyst Studio suggests that temporary colonisers of space, or 

space pioneers, are ‘evidence of a trend to greater social commitment, to more 

participation, to active networks and the desire to try out something new’ (Overmeyer, 

2007, p. 22). All these projects and the growing body of positive experiences of temporary 

urbanism are creating a critical mass, challenging the current substantial restrictions to 

individual and collective freedom, and setting up a new dynamic, flexible and adaptable 

type of urbanism with collective spaces as the centre of its concerns (Bishop & Williams, 

2012). The design of the public realm, an activity that has up till now been reserved for 

design professionals, is now open for discussion by everyone (Bishop et al., 2012). It is 

starting to be recognised that including all citizens in the design of public space is a central 

element for a functional and healthy civic sphere.  

As analysed in Chapter 4, a large body of literature associates citizens’ active participation 

in temporary actions in the city, and the agency that this brings along, with a positive 

potential impact in the collective social life. Thus, temporary urban practices, together with 

any change in physical form to our surrounding convey placemaking. Placemaking alters 

both the physical environment and the interpersonal relationships with other people 

(Schneekloth & Shibley, 1995). This alteration occurs as a result of activities that create 

memories and connections with the environment. Placemaking is a practice led by the 

community for making the public realm and it therefore needs the substantial participation 

pf the community (Kelkar & Spinelli, 2016; Sara, Jones, & Rice, 2020), placemaking is 

transformative only when power is entirely passed on communities during the process 
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when urbanists collaborate with them to transform urban spaces, thus enabling them to 

take full control (Arnstein, 1969). 

Co-design and co-creation should thus be considered fundamental for meaningful 

placemaking to occur. The user is the heart of the creative process via the co-creation 

procedures that put the non-expert in the role of designer. The non-expert and the expert 

designers together design using design innovation tools that enable the design 

conversation and the shift of responsibilities (Manzini, 2015). The fundamental values of 

placemaking lie in the collective making activity itself, which holds the socially 

transformative power for the community. The production of social capital for the 

participants happens through engagement and creation (Matarasso, 1997). Chapter 4 also 

highlights how studies demonstrate that art in public spaces goes beyond being an tool to 

embellish cities and to be a tool that creates knowledge in the local community (Guinard & 

Molina, 2018) and that ‘collaboration, connectivity, creating space and altruism can be 

potential mechanisms leading to a stronger sense of belonging, social cohesion and 

inclusion’ (Madsen, 2019, p. 25). 

It is clear from the literature that co-creative transformation can play a substantial role in 

the co-production of social resilience. ‘Social learning, participative decision making, and 

processes of collective transformation are recognised as central aspects of social resilience’ 

(Keck & Sakdapolrak, 2013, p. 14). Other scholars associate social resilience with the 

development of social capacities (Cannon, 2008). In a widely recognised article, Berkes and 

Ross (2013) identify as resilience-promoting capacities agency and self-organisation, with 

attention to connections between people and places, values and beliefs, knowledge and 

learning, social networks, collaborative governance, economic diversification, 

infrastructure, leadership, and outlook(Berkes et al., 2013). Similarly, Faulkner et al. (2018) 

define them as place attachment, leadership, community networks, community cohesion 

and efficacy, knowledge and learning. These authors note that place attachment provides 

the foundation upon which the other capacities for community resilience depend. It is 

interesting to see that some scholars and practitioners (Petrescu, Petcou, & Baibarac, 2016) 

directly relate territorial and urban activities of agency to the co-production of social 

values, and in particular to the co-production of resilience.  

Within this theoretical framework, this study aims to explore how temporary urban 

creation practices may be effective tactics to empower local communities in city-making 

and to co-producing social resilience capacities. 
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 Research gap 
Extensive bodies of research have developed an understanding of social resilience and 

temporary urbanism as two separate areas of knowledge, but there is a striking lack of 

scholarship exploring the intersection of these two fields. As discussed in the ChatterBox 

case (Chapter 4), some scholars have recently investigated the links between community-

led design of the public realm and the complexities of social resilience, identifying areas of 

contact. Although Venable-Thomas (2018) directly links placemaking and resilience, she 

also warns of the limits of aiming to create resilience through placemaking. Baibarac and 

Petrescu (2019) present extensive case studies to discuss how urban resilience is connected 

to empowerment in the governance of the urban commons. Furthermore, Voorberg, 

Bekkers, & Tummers (2014) have noted how the research on co-creation generally fails to 

identify and describe its outcomes. Confirming this lack, Puerari, de Koning, von Wirth, 

Karré, Mulder, & Loorbach (2018) state that the way in which co-creation of knowledge 

actually takes place, and the way that its impacts unfold remains little studied. Moreover, 

scholars such as Brand, Nicholson, & Allen (2019) and Lehtovuori & Ruoppila (2015) point at 

the need of further research on this area due to a gap in the literature.  

Furthermore, although the social and political dimensions of temporary urbanism are 

starting to be widely recognised by urban activists and politicians, they remain disputed and 

only partially understood (Lehtovuori et al., 2012). The interpretation of temporary 

practices as tools to enable rights to the city and the amplify voices of unrepresented 

groups, leading to widely recognised positive range of social impacts, have not been given 

enough attention and are still overlooked in traditional planning systems (Bishop et al., 

2012). 

 Contribution to knowledge 
Although, as we have seen in the literature review, triggering social innovation by making 

temporary urban projects in the public space is not new, this research aims to move the 

discourse forward by measuring systematically and qualitatively the social outcomes of the 

activities that were undertaken, and bridge the knowledge gap between temporary urban 

practices and social resilience, a gap that spans the interdisciplinary field of social sciences 

and the built environment. By throwing some light on the relationship between the 

capacities needed for a community to be resilient and what community capacities are 

fostered through placemaking activities, the research aims to explicate this process. It also 

aims to encourage practitioners to adopt this methodology and focus on the co-production 
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of social outcomes, and panners to integrate temporary urbanism into making the city and 

co-producing community resilience. 

The perspective was a long-term one. By linking many temporary interventions around the 

city, it created a continuum in the methodological development and analysis of projects’ 

impacts through an iterative process of experimental practice, observation and reflection. 

Its contribution to knowledge of this study lies in two key elements.  

Firstly, it explores in depth the social dimension of temporary urbanism, linking social 

theories in community development and capacity building via temporary urban practices. It 

shows there is a direct correlation between civic involvement, placemaking and the social 

capacities that underpin social resilience. This was achieved by systematically mapping and 

comparing the variety and diversity of responses from a wide range of urban communities – 

of differing ages and backgrounds – across different interventions. 

Secondly, it contributes to the definition of a methodology of work (practice) by identifying 

key guidelines for maximising the production of social outcomes; namely, social justice and 

community resilience capacities. The project defined the key procedures intended to serve 

as a guide to best practice that may be mainstreamed and eventually included into urban 

regeneration objectives. By implementing and correlating a variety of interventions co-

designed and built with diverse communities over an extended period of time and various 

locations across the city, the project aims to make recommendations that are deployable 

and adaptable to a variety of urban settings. 

 Research aims, objectives, questions 
This thesis has three key research aims, one related to the impacts of the practice on civic 

society, and the other two theoretical in nature. The main aim of the practice-based activity 

is to promote the right to the city and enable spatial justice in the urban context of 

Portsmouth, sowing seeds of social transformation in the city’s public realm.  

The main aims of the theoretical research were 

• to investigate in detail how the co-creation of temporary urban interventions in 

public space can be an effective engine for generating social outcomes among a 

community of participants by activating their right to the city (spatial justice) and 

promoting their social resilience capacities 
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• to define a method of work for implementing temporary architectural installations 

in public space. This method aimed to produce specific social outcomes. By 

experimenting with different models of action, the work aimed to develop 

guidelines and build new knowledge by making recommendations for best practice 

together with policy recommendations for mainstreaming the co-production of 

social capital. 

These theoretical aims were articulated in a series of objectives: 

• to undertake a series of co-created temporary installations and to improve the 

methodology of implementation iteratively 

• to implement co-creation workshops and experiment using practical design tools to 

promote social innovation and enable meaningful and effective participation 

• to experiment with and define a set of effective tools to observe, capture and 

measure the different impacts generated by the activity on the various 

beneficiaries 

• to understand and analyse the practice from the perspective of the participants on 

these activities, and iteratively reflect on the method of work 

• to analyse temporary urbanism as a social practice phenomenon, using two 

different disciplinary frameworks; namely research on social resilience and on 

temporary urbanism 

• to formulate guidelines and recommendations for practitioners for an approach to 

situated temporary urbanism. 

Although the thesis articulates a number of research questions, each developed within the 

different chapters and papers, the main research question of the entire research could be 

formulated as follows:  

How can the co-creation of temporary urban practices in the public space be a tool 
for social innovation, promoting the democratic expression and inclusion of 
unrepresented voices in the city-making process and fostering the social resilience 
capacities of local community groups? 

To answer this main question the author asked more specific questions: 

• How can temporary practices of co-creation in public spaces become meaningful 

forms of civic participation and effective tools for direct democracy, instrumental to 

the expression of the citizens’ right to the city? 
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• How can the collective endeavour of co-creating and building new urban places –

placemaking – be an effective tool for improving the social resilience of urban 

communities? 

• How can the collective effort in crafting new urban places generate a feeling that 

they own common spaces, leading to a social regeneration and sense of belonging 

of the public realm? 

• How can the co-production of social resilience be promoted and fostered by 

practitioners initiating urban regeneration and social innovation activities?  

The project initially also aimed to monitor and analyse the impacts on the wider public 

perception of the public spaces before and after the temporary installations. However, the 

lessons learned during the research development led into focusing on the understanding of 

the impacts on the participants rather than on the wider public. It also shifted to the 

participants’ social gain rather than the value of the art object in the space itself, which was 

found to offer more meaningful outcomes. Indeed, temporary urbanism and placemaking 

have been shown by scholarly research to be very important for the regeneration of urban 

spaces (Courage, 2016; Courage et al., 2020; Frenette, 2017; Markusen & Gadwa, 2016; 

Stern, 2014), but this angle of analysis became less central to my research than to 

understanding the social outcomes among the participants. Nevertheless, several before-

and-after questionnaires and interviews were collected. They aimed to capture the 

perceptions of the wider public about key features of the spaces (such as its safety and 

accessibility) with or without the artwork in it. This data offers scope for further research 

and future publications.  

 Methodology 
The investigation was a practice-based study. Experimentation, repetition, and adaptation 

were an integral part of the methodology of practice. To capture the social impacts 

generated, qualitative and quantitative data was collected via a variety of observational 

methods, and built experiential evidence of the practice, which was interpreted using social 

science tools. This section describes in more detail the research design and the data 

collection and analysis tools utilised. 

1.6.1 Research design 

The temporary urban practice methodology developed in Portsmouth was distilled through 

the consolidated practice of the Urban Living Lab (ULL), which ‘constitute[s] novel forms of 

collective urban governance and experimentation to address sustainability challenges and 
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opportunities in urban contexts through different types of partnerships’ (Voytenko, 

McCormick, Evans, & Schliwa, 2016, p. 45). As examined in Chapter 4, the European 

Network of Living Labs first described ULLs in 2013 as user-centered open systems 

structured around a thorough co-creation strategy in public–private–people collaborations, 

combining innovation processes in real-world settings (European Network of Living Labs, 

n.d.). According to Steen & van Bueren (2017), the goal of the ULL is to create, test and 

refine new urban solutions by using experimental participatory projects encompassing a 

wide variety of activities, and engaging players in a co-creation process that ultimately may 

produce social values. 

Co-creation is a fundamental moment of the urban living lab method. As has been shown in 

a literature review described in Chapter 4, Sanders and Stappers (2008) say it is an ‘act of 

collective creativity’ that includes the co-design process. Co-design is a particular moment 

of co-creation that is collective creativity applied across the span of the design process only. 

In the Urban Living Labs (ULL), creativity should be intended as a value in itself within the 

process (Gebauer, Johnson, & Enquist, 2010; Vargo & Lusch, 2018) and as one of the key 

producers of social innovation, which, accordingly to Voorberg et al. (2014) relies on open 

collaboration and participation to modify the modes of interaction between the actors 

involved and generate durable social outcomes. 

The Double Diamond design framework (Design Council, 2021) has guided this practice. As 

explained in detail in Chapter 4, a convergent and divergent, non-linear creative design 

process was employed iteratively to keep the work open to change during the progress, 

allowing us to analyse the problems encountered and seek collective responses. 

Participatory design was used to put people first in a human-centred and inclusive design 

process. 

Collaborative design tools are an essential ingredient to enable social innovation (Concilio, 

Cullen, & Tosoni, 2019). Structured around design thinking methods theories by Chasanidou 

(2015), Razzouk (2012) and Simon (2019) a set of design tools was applied to the design of 

the urban realm and played a fundamental role in establishing and facilitating clear 

communications between expert and non-expert designers (Manzini, 2015). Effective 

participation and empowerment lies in the quality and clarity of this conversation.  

With the purpose of establishing quality communication, the practice reinterpreted tools 

derived from three main design toolkits: human-centred design by IDEO.org (n.d.); the DIY 
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(development, impact and you) kit by NESTA (n.d.) and Recipes for Systemic Change by the 

Helsinki Design Lab (Boyer, Cook, & Steinberg, 2011). A list of the design innovation tools 

that structured this practice is included in Chapter 4 that focuses on the ChatterBox 

intervention, as it is this intervention that applied this methodology of work most 

comprehensively. 

The ephemeral and impermanent nature of this urban activity provides an ideal 

environment for innovation by accommodating errors. The urban legislative framework’s 

current openness also permits risky experimentation while recursive prototyping and 

evaluation permit a gradual development of optimal design solutions. 

1.6.2 Data collection and analysis  

The researchers had the opportunity throughout our temporary interventions to consider 

what had been learned from them, while also investigating their influence and the 

participants’ degree of engagement. They employed social science methods of participant 

observation, using field notes, focus groups, feedback forms and interviews, subsequently 

analysing them via coding and thematic analysis. During the observational process the 

interventions were treated as case studies and analysed using architectural research 

methodologies (Groat & Wang, 2013), leading to the creation of a comprehensive database 

of data. 

Our approach to data collection had to be adapted to the different community groups we 

were interacting with to establish a fluid conversation with them. For instance, with the 

young people from the youth club, the researchers decided to abandon the initial group 

method and instead attempted to establish a progressive connection with the club 

members by engaging them in a more flexible way, trying to capture their ideas in informal 

conversations. For example, our initial intention of using a voice recorder was actively 

disliked by the community and so the researchers abandoned it and instead used detailed 

fieldnotes that were written up during and just after the workshops.  

Another example of our adaptive practice was our use of specially designed feedback 

questionnaires to capture the engagement of primary school pupils (Appendix 2). Every 

activity was followed up by distributing feedback forms that utilise a Likert scale (from 

‘strongly disagree’ to ‘strongly agree’) to identify the perception of the pupils as well as 

open boxes to capture full comments. In one particular case, a deeply creative approach 

was used to turn feedback collection into a playful, engaging and friendly moment: when 

the researchers asked the children participating to draw their ideas and thoughts on the 
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floor with chalk (see Chapter 3). This method captured the attention of the pupils, allowing 

us to gather very interesting and meaningful feedback. Feedback was also collected 

through informal verbal and casual interaction.  

With the community group of adults the methods of data collection were very different, 

and employed more traditional tools, such as focus groups (Cronin, 2016; Morgan, 1996) 

and semi-structured interviews (Longhurst, 2003). The workshops were opportunities for 

discussion and became focus groups in themselves, with researchers collecting fieldnotes 

and audio-video recording the conversations. In the days and weeks following the 

completion of the intervention, debriefing meetings and interviews were undertaken to 

capture whether and to what degree the activities impacted on the participants. The 

interviews were either recorded or filmed. All the materials recorded were subsequently 

fully transcribed, and the transcriptions were analysed using a coding methodology to 

perform a thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2014; Terry, Hayfield, Clarke, & Braun, 2017).  

1.6.3 Ethical application 

As the research involved humans, there were ethical considerations to be met for each of 

the interventions and observational analyses. Our applications to the ethics committee of 

the University of Portsmouth with due reviews, were approved. 

 Method: The Urban Living Lab in Portsmouth 
This section describes the public space interventions promoted as part of the Urban Living 

Lab in Portsmouth, and the overall practice as it developed. We list here six temporary 

interventions although only three of them are integral part of this doctoral research. Some 

of the installations (I Don’t Roll, the Secret Garden and the Edge Pavilion) described here 

can be considered as complementary work that played an important role in supporting the 

main body of work by prototyping processes and exploring tangential aspects of temporary 

urbanism research (such as the role of Live Projects in students’ architectural education, 

parametric fabrication, and remote working). The main body of investigation in this thesis 

primarily concerns only those interventions that actively involved citizens in designing and 

making the projects; namely, #IHeartPompey, the SoundGarden and the Multicultural City 

ChatterBox. 

In 2015, the Urban Living Lab of Portsmouth launched a project called ‘Co-creation of 

Temporary Interventions in Public Space as a Tactic to Build Community Resilience’, aiming 

to promote and develop small experimental and tactical co-created temporary 

interventions in public spaces, bringing together several agents of the city, such as 
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governmental and educational institutions with non-profit organizations, architecture 

students and community groups. It started from the assumption that, in cities, there are 

abundant under-used spaces together with a lack of citizen participation in the city-making 

process. The involvement of local communities in creating the public realm can be 

beneficial both because this integrates them in the city-making process and because it 

fostered a set of social capacities that can make communities more resilient and prepared 

to face future adversities. The research project developed a long-term strategy with several 

community groups and sites across the city and subsequently attempted to measure 

qualitatively the impact of these practices on the community. 

1.7.1 Study context 

The urban strategy focused on a few sites in Somerstown, weaving a network to reach 

various locations and community groups. The sites were selected in deprived 

socioeconomic areas by negotiation with the local administration and aimed to involve local 

residents; to achieve our goal we look for redundant, marginal, neglected and forgotten 

spaces, that were in physical proximity to local community group territories (Figure 1.1). 

 

Figure 1.1. Network of temporary interventions in Portsmouth, UK 

Despite various investments in socioeconomic redevelopment programmes, Somerstown 

continues to lag behind in a variety of deprivation metrics. As explained in Chapter 3, it is 

within the top 10% most deprived areas in England (Smith, Noble, Noble, Wright, 
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McLennan, & Plunkett, 2015) and local residents continue to be locked into a poverty cycle, 

struggling to access the opportunities that are available in a growing local economy. Open 

spaces for recreation in Somerstown are limited, in the opinion of local residents’  (Slater, 

2012). 

Each of the interventions is located in a neglected public space. Such public spaces, which 

would be considered as nodes by Kevin Lynch (1960) because of their central and pivotal 

positions in the city, instead are overlooked and unused and end up being disconnected 

pieces of marginal land, and in some case used for illicit activities, that function as urban 

voids. 

1.7.2 Participants 

To date, the project has encouraged three different local (Portsmouth) community groups 

from deprived socioeconomic backgrounds to take ownership of marginal urban spaces. 

More than fifty vulnerable, marginalised people living in Somerstown have joined and 

engaged in the process. Throughout the different interventions, and therefore at different 

stages of the process, the project has involved: a group of 20 young people – ranging in age 

from of 16 to 18 years from a local youth club (#IHeartPompey); a group of 15 pupils aged 

from 12 to 13 years from a local primary school (SoundGarden) and a BAMER (Black, Asian, 

Minority Ethnic and Refugees) group of about 20 people (Multicultural City ChatterBox). A 

further description of each participant’s group, picturing its social composition, ethnic 

background, and the challenges the group faces is presented as part of the corresponding 

articles in this thesis. Common problems experienced in different degrees in all groups are 

socioeconomic deprivation, their reduced access to education and health, their social 

isolation, and their lack of economic resources. 

1.7.3 Multi-actor and interdisciplinary co-production 

The process required bringing together many different agents in the city and relied on a 

system of synergic partnerships between local stakeholders, including institutions and non-

profit organizations (Figure 1.2), enabling a dynamically evolving relationship and mutual 

interests to be created and developed. Public bodies benefit by the success of key 

outcomes such as improvements in the liveability of public space, the cultural activities, 

community engagement, civic participation and learning opportunities for students that are 

developed, the research and innovation projects generated, the network-building fostered 

between the different groups, the skills learnt and the vulnerable groups that are 

empowered. The entire process is methodologically built upon the notion of ‘collaborative 



35 
 

making’ to produce a strong symbiosis between various actors who come together with a 

common goal and mutual support.  

 

Figure 1.2. Chart of synergies between local actors 

A variety of collaborations brought experts to the process, generating creative synergies 

and competent solutions. The process relies on an interdisciplinary structure that draws on 

the expertise of various experienced researchers and a cocktail of discipline-specific 

theoretical knowledge and different forms of know-how: the architects, social scientists, 

performative artists, engineers and illustrators were brought together to make this 

research process comprehensive, able to embrace and address complexity. The 

multidisciplinary collaboration involved the following researchers: Dr Matt Smith (Applied 

Theatre), Dr Jacqueline Priego-Hernández (Social Psychology), Dr Charles Leddy-Owen 

(Sociology), Prof. Alessandro Melis, Dr Antonino di Raimo, Miss Nicola Crowson, Dr Silvio 

Caputo and Dr Phevos Kallitsis (Architecture), Dr David Begg and Dr Nikos Nanos 

(Engineering). 

1.7.4 Process  

The project was set up around a core central co-design and making phase. In its earliest 

stages, the practice identified the need for two more phases, one before and one after the 

central phase: hunting for a site and analysing the impact of the practice on the participants 

(those involved in the process of co-creation) and the wider public (anyone who enjoyed 
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the installation in the urban space). A clear method of work therefore emerged, centred on 

three key phases (Figure 1.3). The first phase was the decision where to site the 

intervention, identified via crowd mapping through an online participatory platform where 

citizens could identify neglected space and express their hopes for its use (Figure 1.4). The 

second was the co-design phase, bringing all participants together in workshops, 

culminating a collaborative building process that promoted a unique experience of 

collective making. Finally, we monitored the impact of the activity on those directly 

involved in the project (Figure 1.5). The study also monitored the perception of the wider 

public on their opinions of the public space before and after the interventions, but this 

component of the research is not included in this thesis and will be developed in the future. 

 

Figure 1.3. Methodology: key phases of the process 
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Figure 1.4. Online participatory platform diagram. Source: Guido Robazza and Phevos Kallitsis 

 

Figure 1.5. Methodology for monitoring the impacts generated by the activity 

The central ‘co-design/fabrication’ phase of each intervention was structured around the 

following steps: 
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Approach and Brief Development. In the initial stage the aims and objectives of the project 

are made clear to the participants, who are free to join the project if they wish. Participants 

engage in a discussion about the problems and opportunities of the public space, and their 

potential contribution to the project is outlined (Appendix 3). These meetings draft a design 

brief that is thereafter handed to the architectural students to elaborate concept designs. 

Concept Design. Students develop a series of design options that are presented and 

discussed with the participants. This phase may be repeated according to the range of 

options available. A ‘jury meeting’ – where the jurors are the participants – agrees on the 

stages of work on a chosen design proposition.  

Design Development. The chosen design concept is developed into a fully buildable 

installation through the iteration of co-design discussions and creative workshops, enabling 

the interaction and a decision-making dialogue between participants, researchers and the 

student team who elaborated the initial concept (Figure 1.6). The architectural students act 

as the technical arm of participants’ ideas through an iterative cycle of feedback, followed 

by amendment and validation.  

Project Management. Once the design is fully developed, the team of researchers and 

students engages in the project management stage, addressing health and safety issues, 

planning permission and risk assessments for the construction process. 

Residency Week. The construction of the installation is achieved on site during an intensive 

week of collaboration between the community, the architectural students and the 

researchers (Figure 1.7).  

Unveiling Event. A final celebration (Figure 1.8) celebrates the efforts with members of the 

public, families, local councillors and university representatives. 
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Figure 1.6. Creative co-design workshops 

 

Figure 1.7. Making activities during the residency weeks, involving community members and students 
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Figure 1.8. Celebratory events in public space for I Don’t Roll, #IHeartPompey and The Sound Garden. Photo 

credit: Matt Saxey, Guido Robazza and Andrew Whyte 

1.7.5 Timeline and short description of interventions 

Over the space of 5 years (2015–2020), the Urban Living Lab of Portsmouth has built six 

temporary installations: I Don’t Roll (2015); The Secret Garden (2016b); #IHeartPompey 

(2016a); The SoundGarden (2017) (That’s Solent TV, 2017); The Edge Pavilion (2018) and 

the Multicultural City ChatterBox (2019). A portfolio for each intervention is included in the 

appendix of this thesis (Appendix 4). Only three of these interventions, those that included 

the participation of the local community, are included in the research case studies of this 

doctoral thesis. 
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The project began in 2015 with building a small timber canopy at Whitelands woodland. A 

western red cedar tree had to be cut down to let in more light to the ground and allow 

other flora and fauna to prosper. According to the Whitelands Project manager, Jonathan 

West, and the Forestry Commission and Butterfly Conservation, the tree was affecting the 

habitat of the Duke of Burgundy, a protected butterfly. The manager decided to gift the 

tree to the Portsmouth School of Architecture. A group of 25 students was taken to the 

woodland to build a small timber canopy and several other timber objects (Figure 1.9), 

spending an entire day on this collaborative process. The experience was very positive for 

all those involved, and we planned to bring the timber to the main courtyard of the Faculty 

of Creative Industries, so that the entire university community could engage with it.  

 

Figure 1.9. Small timber canopy at Whiteland Woods 

  



42 
 

That was when I Don’t Roll came about (Figure 1.10). I Don't Roll is a spherical installation 

build with a reciprocal frame structure 3 metres in diameter and made of 400 linear metres 

of square timber posts. The design came from the winner of a student design competition, 

and it was built by approximately 20 students over an intensive workshop lasting 4 days. It 

resulted in a powerful and enriching experience and generated unexpected attention and 

delight among the staff and student community. Although it was initially intended to 

remain in place for 3 months, it was decided that it could stay for longer. Then, when its 

physical condition was so bad that could no longer be maintained, it was decided to move it 

in the summer of 2021. This experience led us to ask ourselves whether bringing our 

practice into the city public realm and involving citizens, would have a similar positive 

impact on the city and the participants in civic society.  

 

Figure 1.10. I Don’t Roll: workshop and final installation. Photo credit: Guido Robazza and Nicola Crowson 
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The #IHeartPompey project (2016) (Figure 1.11) was prompted by a clear research 

question: does the collective endeavour of making new urban places generate among 

citizens the feeling that they own it, and that they have a right to the city? What social 

outcomes could this generate? #IHeartPompey was co-created with young people from a 

youth club in a deprived area of town. Several months of creative workshops engaged these 

young people in imagining new uses for the urban spaces, producing concepts, clay 

artworks and a big urban sculpture. The project remained in place for a few years and 

became a landmark for the city centre and for many local people, as well as for university 

students. An in-depth reflection on the development of this installation is described by the 

authors in Chapter 1, and was published as: ‘Participatory design, temporary structures and 

the appropriation of urban space by marginalized youth: the problem of the Odd Triangle’ 

(Leddy-Owen, Robazza, & Scherer, 2018). 

 

Figure 1.11. #IHeartPompey workshops and final installation. Photo credit: Guido Robazza, Richard Williams and 

Joshua Brooks 
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The Secret Garden (2016) (Figure 1.12) offers a slightly different experience, as it was built 

abroad in a small town in the south of Italy. The pavilion was designed as a space where 

local residents could share books and where the local municipality could stage exhibitions 

the works of local artists. This project saw a group of 25 students travelling from 

Portsmouth and building a garden pavilion in the central square of the town of Campi 

Salentina, Puglia. The four days workshop brought a refreshing wind of international energy 

to this small town; old and young local people came to observe our work. This project 

explored the possibility of mounting an intervention from a distance. It was not possible to 

involve and engage the local community in the co-design process, though some local people 

attended construction days to meet new people. 

 

Figure 1.12. The Secret Garden workshop and final installation. Photo credit: Ciprian Selegean and Francesca 

Maria Fiorella 
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In the following year, the ULL made a SoundGarden (2017) (Figure 1.13), another co-

created pavilion positioned in an underpass in a deprived neighbourhood. The installation 

aimed to provide a space for local children to play music together. Pupils from a local 

primary school actively participated in co-designing and co-constructing the structure. The 

use of creative participatory methods engaged the pupils in intense activities, from crafting 

musical instruments using reclaimed materials, to making small-scale construction models 

of the space, to wrapping trees with colourful fabrics, sawing, hammering, drilling and 

playing music. Genuine collaboration and unbounded creativity dominated the process 

throughout the workshops and a one-week residency. This installation is still in place, 

making music and marking its presence in the city. Chapter 3 reflects on and describes the 

methods and outcomes of this process and has also been published as a paper: ‘Co-design 

as Play: Junk Sounds and Architecture in Urban Space’ (Robazza & Smith, 2022). 

 

Figure 1.13. The SoundGarden workshop and final installation. Photo Credit: Matt Saxey and Guido Robazza 
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In 2018, the ULL engaged with a parametric design process and rapid prototyping in 

developing the Edge Pavilion (Figure 1.14). The initial plan was to locate the installation in a 

protected green urban area near the seashore, to be used for watching migrating birds. The 

trajectory of this project highlighted how difficult and convoluted planning process can be 

when you need to obtain the right permission to put in place an unregulated type of 

activity. After considering these obstacles to completing the project, we relocated it and 

changed its purpose, and it became an open exhibition space for students’ work in the 

university courtyard. We were granted permission to keep it up for one year, and 

thereafter the pavilion was gifted to the organisation Artecology in the Isle of Wight. 

 

Figure 1.14. The Edge Pavilion workshop and final installation. Photo credit: Roger Forman and Guido Robazza 

  



47 
 

Finally, the Multicultural City ChatterBox (2018) (Figure 1.15) can be considered the most 

successful project in terms of community engagement in co-creational practices, thanks to 

the experience accumulated and knowledge generated during previous experiments. This 

pavilion aimed to create a new public space promoting multicultural integration and 

celebrating diversity and the local urban culture. A neglected central space was turned into 

an accessible, user-friendly space with the creation of an interactive, inclusive, and playful 

installation. The project was developed with a BAMER group, who decided on how the 

space would be used and what its purpose was, developed the concept, co-designed the 

installation down to the details and then co-fabricated it. This offered them an opportunity 

to better integrate in the city as a result of this complex production activity, which required 

them to interact and liaise with many other urban actors, and to network and to feel they 

had made a meaningful contribution to their local environment. 

 

Figure 1.15. Multicultural City ChatterBox pavilion workshop and final installation. Photo credit: Guido Robazza, 

Pepe Sánchez-Molero and Helena Kranjc 
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The next four chapters of this thesis reflect on the experience and knowledge developed 

during the practice-based research. Chapter 2 discusses #IHeartPompey, Chapter 3 

examines the SoundGarden and Chapter 4 evaluates Multicultural City ChatterBox. Chapter 

5 provides an overview of the whole practice and offers some key recommendations, 

looking at the practical measures that practitioners and activists can employ to maximise 

the social benefits of temporary urban practices.  
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Preface to Chapter 2 

Chapter 2 analyses the participatory process undertaken with the #IHeartPompey (2015) 

intervention. The discussion focuses on the co-design and construction process of the 

temporary structure in a neglected urban space. Researchers consulted and worked with 

members of a youth club in a deprived area of Portsmouth to try to enable spatial 

appropriation through participatory design. It was found that age- and class-based 

relationships greatly constrained participants’ sense of appropriation. Participants did, 

however, appropriate the co-design process in enthusiastic ways centred on the 

transgression of adult norms. The paper concludes with reflections on how constraints on 

marginalized youth agency can inhibit participatory approaches. 
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Chapter 2. Participatory design, temporary structures 
and the appropriation of urban space by marginalized 
youth. The problem of #IHeartPompey 
 

 Introduction 
This paper is based on a project undertaken in the city of Portsmouth, England, which 

aimed for appropriation of a neglected public space by members (aged 11–19) of a youth 

club in a deprived urban area. An innovative participatory design approach saw university 

staff, students and members of the Brook Club involved in 12 weeks of co-design 

workshops which sought to explore what types of temporary timber structure club 

members would like to be built in an unused urban space the researchers called ‘the Odd 

Triangle’ (Figure 2.1). Once a design was agreed upon, and voted for, by Brook Club 

members, participants were given opportunities to be involved in the construction process 

itself. Drawing on David Harvey’s (2008) notion of the ‘right to the city’, the core aim of the 

project was to ‘design the marginalized’ (Bodnar, 2015, p. 2102), in this case working-class 

children and youth, into an urban environment from which they are structurally excluded. 

As Cahill (2007, p. 299) suggests, ‘to advance the field of youth participatory research, we… 

need self-reflexive accounts of practice evaluating what works and what does not’. The 

project was only a qualified success in relation to the aim of Brook Club members’ 

appropriation of urban space. This will be argued to be largely due to the Odd Triangle’s 

situation in a stigmatized area and its related association among club members with class- 

and age-related social and spatial power-relations.  
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Figure 2.1. The ‘Odd Triangle’ site 

At the same time, this paper also provides examples of some of the surprises, complexities 

and contradictions that inevitably emerge from a participatory approach (Jenkins & 

Carpentier, 2013). In particular, the project was far more successful in the appropriation by 

Brook Club members of the participatory design process itself. This was achieved in 

expressive and enjoyable ways through the carnivalesque pushing of adult boundaries that 

characterized the club’s general social milieu and peer-group dynamics. The imaginative, 

transgressive, and oppositional ideas and practices by which the participatory element 

succeeded in destabilizing adult/youth, researcher/researched hierarchies, however, also 

carried the project further away from the researchers’ goals of spatial appropriation. It will 

be argued in the conclusion that many such ideas and practices could not have been 

feasibly designed into the classed, adult-centric city without losing their constitutively 

fantastical and transgressive character; and that the transformative aims of participatory 

projects involving adult facilitation and disadvantaged youth need to take into account the 

complex ways by which adult and class norms frame the practices, interests and desires of 

youth. 
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 Background: the Odd Triangle, Brook Club and Portsmouth 
The Odd Triangle is a slightly raised brick foundation of triangular shape measuring 

approximately 200 square metres. Situated at an intersection close to Portsmouth city 

centre, near the university and a core commercial area, it serves no specific purpose. 

Originally built by the council as a development location, it has been left vacant since the 

1980s. It is an unused, disconnected and marginal piece of land; a ‘void’, dead space 

(Doron, 2000) in contrast to the urban design surrounding it. The Odd Triangle is in the path 

of walking routes to or from the university or shopping areas and is sometimes populated 

during the night by queues for a nearby nightclub. It is situated at the end of Guildhall 

Walk, the principal location of Portsmouth’s night-time economy, which has gained a 

certain notoriety locally from alcohol-fuelled exuberance and violence (BBC, 2011). 

The proposal to build a temporary structure on the Odd Triangle emerged as a follow-up to 

a previous project organized by one of the co-authors of this paper, Guido Robazza, which 

saw architecture students from the University of Portsmouth design and construct a 

temporary timber structure on campus. Following the success of this project, Guido 

wondered whether the collegiality of this project could harness a similar collective energy if 

exported to the wider community. In particular, could a scheme of this type affect how the 

more marginalized live public space, enabling them to appropriate some of this space and 

consequently feel more included in the cityscape and built environment? Contacts at 

Portsmouth City Council were receptive to the idea, suggesting the Odd Triangle space due 

to its proximity to a deprived residential area and a local youth club, pseudonymized in this 

paper as Brook Club, whose members could be involved in the proposed design and 

construction of a temporary structure. When approaching Brook Club staff the idea was 

again received enthusiastically. 

Brook Club caters for young people aged 11–19 and aims to provide a ‘safe and happy 

environment’ after school hours. The club consists of a large kitchen, where drinks and food 

are available, four further rooms including spaces for socializing, computer and console 

access, pool and table tennis facilities, a staff office, and a small outside area with seats and 

benches. There are a number of regular weekly activities, such as cinema evenings, periodic 

workshops on topics such as ‘moving into work’, ‘healthy cooking and eating’ or bike fixing, 

and occasional days out for sporting and cultural activities. The club is situated less than 

half a mile from the Odd Triangle in Somerstown. Somerstown is close to the centre of 

Portsmouth and dominated by social housing, much of it high rise, constructed in the 

1960s. Densely populated, with little public space, it is one of the most deprived areas of 
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the city struggling to adapt itself to the socio-economic and geopolitical conditions of the 

early twenty-first century. Although in recent years Somerstown has seen a considerable 

amount of state investment in regeneration projects, much of the area remains in the 10% 

most deprived areas in England according to government indices, with one area close to 

Brook Club falling into the most deprived 1% (Department for Communities and Local 

Government, 2015). In this context, Brook Club seemed like a suitable location for the 

researchers’ aim of participatory design enabling the appropriation of urban space by the 

marginalized. The following section will lay out the principles behind this aim in further 

detail. 

 The right to the city, temporary structures and participatory design 
As Churchman (2003) argues, cities are not designed for use, particularly independent use, 

by children, who are among the least considered by urban planners and designers. The 

project sought to enable Brook Club members, as young people living in a deprived area 

with little or no voice, to ‘assert their right to the city’ (Schmidt & Németh, 2010, p. 453). 

David Harvey (2008, p. 23) suggests that the ‘right to the city’ is ‘the freedom to make and 

remake our cities’, and the project’s core goal was to facilitate club members’ appropriation 

of a particular public space in a way that would ‘design the marginalised in[to]’ the urban 

environment (Bodnar, 2015, p. 2102). The researchers hoped to achieve this aim of spatial 

appropriation by the design and construction of a temporary structure through a 

participatory process. 

As Németh and Langhorst (2014) discuss, some designers and theorists consider the 

building of temporary structures in vacant urban land to be a useful way of realizing a 

space’s latent potential. Temporary structures in public spaces, it is argued, can facilitate a 

kind of unconventional ‘“open source” urbanism’ (Misselwitz, Oswalt, and Overmeyer 2007 

cited in Colomb, 2012, p. 138) which is ‘contextual and flexible’ for city life and particular 

urban communities (Németh et al., 2014, p. 145). Temporary structures can emerge as 

swifter, more creative, and therefore potentially socially transformative, responses to the 

needs of local populations than typical (permanent or semi-permanent) urban design. 

Participatory design ‘refers to the activity of designers and people not trained in design 

working together in the design and development process’ (Sanders, 2013, p. 61), and, if 

successfully realized, involves non-professionals and non-specialists becoming equal 

partners in a design process. Previous participatory design studies involving children and 

youth have demonstrated these participants’ capacity to ‘reinvent their environments and 

imaginatively appropriate space’ (Birch, Parnell, Patsarika, & Šorn, 2016, p. 1). The design 
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and construction of a temporary structure through participatory design involving Brook 

Club members could therefore, if realized in ideal form, be creative, democratic and, in 

designing the marginalized into the city, socially transformative. 

From a research methods perspective, the project was influenced by the burgeoning 

literature on participatory research involving youth and children (Askins & Pain, 2011; 

Brownlie, 2009). This approach has argued for a ‘reconceptualization of children within the 

social sciences as active agents rather than as passive objects of research’ (Harris, Jackson, 

Mayblin, Piekut, & Valentine, 2015, p. 584), based on an ethos ‒ highly complementary to 

participatory design ‒ of ‘working collaboratively with those who are conventionally 

situated as research subjects’ (Askins et al., 2011). Such an approach, ideally, provokes ‘the 

dynamic redefinition of social relations’ (Literat, 2016, p. 1788) between ages and 

generations. Like participatory design, therefore, participatory research has transformative 

and emancipatory potential. There are, however, widely varying degrees by which this is or 

is not achieved. Such projects at their best genuinely redistribute power through equal 

decision making and effective outcomes, while less successful efforts merely reproduce 

hierarchies through tokenistic participation (Cahill, 2007; Arnstein 1969 cited in Literat, 

2016). 

From this perspective, a key advantage of the more informal youth club setting over the 

disciplinary environment of a school was the potential for voluntary and more open, equal 

and creative participation. The club provided a less formal space for participatory research 

and its facilitation, a type of ‘in between’ place outside of home and school contexts 

(Livingstone & Sefton-Green, 2016). However, as will be demonstrated below, the role of 

age-based hierarchies remained all too present in complex ways throughout the project. 

The following section will discuss the participatory design and methods planned and put 

into practice at Brook Club before introducing some of the issues that arose vis-à-vis youth 

participation. 

 Participatory design and methods 
The original research approach was to coordinate focus groups with Brook Club members. 

These would explore what members liked to do in their spare time and where, before dis- 

cussing their views on the Odd Triangle. The plan was for Brook Club participants’ views to 

be recorded and subsequently transcribed for thematic qualitative data analysis. After 

initial focus groups, before the co-design workshops, further focus groups on similar topics 

and others that emerged during this process would be held at different stages during and 
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after the project. Each group would be convened by one or more of the academic research 

team running the project. The team consisted of an architect and two sociologists, one of 

whom has considerable research experience with young people and children. 

The participatory design process involved workshops on two evenings a week over a three-

month period. The workshops’ aims were to explore what Brook Club members might want 

to build in the Odd Triangle and how and why this would be of value and potential use to 

them. Workshops were designed and facilitated by researchers and university student 

volunteers in a way that prioritized club member-led input, encouraging an open and 

creative consultation process. Student volunteers were introduced to the project as part of 

a competition in the university’s School of Architecture. Sixteen teams signed up for the 

com- petition to design a temporary structure informed by Brook Club participation 

although only eight finally partook in workshops. Two members of each team were invited 

to visit the club and run co-design twice-weekly workshops, with between three and five 

teams in the club at one time. At least two of the three researchers would be present 

during all workshops. Teams mainly consisted of master’s students although a small 

number were undergraduates or students in their year of architecture practice. They were 

usually mixed in terms of gender and ethnically diverse though with a clear skew towards 

middle-class backgrounds. Following this consultation process, designs drawn up by the 

teams would be presented to, and ultimately voted on by, Brook Club members. Members 

would then be invited to partake in the construction process. Although open and 

participatory it was envisaged that these co-design workshops would allow for similarly 

relatively formal ‒ in the sense of being clearly situated and defined ‒ recorded, and later 

transcribed, conversations. 

The researchers hoped that this approach would enable an effectively participatory 

structure for both co-design and data production. With the focus groups in particular this is 

not, however, how it worked out in practice. On the initial visit to the club the aim was to 

introduce the project to Brook Club members and obtain some preliminary views. 

Researchers arrived with carefully prepared interview guides, a photograph of the Odd 

Triangle and a voice recorder, conducting a short joint interview with two older members, 

encouraged to speak to us by club staff, in the club’s kitchen area. With the comings and 

goings of others they, and the researchers, were often distracted and interrupted. Talking 

to younger members involved a steeper learning curve. These attempted focus groups saw 

participants, again encouraged by club staff to be involved, come in and out of the room, 

perform handstands, approach and pick up the voice recorder, and push disciplinary 
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boundaries by swearing. Although many of the relevant questions were asked, and some 

useful dialogue regarding space and the Odd Triangle initiated, these younger members 

quickly took control of any conversation, discussing what they wanted to discuss, and 

asking the researchers far more questions than the researchers asked them. 

Many club members were intrigued about why researchers wanted to talk with them, and 

were enthusiastic about discussing the various topics raised, but it soon became clear that 

the club’s social dynamics did not lend themselves to the relatively formal data collection 

aimed for in focus groups (which may have worked in a formal research setting such as a 

school). The researchers were prepared, as with any qualitative fieldwork, to be flexible, 

improvisatory and pragmatic. However, it was almost immediately evident that the 

methodology would need to be more flexible and less formal than initially imagined. It was 

necessary to reconsider the research plans in the face of an unpredictable and highly fluid 

social space, particularly with regard to participatory methods and the challenging of social 

hierarchies. Before outlining how this was achieved it is useful to provide a portrait of 

Brook Club as a social space. 

 Brook Club’s ethos and a shifting participatory approach 
Brook Club has clear disciplinary boundaries regarding the use of language, violence, 

movement within particular spaces (i.e. not in the staff office), and the consumption of 

particular items (energy and alcoholic drinks are banned). However, these boundaries are 

far more relaxed than at school. Signing-in is closely monitored, but members are more or 

less free to come and go from the club and between the different rooms within it as they 

please. Although the Brook Club is doubtless a place of quiet respite for some, for much of 

the time members’ activities are geared towards enthusiastic and energetic enjoyment. The 

club’s younger boys (aged 11–15)2 tend to be rowdy and to require the most disciplining by 

staff in relation to play-fighting (and use of water or equipment such as pool cues to 

facilitate this), although many also spend time playing calmly on the club’s games console. 

The younger girls prefer less aggressive, but by no means quiet, dancing, gymnastics and 

drawing games. Older members (aged 16–19) also enjoy playing consoles and music, with 

groups of older boys, far outnumbering older girls, regularly colonizing the pool room, from 

where many move inside and outside to smoke. Much of the talk among older members is 

about the next place to obtain tobacco and other consumables, alongside discussions about 

                                                           
2 In what follows the phrase ‘younger’ boys or girls refers to 11–15 and ‘older’ refers to 16–19. These 
are more precise than the club’s complicated peer-group relations, but with analytic brevity in mind 
they reflect the most salient friendship groups and some important differences in behaviour. 
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money and bawdier references to sexual encounters. Most members, of all ages, regularly 

exchange gossip about members, acquaintances at school or local residents, with the older 

members’ gossip more likely to be sexualized and aided by mobile phone images or text. 

Members have an awareness of the club’s basic rules, and generally demonstrated a 

tremendous respect and affection for club staff. The older members involved in the brief 

focus group seemed to partake partly out of respect for a particular club worker who 

encouraged them. However, there is also a considerable amount of pushing at disciplinary 

boundaries, whether in relation to the use of profanities and extent of play-fighting or in 

relation to the exchange and consumption of contraband within or at the edges of the club. 

Brook Club’s social dynamics can therefore, much of the time, be characterized in relation 

to Bakhtin’s notion of the ‘carnivalesque’, as the normalized hierarchies of more disciplined 

spaces such as school are transgressed, albeit temporarily and often briefly, through 

physicality, bawdiness, crudity and irreverence (Grace & Tobin, 2002). Brook Club is 

constructed by these young people as a place to have fun with friends and to build and 

enact friendships and a particular sense of community, with the carnivalesque elements of 

the club’s social milieu playing a central role in this community-building. 

In this context, when reflecting on the focus groups, although many members did seem 

interested in the project, the researchers’ approach had been overly reliant on the adult 

intervention of a respected club worker encouraging members to be involved. The 

researchers had been effectively creating, or attempting to, a more adult, disciplinary space 

within Brook Club, and felt that if they could instead work in relation to members’ 

understandings of what the club was for then this would be methodologically advantageous 

and far more enjoyable for all concerned. The researchers therefore instigated an approach 

where members would have more freedom to be involved (or not) in the participatory 

design processes. The researchers’ aim henceforth would be to avoid more synthetic, and 

in this context over-formalized and hierarchical, research situations and instead embrace 

the club’s unpredictability. They would try to renegotiate their place within the club in a 

way appropriate to the environment rather than relying, in part at least, on an approach 

involving precisely the types of researcher/researched, adult/youth hierarchies the study 

aimed to destabilize. Abandoning the idea of focus groups the researchers’ instead sought 

to gradually build up a rapport with club members by variously approaching them or 

allowing them to approach the researchers during the workshops. Something that had also 

become clear from the first visit was that for many members the use of a voice recorder 

was actively disliked and affected the extent to which they were willing to be involved. This 
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led to a reconsideration of recording in favour of taking detailed fieldnotes which were 

written in situ, usually on the researchers’ mobile phones, and in far more detail following 

workshops. 

This approach was also applied to the planning and implementation of co-design 

workshops. Workshops were designed by students in consultation with academic staff to 

encourage openness, informality and unpredictability. Eight of the student teams attended 

Brook Club in the first few weeks, asking questions about what members would like to be 

built in the Odd Triangle, how they might find that building useful to them and what they 

would do in this space with the new construction. Many students brought along sketching 

pads on which they would approximate members’ suggestions or on which members could 

sketch their ideas and designs regarding the temporary timber structure. Others brought in 

building blocks, paint pots or moulding clay for the same purposes. Later in the process, in 

order to construct something close to scale simulations of their proposed design, some 

teams facilitated workshops involving the use of lolly-sticks and Blu Tack or spaghetti and 

marshmallows. It was found that younger participants were most effectively engaged with 

through these artistic, creative, often messy activities. The younger girls in particular 

relished these opportunities. Younger boys were more difficult to engage with due to the 

challenge of keeping their attention, their higher degree of mobility within the club, and 

their interest in physically rough more than artistic kinds of play. Many did get involved at 

different times though, particularly with the more persistent and confident male students 

who ‘bantered’ with them. The most effective student teams developed ideas raised in 

initial workshops and brought sketches and ideas back to Brook Club to discuss and clarify 

with members. 

Workshop participation among older members was of more mixed success, especially with 

the older boys who congregated around the club’s pool table. For most student teams it 

was easier to sit around a table consulting the same set of younger girls and boys through 

artistic activities. On observing this pattern the researchers encouraged students to try and 

engage with older members by simply approaching and getting to know them. However, 

many students were shy of the older boys. No older members ever behaved at all 

aggressively towards anyone involved in the project, but their boisterous, sometimes lewd 

behaviour was viewed as threatening by the disproportionately middle-class students 

present. It therefore initially fell more to the researchers to consult the older members on 

their views regarding the Odd Triangle, a process greatly aided by the rapport developed 

from playing pool, consoles or table tennis with them during visits. Four, more confident, 
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male students, better attuned to the playful and often highly masculinized dispositions and 

language of the older boys, also succeeded in getting to know some of them through 

bantering, playing pool or computer games. In general, as is discussed below, most of the 

older participants were less interested in the project, but the weeks over which researchers 

and this small number of students ‘hung out’ with them did involve a considerable amount 

of discussion on the topic. 

 After their initial visits most teams considered their consultations to be complete, and for 

the final six weeks it was largely left to the academic staff and the same above-mentioned 

four student representatives to continue the workshops and informal consultation, a 

situation which worked more effectively as the smaller numbers encouraged familiarity. 

Together the researchers tried to attain a ‘feel of life’ for the club (Livingstone et al., 2016, 

p. 48) and to mould the participatory process to the club’s informal, enjoyment-centred 

ethos. Although it is important not to overstate the point ‒ the researchers in particular 

remained unavoidably adult ‒ for most of those in the club during the three-month 

consultation period, especially in the final few weeks, the academic staff and the most 

persistent students graduated from being what Lawson and Elwood (2014, p. 212) term 

‘space invaders’ to something approaching ‘insiders’ ‒ people who were routinely expected 

to be seen in Brook Club. In the final few weeks the researchers were approached by 

members asking for updates on how the project was going or whether particular 

researchers or students would be returning to the club soon. Nevertheless, while some of 

the ‘traditional pattern[s] of roles and power relationships’ usually involved in designer-

child/youth exchanges (Birch et al., 2016, p. 246) were destabilized, they were certainly not 

transcended. As the remainder of this paper will demonstrate, the extent to which power 

was genuinely redistributed was very severely constrained by the abiding, broader context 

of adult power. 

 Findings 1: the Odd Triangle, stigmatization and social constraints 
A key finding from the very first day of fieldwork and one that was evident throughout the 

participatory design process, was that the site of the Odd Triangle was very problematic in 

relation to the aim of spatial appropriation. Most members recognized the photograph of 

the space presented to them but suggested that they ‘don’t go there’, indicating that this 

was an area inhabited and used by people other than them. Many immediately decided 

that whatever was built in the Odd Triangle would be abused or ‘ruined’. A group of three 

younger girls assumed that ‘naughty boys’ and ‘angry people’ would ruin the construction 

by kicking it, ‘spit[ting] on it’, putting chewing gum on it and ‘trashing’ it. Their initial ideas 
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for a temporary structure involved an emphasis on security, focusing on the need for CCTV 

cameras and walls to protect whatever was built there (one suggested that the project 

should construct ‘a bin with a camera in it’). Older members stated that those attending 

neighbouring bars and nightclubs in the evening would ‘smash it up’ and/or urinate on it. 

Project members repeatedly assured club members that the timber would be far too strong 

for an individual to break by hand or foot, but to little avail. 

As discussed above, Guildhall Walk is an area notorious locally for drunken revelry and 

violence, and the young people in Brook Club were evidently aware of this reputation 

(whether in relation to ‘naughty boys’ or inebriated adults). Participants’ reactions were no 

doubt partly symptomatic of an awareness of the broadly held stigmatization of this area, 

although they could also be explained by specific socio-spatial relationships involving age 

and class. Researchers’ early discussions with members, in which researchers asked them 

where they went to enjoy themselves in their spare time, made it clear that the Odd 

Triangle, although very near Somerstown from the perspective of more mobile adult lives, 

was a long way outside what members considered to be their space. Younger members 

discussed spending most of their time at school, Brook Club or in particular parks and 

playgrounds. Older members suggested similarly limited mobility, restricted to the local 

area, colleges and places of employment, and occasionally to nearby shopping centres. 

Participants had little or no significant relationship with the Odd Triangle other than 

through its reputation, with no imperatives existing, whether from leisure, employment or 

education, for them to regularly encounter the site. 

Spatial relationships and constraints therefore meant that an area less than half a mile 

away from where most members lived felt radically separate. As Hyndman (2012, p. 248), 

drawing on Massey, argues: ‘mobility is inherently political’, with our subjectivities shaping 

and constraining which places seem significant, salient and open to us. Age and life-stage 

are evidently important regarding participants’ lack of mobility, and Valentine (2004) finds 

evidence in contemporary Britain for the widespread transmission from parents to children 

of fear regarding public spaces. Studies of relationships between class and space also 

demonstrate that while the middle classes are more mobile, have control over their 

mobility and live lives involving a ‘spatial reach’ far beyond their ‘contiguous 

neighbourhood’ (Smith 1993 cited in Morley, 2000, p. 197), those living in more deprived 

areas, especially children (Sutton, 2008), are considerably more restricted in their use of 

space. Furthermore, such children are found to demonstrate a greater sensitivity towards 

the potential for violence and risk than children from more affluent backgrounds (Sutton, 
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2008). In this context it is unsurprising that initial discussions did not provoke responses to 

chime with the more radical ideals of temporary urban design. Indeed, the very non-

permanence seen by many designers as a strength was interpreted as unsuitably fragile for 

this type of unruly and insecure adult space. The cynical views voiced from day one of 

fieldwork regarding the structure’s future coupled with the sense of dislocation from the 

Odd Triangle meant that the project’s aim of spatial appropriation faced formidable 

obstacles. Participatory design can be relevant at each stage of a design process, but 

Sanders (2013) argues that for maximum impact in terms of societal value, equal 

participation should be a core feature from project inception. Participatory research 

involving young people has likewise demonstrated the benefits of involving participants in 

each stage of the research process inclusive of ‘problem identification’ (Cahill, 2007, p. 

301). Brook Club members’ involvement in spatial appropriation was therefore ‘executory’ 

in character ‒ that is, task-based with regard to a pre-designed project– rather than 

structural in terms of their agentic involvement in setting the project’s general parameters 

(Literat, 2016). The researchers’ arrival at the club with a pre-arranged, problematic site 

thus violated some core principles from both research and design participatory 

perspectives. However, recognizing that these principles are ideals and very rarely 

consistently achieved, the researchers did not wish to treat this problem as necessarily 

terminal to the project’s aims, particularly as many club members clearly remained keen to 

participate in the project. Soon the participatory process became enveloped within the 

Brook Club’s general atmosphere of play, sociability and enjoyment. 

 Findings 2: the Odd Triangle, imagination and transgression 
The scope of the project ‒ a temporary timber structure ‒ was continuously restated to 

club members. However, the expression of wide-ranging, imaginative and fantastical ideas 

became central to the participatory design process, dominating the sketches, drawings and 

models produced through workshops. By far the most popular idea among younger 

members was a space dedicated to play of some kind, and many workshops were spent 

drawing, moulding and colouring-in potential designs. Ideas included a hangout with 

consoles at the top of a treehouse type structure, a slide leading to a trampoline, a slide 

going across the busy road neighbouring the site, a ‘massive statue for climbing’, and a zip 

wire from Brook Club. The last of these, although fantastical, firmly situated the Odd 

Triangle in relation to club members’ lives in Somerstown, again suggesting localized 

constraints on participants’ sense of mobility and agency. Some of the most popular ideas, 

such as access to consoles and climbing frames, were notably similar to what was available 
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more locally in Brook Club or nearby playgrounds. Every co-design workshop with younger 

participants saw disciplinary boundaries pushed through swearing, references to sex and 

bodies or the giving of scatological nicknames to researchers. Workshops were interspersed 

with (often obscene) gossip and sometimes involved the defacement or temporary stealing 

of materials such as pens and other such playful challenging of adult authority. 

Many of the suggestions from older members, usually expressing their views verbally rather 

than through visual media, were more prosaic in nature. In contrast to the younger 

participants’ focus on their own play and enjoyment they were more concerned with the 

wider community than their own needs. Suggestions included the construction of a 

homeless shelter or amenities for late-night revellers such as a smoking shelter. These ideas 

were primarily altruistic, and often seemed to be a polite response to researchers’ requests 

rather than representing meaningful interest. The response by one older participant, when 

probed for further details about the suggestions he had made, of screwing up his face and 

saying ‘I’ll have to get back to you on that’ became a running joke. 

The only ideas of older members involving their ownership of the site were usually tongue-

in-cheek and fantastical. Examples included a Tardis-like3 structure in which a pool-hall 

would be situated, a swimming pool or a statue of a friend of theirs. Other ideas were 

profitand prestige-oriented, such as a museum or a bar (with an alcohol licence running 

later than other nearby establishments) for which they could charge entry fees. Some older 

male members only discussed, or were attentive to, consultations involving particular 

female students who they apparently found attractive. Just as younger members pushed 

boundaries during their workshops, discussions with older boys were peppered, in the 

background or directly within conversation, with references, innuendo or otherwise, to sex 

and substance use. This transgressive, boundary-pushing behaviour was more adult-

oriented than the behaviour of younger members, involving as it did the confident adoption 

of, or references to, adult behaviour and practices seen as inappropriate for children. As 

conversations continued, it became clear that the process of discussing the Odd Triangle 

and conversing with researchers and students was an enjoyable experience for many older 

club members, but that any appropriation of the space for their own purposes or needs was 

not being treated very seriously by most. 

                                                           
3 The Tardis is the time-travelling vessel of science-fiction character Doctor Who. It is famous for 
looking small from the outside but being large on the inside once entered. 
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Many Brook Club members’ responses to the co-design process could therefore be 

described as playful if we consider play to be a practice with ‘no external goal guiding’ it 

(Birch et al., 2016, p. 249). For members of all ages there was little indication that they 

considered the actual feasibility of many of their ideas to be important. The most interested 

and enthusiastic involvement occurred in relation to these more fantastical and imaginative 

suggestions in the context of the continuous reaffirmation of an ethos and community 

founded on the pushing of disciplinary boundaries. Members’ focus on enjoyment and their 

routine acts of transgression during workshops suggest the enacting of particularly 

oppositional youth ‒ perhaps specifically working-class youth ‒ identities (Archer, 

Hollingworth, & Halsall, 2007; Willis, 1978). Even the older members’ more adult-oriented 

conversations and ideas largely adopted and mimicked transgressive, hedonistic adult 

behaviour rather than the ‘respectable’ behaviour associated (in the middle-class popular 

imagination at least) with adult middle-class norms. Therefore, class- and age-related 

effects were crucial again in aiding the appropriation of the co-design process if not the 

Odd Triangle itself. 

In effect, Brook Club members collectively shifted the terms of the participatory approach 

away from the researchers’ original aims (cf. Cahill, 2007). Rather than the more typical 

pattern found in participatory research of adults constraining young people’s participation 

in relation to adult norms (e.g. Livingstone et al., 2016), one danger of which is the 

manufacturing of ‘a more-or-less acceptable form of [youth] voice’ (Kraftl, 2013, p. 15), 

here it was found that by adapting the project to the ethos of Brook Club the researchers’ 

aims were being distorted by youth participants. While some ideals of youth participatory 

involvement as participant-driven were being adhered to in terms of ‘free experimentation 

and play’ (Clark, 2011, p. 333), as the project gravitated towards participants’ interests the 

extent to which researchers were facilitating spatial appropriation became secondary to, 

and sometimes effectively absent from, the project. From this perspective, club members, 

by appropriating the participatory process and redefining its parameters, were effectively 

achieving structural rather than merely executory involvement (Literat, 2016). At the same 

time, however, the workshops also demonstrated how the club’s peer-group dynamics 

ultimately remained bound up with, and routinely reactive to, adult social hierarchies, 

albeit largely through their transgression. The conclusion will discuss this point in further 

detail following a discussion of the project’s final stage. 
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 Findings 3: the final design and construction process 
Following three months of workshops, Brook Club members were presented with 11 final 

designs by students and researchers over two evenings before a deciding vote, with 

individual members naming a top three. The club was abuzz during this period, with the 

voting process setting off its own interesting dynamic. Many older members took great 

pleasure in assuming positions of apparent expertise, with some adopting the authoritative 

role and language of TV competition judges (see The X-Factor or Dragons Den), through, for 

example, their use of phrases such as ‘it has to be a no to that one from me’. They thus 

both parodied and adopted hierarchical positions associated with adult wealth, power and 

prestige in a way that was knowingly discordant with the setting and stakes of the process. 

The winning design, by a considerable margin, was #IHeartPompey4 which combined the 

elements of play and local utility threaded through the consultation process. 

#IHeartPompey is built from timber and shaped like a heart (Figure 2.2). The structure is 

designed to have a swing hanging from its apex and includes slats in which clay tiles can be 

placed. A significant disappointment following the adoption of the #IHeartPompey design 

was the rejection by local government bodies of the swing component on health and safety 

grounds. Some of the younger members in particular were disappointed by this absence 

which greatly reduced the potential for play. The tile-creation process, however, was very 

successful in enabling a sense of ownership for many of these participants, with tile 

workshops at Brook Club providing another messy and enjoyable experience. Using paints 

and moulds, members stamped their ownership on the tiles and ultimately the 

#IHeartPompey construction, creating personalized tiles and others representing Brook 

Club, Portsmouth or Britain. The altruism that ran through all of the researchers’ dealings 

with club members was 

                                                           
4 ‘Pompey’ is a slang term for the city of Portsmouth. 
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Figure 2.2. The #IHeartPompey temporary structure. Photo credit: Charles Leddy-Oven 

demonstrated by participants making tiles for friends who could not attend on the evenings 

in question. The carnivalesque aspect remained present, however, with some younger 

participants (usually only temporarily) writing crude phrases into the clay.  

Although researchers attempted to encourage as many older Brook Club members as 

possible to get involved in the construction of #IHeartPompey, only three attended over 

the four days of construction. These members were engaged with by students and staff, 

who were friendly and welcoming throughout, but they only stayed for half a day on the 

first and only a few hours on the second day, without returning during the final two days of 

construction. The participant who had attended the longest period of time later grumbled 

to one researcher, in front of several other club members, that they had found the 

construction work ‘boring’. This specific rejection may have been another expression of the 

general anti-adult ethos characteristic of Brook Club, or it may be that the prestige and 

empowerment found to be central to many older participants’ ideas and desires during the 

design process was not sufficiently met by the types of manual labour involved in the 

construction (sawing, screwing in nails, and so on). 

For the official opening of #IHeartPompey seven Brook Club members, mostly younger 

participants, attended. Three younger girls who had been very involved in the workshops 

seemed to enjoy themselves, but others present spoke about the structure in very 

derogatory terms. An older club member suggested that she now regretted the inclusion of 
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her name in one of the tiles. Three younger boys expressed especially harsh views, with one 

describing the structure’s shape as a ‘retarded heart’. These boys sat for a few minutes, at 

the edges of the Odd Triangle, facing away from the construction looking bored, before 

leaving. Everyone the researchers spoke to continued to discuss the likelihood of its 

destruction and the futility of the ‘no climbing’ signs (one member made a show of, 

although ultimately did not go ahead with, the act of climbing it herself). Another two older 

members visited towards the end of the launch event. Asked whether they liked 

#IHeartPompey, they replied that they did, stating with pride that they had voted for this 

design, before affectionately calling Guido a ‘dude’ and leaving (they had been present for 

less than a minute). 

 

 

Figure 2.3. Vandalized tiles on #IHeartPompey. Photo credit: Charles Leddy-Owen 

In the days and weeks following the project researchers spoke again to Brook Club 

members. Many expressed a sense of pride and ownership in #IHeartPompey thanks to 

their involvement in the design, the voting process, and the inclusion of their tiles. 

However, there is no escaping the fact that their attitude towards the project was sceptical, 

often cynical. No member suggested that they used the space, although some hoped it 

would be useful for smokers coming out of nearby clubs when it rained. One of the most 

discussed and agreed-with comments during a post-construction visit to the club was made 

by an older member who suggested that the slats of the structure would be useful for the 

stashing of drugs by dealers and users in that area. The ever-overriding concern from these 
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visits was the structure’s ultimate ruination. At the time of writing #IHeartPompey remains 

intact, although in March 2017 most of its tiles were vandalized (Figure 2.3). Members’ 

perceptions and suspicions surrounding this adult space, coloured by violence and crime as 

they were, were thus partly vindicated. 

 Conclusion 
As Allen and Hollingworth (2013, p. 502) note, ‘not all subjects can “lay claim” to places’ 

equally. For Brook Club members, interrelating social and spatial conditions were not ripe 

for their appropriation of the Odd Triangle, during or after the design and construction of 

#IHeartPompey. In previous studies designers have reported children and youth to be ‘free 

from many constraints imposed by the adult world’ (Birch et al., 2016, p. 252), but although 

imagination and creativity were central to the participatory design process, it was the 

young members of Brook Club rather than the adult designers who felt constrained by a 

space they considered to be unruly, adult and violent. Relationships involving space, life-

stage and socio-economic location delimited the extent to which members could personally 

invest in each of the project’s stages, meaning that most members did not feel ‘designed 

in[to]’ the city (Bodnar, 2015, p. 2102) by the end of the project to the extent that the 

researchers had hoped. While previous participatory research involving children suggests 

that ‘messy’ interactions involving creative and artistic methods are particularly effective in 

enabling socially transformative research (Askins et al., 2011), the difficulty of constructing 

a representation of Brook Club member’s ideas, coupled with the requirement for the 

design and construction of a safe, officially-sanctioned structure in the adult city, effectively 

tidied up many of the messy and creative elements produced during the workshops. While 

temporary structures are rightly considered to provide flexible and context-specific uses of 

vacant spaces for urban communities (Németh et al., 2014), they can evidently also have 

their limitations in relation to particular social groups and locations. 

Though the aim of spatial appropriation was, at best, a qualified success, the participatory 

design process was undoubtedly appropriated in relation to the peer-group dynamics of 

Brook Club. While playing with, mocking or rejecting, in part or in whole, the aims of the 

project, Brook Club members agentically negotiated and reaffirmed youth identities and a 

sense of community founded upon these same practices of playing, mocking and rejecting. 

Although the overall project did not finally redistribute power in any sustained way, age- 

and class-based hierarchies were nevertheless temporarily, contingently destabilized, as 

researchers, students and club members alike adapted the participatory methods to the 

club’s ethos. In this way, from an analytic perspective focusing on expressive more than 
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instrumental dimensions of participation (Kraftl, 2013), a degree of youth agency was 

enabled, with fieldwork demonstrating slippages between structural and executory 

participation (Literat, 2016). At the same time, however, it is important to note that such 

agency was limited, as youth participation remained consistently reactive to adult norms; 

and when the project was most effectively participatory, as club members shifted the 

project’s parameters, the aim of spatial appropriation fell further away. Therefore, while 

the Odd Triangle’s location constrained youth involvement in the project, when 

participatory facilitation was more effective this constrained the project’s more 

transformative, sustainably redistributive goals. 

It is possible that youth rather than adult facilitation could have helped reduce some of the 

oppositional, transgressive dynamics during the co-design process. These may have been 

encouraged by the mere presence of adult facilitators, regardless of how informal or open 

workshops were, as well as by the fact that the research site was adult-controlled and thus 

may have provoked this particular peer-group response. However, even if the resources 

required for such an approach had been available, it is unclear whether peer facilitation, by 

shifting adult control a step or two further away, would have significantly altered the 

interests and motivations of club members, shaped as these are by broader disciplinary 

frameworks and expectations; or whether research outside of an adult-controlled site or 

institution would have been practically and ethically feasible. It is also unclear whether a 

less oppositional outcome would be desirable, somehow more genuinely agentic, or, again, 

at all sustainably redistributive of power; especially given that peer researchers often adopt 

adult social mores, effectively ‘policing’ their peers in a research context (J. Barker & 

Weller, 2003), as was briefly seen in the present project during the vote for the final design. 

With those questions in mind, this paper argues that those engaged in participatory design 

and research with transformative aims should recognize that, in the context of abiding 

adult power, youth and adult relationships and perspectives are sometimes structurally 

irreconcilable. From a design perspective, club members’ interests and motivations were 

perhaps not representable anywhere in the city without the domestication of their 

transgressive, imaginative and fantastical character to (middle-class) adult norms. The 

symbolic space in which these playful, imaginative, often oppositional ideas were located, 

and in relation to which a sense of community in Brook Club was constructed, rendered 

these ideas impossible to represent in the adult city without the loss of much or all of their 

constitutive playful and oppositional character. Any design and temporary structure would 

inevitably involve participants’ ideas being refracted through the classed and adult rules, 
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norms and practices which strictly regulate urban space, with the more carnivalesque ideas 

furthermore raising some important ethical issues (cf. Vanderbeck, 2008). Ultimately this 

paper’s findings suggest that those aiming for genuinely transformative redistributions of 

power through child/youth participatory approaches need to be careful about 

underestimating the extent to which marginalized young peoples’ interests, enjoyment and 

desires are framed by adulthood, and by social inequalities and power-relations with deep 

and durable structural foundations. 
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Preface to Chapter 3 

This chapter reflects on the challenges and discoveries in the process of designing and 

building the SoundGarden (2017), a junk music play installation (making music using 

instruments made from junk objects) in a neglected underpass in the heart of Somerstown, 

Portsmouth, UK. The authors discuss the challenges of working on co-design with groups of 

students from Priory School, a secondary school, in collaboration with students from the 

University of Portsmouth. A series of creative responses and methods are explored and 

critically discussed; including modular design, junk music play, practical making, and the 

extension of the ‘classroom’ into the site-specific setting of an underpass contained by a 

roundabout. The project evaluation suggests a positive outcome within the context of 

community applied practices in architecture and community music. The voice of the 

participants is captured from written and graffitied words and phrases composed by the 

students. The article aims to present how we can apply projects in an interdisciplinary way, 

involving making and doing that is noisy, playful and impactful in an urban setting. The 

objective of the SoundGarden is to positively impact the urban environment and increase 

participation in music and creative activities for young people. The article reflects on the 

efficacy of the project regarding how temporary interventions in urban spaces can impact 

on communities, participants and their experiences and thoughts about community and 

urban futures.  
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Chapter 3. Co-Design as Play: Junk Sounds and 
Architecture in Urban Space. The case of the 
SoundGarden 
 

 Introduction 
‘Let’s make some noise!’ is a shouted invitation by the facilitator to a group of participants 

as he delivers junk music workshops. This invitation is a challenge to bring new noise and 

new energies into spaces and places. This junk noise making (Smith, 2008) involves rhythm-

based drumming on plastic containers with sonic explorations using a myriad of recycled 

materials. Greg Hainge in Noise Matters (2013, p. 23) emphasises that noise co-exists within 

cultural networks as a relational entity. Hainge’s sonic ontology presents noise as a fluid, 

operating within and between boundaries. Purposefully making a noise intervention in 

urban space disrupts quotidian sounds, problematizes sonic experience within, around and 

seeping through spaces, between objects. This disruption of urban space with noise and 

positive intentions was one of the key aspects explored in the SoundGarden project. The 

aim was to make noisy architectural interventions in an urban space that was underused 

and antisocial. Throughout this article we discuss, the issues of how the use of junk 

instruments creates ‘noisy architecture’, generates interactions and changes urban space. 

The discussion looks at how a collaborative project in the community using junk sounds and 

architectural design affects participants. The focus of this reflective article is the 

development of the project up until the culmination of a weeklong residency in which a 

large crowd assembled to listen to the SoundGarden and then interact with the structure 

themselves. After this event, there were some less positive aspects of vandalism, complaint 

and vulnerability of the SoundGarden structure. Discussed in this account are the issues 

around a noisy architectural intervention in urban space and the responsibility around this 

type of creative work. It is clear that in this project noise was not a benign force or element, 

but a very active aspect of the practice often responsible for some of the issues. These 

‘noise matters’ (Greg Hainge, 2013) are part of the project at the time of writing as the 

structure is still making noise beyond the energies of its co-creation. Other studies have 

emphasised the need for young people to make noise within urban environments and 

highlight the need to appropriate these sites for these activities (Bloustien & Peters, 2011, 

p. 190). It is clear after this project that young people like to be heard in urban space and 

this is something we should pay attention to.  
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The situation for young people’s involvement in urban design is rather poor and as Freeman 

and Tranter (2012, p. 6) suggest children are not part of the process and ‘in planning and 

design most spaces ignore children as users. In the SoundGarden project the intention was 

to put children at the heart of the process through creative participation and so enable 

more meaningful participation in urban design for the young people. Kimbro et al. (2011, p. 

675) suggest that to counter the poor trends in children’s place in urban planning there is a 

need ‘for safe, open spaces near homes in urban areas for poor children’ which should 

include ‘outdoor activities, community-based programs which seek to facilitate trust and 

neighbourhood social networks’. The recommendations of Scott (2010, p. 23) based on case 

studies globally suggests that children need spaces to explore and also play to counter the 

poor provision of play in the UK context. This sense of play can be combined with learning 

goals when the ‘informed environment’ is considered when working with young people. 

This environment can ‘encourage active learning across body mind and spirit’ (Taylor, 2009, 

p. 31). For the young people involved according to the findings and recommendations of 

Taylor (2009) architecture can promote active learning and increase positive citizenship. 

This inclusion of young people in a ludic space which remoulded urban space is a theme 

developed through this articles discussion.  

The SoundGarden project conducted in 2017 was led by senior lecturers in Architecture and 

Applied Theatre at the University of Portsmouth, developing a co-created music installation 

located in an underused open space in Somerstown, Portsmouth. The installation aimed to 

provide an accessible and user-friendly urban ‘orchestra’ made of several sound-producing 

‘junk’ instruments to facilitate the musical inclusion of children in the local community. It 

involved collaborators and participants organising a series of workshops led by 

interdisciplinary practitioners, delivering an intensive project in a one-week residency 

where University of Portsmouth architecture and drama students’ collaborated with 

schoolchildren from Priory School, Portsmouth. The teacher who led the school 

involvement was the Head of Expressive Arts. The project was developed as a partnership 

of local stakeholders including the University of Portsmouth, Portsmouth City Council, 

Priory School and Portsmouth Music Hub. 

The project was the third iteration of the work of the Portsmouth School of Architecture 

into promoting and developing architectural interventions in urban public spaces looking at 

co-design and co-creation processes (Robazza, 2020). The authors began collaborating at 

the celebrations of the architectural installation #IHeartPompey (2015), when delivering 



75 
 

junk noise playing with a student group as part of #IHeartPompey’s unveiling. There were a 

number of phases to the SoundGarden project to enable co-creation involving junk band 

workshops, modular architecture workshops as well as the one-week residency. A clear aim 

from the start of SoundGarden was that the creative way of working would collaboratively 

and inclusively involve all participants from both institutional educational spaces. Another 

aim was making and crafting urban spaces as a matter of care of the city, as a way to 

actively participate in crafting one's own surroundings. This connected to how we explored 

the impact on wellbeing and ownership, developing from the act of making collectively. The 

less tangible aspects, involving the wider public and community who interacted with the 

final structure, were hard to capture, even though this was partially attempted via a survey 

and video monitoring.  

 Methods 
This project was conducted as a practice research project foregrounding the use of creative 

methods in inclusive architecture and drama to engage the participants. The methods 

described were adopted to manage the short time frame and availability of the 

participants. The interpretative methods are based on embodied discussions of the practice 

as both the authors were lead artists in the field of the practice. Informal discussions and 

anecdotal observations form much of the capturing of this project. Overall the data and 

findings are qualitative and based on experiential evidence of practice. This work was 

conducted as part of the Creative and Cultural Industries commitment to widening the 

reach and civic duty of the university through local community projects. 

The project engaged the group of participants in a sequence of pre-designed key activities 

including two approaching ‘Taster sessions’, a ‘Co-design workshop’ and a five days 

‘Construction workshop’. The project included quantitative and qualitative evaluation of 

the engagement of the young people and the wider community. The research employed 

different methods embedded in an interactive, participatory and creative approach to 

research involving young people. We were well aware of the issues involved as described 

by Askins & Pain (2011) as part of the complex space of participation. Bespoke feedback 

questionnaires were designed for each of the activities, following a very simple and user-

friendly structure, setting up a Likert scale (from strongly disagree to strongly agree), with 

smiley faces and a small box for open comments. In some cases more informal feedback 

was also collected through verbal interaction and using creative approaches, such as asking 

children to draw with chalk on the floor. Throughout the project, researchers took 

fieldnotes during the activities (on paper and on their phones), as a mean to capture the 
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key moments. These specific methods were employed throughout the activities, including 

the taster sessions, co-design workshops and construction workshop: participant 

observation, visual questionnaires simultaneous to activities, movement-detection devices 

for filming, semi-structured qualitative interviews and focus groups. 

Ideally, co-production would imply an egalitarian (in lieu of a hierarchical) production 

mode—one that is an active, or pro-active attitude of all parties involved. Collective 

endeavour and awareness-making are, therefore, indispensable (values) to understanding 

the embodied nature of the co-production of a public artwork (Zebracki & Palmer, 2018, p. 

6). These authors note in their introduction to Geographies of Co-Production the contextual 

pressures on public art making endeavours. Co-production is multi-faceted and complex 

involving wider issues around belonging, citizenship and ownership. The university was at 

the time of the project developing research initiatives in regard to citizenship and its role in 

the wider community. The experience developed with #IHeartPompey installation offered 

significant insights on participatory and community engagement processes with young 

people (Leddy-Owen et al., 2018). We were aware that the project would affect the bodies 

of participants and this could be produced through egalitarian methods. The powerful 

feelings that making a significant public art intervention can engender in individuals was 

recognised and certainly in SoundGarden rather pronounced. The final structure 

encouraged haptic experience, as it was full of kinetic junk instruments and this meant that 

the ownership of the installation was very much in the ‘hands’ of the local populace. The 

process of SoundGarden also felt ‘transgressive’ in the way that it inhabited a contested 

and issue ridden urban space. This transgressive approach to space and place relates well to 

cultural geographer Tim Cresswell’s concept of transgression (1996) where counter 

narratives rub up against the overwhelming ideologies found in place-making.  

3.2.1 The context: participants and location 

The installation was built within a short distance of Priory School, in Somerstown, a 

residential area of the city of Portsmouth, UK. The project targeted young people within the 

age range of 12-13 years as this is a key age when ideas, musical preferences and self-

identification are formed. As described by Laiho (2004), music is a resource for young 

people that can assist with emotion regulation and develop safe strategies for mental 

health and well-being while youth are going through turbulent periods in their life. Priory 

School is a mixed 11-16 secondary school with around 1200 students from diverse 

backgrounds and presents a higher than average proportion of students supported by pupil 

premium funding. Just under half of all pupils attending Priory qualify for this additional 
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money. Research by Cullinane and Montacute (2017) indicates that 76% of parents say that 

their children regularly participate in extracurricular activities, which include sport and non-

arts cultural activity. However, there are often significant costs associated with 

extracurricular opportunities, which in conjunction with financially challenging situations, 

put our target group at a distinct disadvantage in relation to extra-curricular musical 

participation. Furthermore, the provision of musical education and inclusion is in constant 

decline within the education system. Figures taken from the National Statistics on School 

Workforce in England (Department for Education, 2017) show that since 2010 the number 

of all arts subjects teachers in schools has fallen by 15%, and Music subjects has 8% fewer 

teachers with a decline of 8% in hours taught. Therefore, the opportunities for musical 

development and inclusion for this group is dramatically reduced. 

According to a detailed description from the head of expressive arts at Priory School: 

‘Musical instrument take up at Priory has always been historically quite low. Some 

improvements have been done, but there's still a rooted fixed mind-set that music is ‘not 

for m’” or ’I'm not musical’. I envisage that a project such as this will take steps in the right 

direction with regards to inclusivity ethos and will genuinely engage and improve the local 

community and environment. It will be an exciting journey with a tangibly beneficial 

outcome’ (personal communication). 

The SoundGarden musical installation is situated in the geographical core of Somerstown. 

Despite investment in social and economic regeneration initiatives in previous years, the 

area as a whole continues to perform poorly across a range of deprivation indicators. 

According to the 2015 Index of Multiple Deprivation (2015), Somerstown is in the top 10% 

most deprived areas in England. Low levels of skills and income, and high unemployment, 

have meant that the residents of Somerstown continue to be excluded from opportunities 

offered by Portsmouth’s growing economy. A local authority consultation with residents in 

this area found that a lack of open space used for recreation was a common concern 

(Slater, 2012).  

3.2.2 Taster sessions: Junk Orchestra and Towering Tower 

The first engagement activity with young people from Priory happened through two parallel 

taster sessions, one exploring noise making and one making physical towers. The purpose 

of the workshops was to introduce the children to the two main creative areas of 

architecture and community music. These sessions aimed to involve a wide cohort of 

students and identify a few of them who would engage in the following stages. University 
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lecturers and students facilitated approximately eighty Priory School pupils who were 

involved in the activities, in two groups of forty students. The Junk Orchestra session was 

led by the University researcher in Performative Arts and university students. A set of noise 

making junk objects were distributed in a circular arrangement in the big open space 

provided by the drama studio. The forty pupils joined in, sitting with a specific junk object 

and started familiarising themselves with how to play the dissonant object (Figure 3.1). The 

Towering Tower architecture taster session was led by university researchers and students 

in architecture, and aimed to engage the pupils with a few basic structural principles and 

required them to playfully build paper card towers as tall as possible, with the aid of 

staples. The task set up the challenge for the pupils to create tall and beautiful structures. 

The forty students were divided in teams of three to four and started building and engaging 

with the activity. At the end of the session the lecturers commented on the towers’ 

structural integrity (Figure 3.1). Priory schoolteachers attended the session and also took 

part. 

 

Figure 3.1. Left: Junk music session. Right: Towering tower session 

After the two taster sessions, the Priory head of expressive arts followed up with the 

students who demonstrated a keen interest in taking part in the subsequent stages of the 

design and making process. The next stage was described to the students in more detail. 

Approximately fifteen students volunteered to join the next stage and through a series of 

other workshops, design and build the urban music installation. Architecture students from 

the University of Portsmouth worked on a modular model system that was playful and 

engaging enough to develop the children’s architectural ideas. From this, the SoundGarden 

could be initially conceived, and the structured idea of the modular framework for the 
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structure that contained the instruments was designed. The modular structure was 

proposed and used as a method in which the children could effectively have a significant 

impact in determining the design output of the installation. A simple enough physical 

modular system could create different spaces and mould as flexibly as possible engaging 

pupils in spatial thinking about space and physical relationships between different sound 

making objects (junk instruments) then seemed relevant and appropriate (Figure 3.2). 

3.2.3 Co-Design Workshop 

The co-design workshop was the first step into the co-design activities. Pupils were 

encouraged to play with a miniature modular system model that simulated the future 

actual constructive system. The construction game was based on a system of timber joints 

and beams that could be attached through pins. This system resembles the toy system 

Meccano but readapted with the measures needed for its workshop purpose (Figure 3.2). 

The workshop involved the participation of about ten pupils, assisted by three lecturers and 

four university students (Figure 3.3). The session started with an introduction where the 

facilitator explained the aims of the day, making clear that young people should assume the 

‘mantle of the architect’ in the workshop and design a music installation using the 

construction game (Figure 3.4).  

 

Figure 3.2. Left: Construction game. Right: Modularity system 

https://drive.google.com/open?id=12dL6jMoqg2YraLDXbs0dLCjBFAzJ9cdJ&authuser=guido.robazza@port.ac.uk&usp=drive_fs
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Figure 3.3. Co-design workshop 

 

Figure 3.4. Co-design workshop outcome models 
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Figure 3.5. Co-design workshop outcome models alternatives 

This playing of the expert role was welcomed by the participants who engaged consistently 

in the design tasks and gave very positive feedback. This idea of assuming the ‘mantle of 

the expert’ was influenced by drama educator Dorothy Heathcote (1995) and her concept 

and activity of role playing. Playing the role of the expert empowers the participants in 

gaining confidence within a generative process of making and problem solving.  

The university students facilitated the process showing the pupils how to assemble the 

scaled models and guiding them through how to develop the possible solutions involved in 

making a pavilion with music objects embedded within it. Many pupils went beyond the 

expected use of the modular system, creatively using the system in an unexpected way, 

pinning the joints and the beams in ways that expanded the basic rules and the basis of the 

ideation (Figure 3.5). These creative responses were positive within the context of the 

workshop and definitely welcome in this aspect of the process, unfortunately the activity 

established formal solutions that wouldn’t have been structurally feasible in the actual 

‘real’ installation. One technical limit was that the metal pins to be used as fixing elements 

were slightly hard to push into the timber and that made the process a bit more difficult, 

but still attainable. Another limit of the activity was perhaps the lack of a more precise 

problem solving set up approach, which would have triggered a more focused and solution-

based making activity.  
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3.2.4 Design Development 

After the workshops, the architecture students started the process of developing the 

design, interpreting the ideas and spatial configurations arisen from the workshop with 

Priory schoolchildren. They took the designs from the children and rendered them in 

Computer Aided Design software, developed the design into a detailed and buildable 

construction project including the design and resourcing of the junk instruments (Figure 

3.6). 

 

Figure 3.6. SoundGarden elevation drawing. Drawing credit: Jacob Lucas 

The architecture students from the University of Portsmouth developed the instruments 

through designs they rendered after researching junk instruments, after some consultation 

with a local company that makes sound making instruments for public. An intention was to 

tune the instruments to a specific musical scale but this was dropped in favour of random 

percussion sounds. In the spirit of noise making and based on the previous practice of 

Smith (2008) the designs were simplified in reaction to the practicalities of the project. The 

random noise potential of the instruments was embraced as opposed to the adoption of a 

scale or sequenced sound system. The university students were asked to design a modular 

structure that could adapt to any design outcome. This involved the definition of a simple 

structural principle which could be developed in many different ways and give different 

results. In the attempt of employing a participatory method of design, the role of the 

‘expert designers’ triggers and supports meaningful ‘diffuse design’, performed by 

everybody (Manzini, 2015). From the experience gained from previous projects, modularity 

was considered to be the most appropriate way to enable a full design collaboration 
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between students and pupils and make the participatory workshops more effective in 

involving and including the non-expert designers (pupils) in the design process.  

The co-designed scaled modular model structure became the essential tool for pupils to 

make clear decisions on the design outputs. Furthermore the modular principle of the 

structure allowed real decision making and collaborative design process during the 

construction phase. Architecture students came up with various options and built small 

models to be tested. They were encouraged to implement the simplest versions based on a 

clear logic of joints and beams (Figure 3.7). The structural principle had to be the same for 

both the final 1:1 built object and the co-design workshops. The models were used to 

define a set of design outcomes during the co-design workshop including pupils. These 

outcomes were then re-interpreted and transposed to technical drawings by the 

architecture students. This rendering of the design allowed us to accurately control the final 

output and make sure we achieved a high-quality output at the end of the residency.  

The design of the structural principle worked in parallel with the creative process of the set 

of ‘instruments’ embedded in the structure. During weekly meetings with tutors, the 

students started developing about twelve sound making objects that they subsequently 

engineered. Each student took responsibility in designing a set of instruments, and 

developed its sonic quality. The process also included trips to junk yards collecting scrap 

materials that could be useful in producing sounds. Students collected lorry disk brakes, 

engine pistons, plastic barrels, all sort of metal plates and pans, etc. Some of the most 

creative and successful junk instruments included an Airbed Pump Organ; a set of five 

airbed pumps connected through coloured hose pipes to truck horns. A Tubulum; a set of 

sewage pipes with a standard diameter but different lengths with a Kevlar membrane at 

the end of it that made a bass sound. There was a series of corrugated service pipes with 

adapted traffic cones at one of the ends as resonators, used by people mainly to talk into 

one end that produces a response at the other end. There were drums built around car 

tires, bucket drums, metallic car brakes as chimes, steel bars as gongs and a wooden 

xylophone (Figure 3.8).  

https://drive.google.com/open?id=12dL6jMoqg2YraLDXbs0dLCjBFAzJ9cdJ&authuser=guido.robazza@port.ac.uk&usp=drive_fs
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Figure 3.7. Modularity alternatives 

 

Figure 3.8. Completed Junk Instruments 

3.2.5 Residency workshop and unveiling event 

During the 5 days intensive construction workshop phase of the project the students from 

both University of Portsmouth and Priory School came together and assembled the 

SoundGarden structure (Figure 3.9). The group worked on making the modular frame 

initially then constructing the instruments in the frame from their designs. The construction 

workshop integrated the young people's participation in a simple way. Young people and 
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architecture students were offered two different set of parallel activities, including noise 

making sessions and building sessions. Construction contributions would happen under the 

supervision of the research coordinators and university students. The schoolchildren 

started with sawing the timber boards that had to be cut to size according to the design. 

There were three sawing teams, each one composed of pupils and architecture students. 

The pupils also engaged with tree wrapping in colourful rags the trees that surrounded the 

site of SoundGarden. This tree wrapping created a visual impact and did not require 

advanced manual skills with dangerous power tools. Day after day, the pupils engaged in 

more complex activities, handling screwdrivers and drilling holes in the timber, then 

screwing on the pieces belonging to the instruments (Figure 3.10). 

One of the final acts of making was to fill gaps in the structure with donated plants from the 

local hardware store and then SoundGarden felt complete. The juxtaposition of the 

modular frame with the industrial tubes, car parts and paraphernalia with the plants in 

flower was aesthetically pleasing and inviting. After the week-long process the harsh 

environment of the subway within the roundabout, was changed. This change challenged 

the use of the space, as it had been well known as a crime ridden area. A local council 

operative expressed surprise and was interested to see how this intervention would affect 

the usual drug deals in this urban space. Having young people frequent the space because 

of the making and playing of the junk instruments certainly changed the perception of the 

space (Figure 3.11). 

At the end of the five days construction workshop the project coordinators organised an 

opening and celebrative event. The event was attended by several public figures from 

Portsmouth City Council and the University of Portsmouth, and many families of the pupils 

from Priory School. Priory School Head of Expressive Arts led his pupils with a music 

performance with the instruments in the installation and after that, the University of 

Portsmouth research coordinators invited all present to play the instruments. This opening 

event at the end of the construction workshop demonstrated a crucial celebration, where 

the work developed received attention and recognition of the positive collaboration 

between different groups (Figure 3.12).  
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Figure 3.9. Completed SoundGarden 

 

Figure 3.10. Construction workshop activities 
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Figure 3.11. SoundGarden pavilion 

 

Figure 3.12. Unveiling event 

 Results and Discussion 
In regard to interpreting and understanding the findings and outcomes in this project it was 

clear that what was most effective was the powerful sense of how important the informal 

creative learning appeared to be for the school children. They thrived on the open space to 
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collaborate with staff and students from the university in making something that had an 

impact in the community. They engaged with manual skills with materials in the making of 

the SoundGarden. The effect of the project to produce a sound installation that was in 

some ways harmonious with the location and the environment was less understandable 

and complete. In fact, it was the random sound elements in the modular structure that 

seemed to create a sort of dissonance that was hard to control or regulate. It was clear that 

the SoundGarden did elicit play in locals whose urban space was limited in scope for this 

type of activity. The one area that surprised us was the pedagogic potential of this type of 

project. The Priory Head of Expressive Arts was very pleased with how the junk music 

installation had pushed the boundaries of his music teaching geographically and extended 

his classroom. Though temporary, this type of practice disrupts the normal structure of 

state education and brings a creative rupture within which children thrive. It was hard to 

discern the impact of the structure beyond the very pronounced experiences of the 

children who joined us during the week residency. Their sense of joy and engagement is the 

most important discovery in this type of unusual project. The most salient finding was that 

putting the participant at the heart of the process produces overwhelming positive results 

and can produce significant social values. One important lesson learned is that the control 

of the design outcome is a negotiated process and that relinquishing the aesthetic 

judgement can play substantially in favour of fulfilling the desires of the community.  

3.3.1 Pupils’ perceptions 

According to the feedback received in the co-creation activities, the process was perceived 

as inclusive, as all the pupils felt that their ideas were listened to and part of the process 

and they were engaged with their design output. They all also felt that their contribution 

was valued and the university students worked with them. One individual found the activity 

entertaining and therapeutic. 

The weeklong collective endeavour of creating and making an art installation in the urban 

space generated a positive environment in which participants helped and supported each 

other, creating a collaborative space through bonding and being together (Figure 3.13). 

After the week of construction workshops the ten pupils who participated were asked what 

they enjoyed most and what they didn't enjoy. From their answers they expressed a high 

level of involvement and enjoyment. Apart from those who particularly enjoyed some 

specific activity such as ‘decorating the trees’, it is noteworthy that the enjoyment of a 

strong social experience that enabled them to ‘meet new people, learning new things’ and 

this involved ‘confidence building’. Of particular interest was the emergence of the pupil’s 
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perception of a civic concern, notable in answers such as; ‘I enjoyed building something 

that people will use and enjoy [sic] using it and may inspire some people to help the 

community as well’ or also advising others to take part ‘so they can get to help the local 

community’. Pupils enjoyed the process and were only disturbed by the midweek rain.  

 

Figure 3.13. Pupils’ collaboration 

The responses from schoolchildren emphasised the social aspects of the project as well as 

its development of their learning outside the classroom environment. Some respondents 

felt compelled to describe in feedback how this experience can encourage well-being 

beyond the practical and creative skills employed. Below is a summary of points made by 

the schoolchildren who were part of the residency week and final making: 

decorating the trees … meeting new people … I learnt many new things … building 

confidence … helping … Playing the wheel drum… relaxing while nothing 

happened… building something that people will use… may inspire some people to 

help the community … building something new … disliked … the rain on Wednesday 

… disliked the music today … so much fun … learnt so much … met lots of really nice 

and funny people … had to blag to my teacher to stay two extra days … recommend 

it to everyone above the age of seven or eight … no matter what pain you’re going 

through, this is the remedy … give that opportunity to me, because of its life 

experiences … you can get to help the local community … the GREATEST garden 

ever! … so happy I did this. 

The social theme is evident in this feedback and reminds us that the role of community-

based art projects of this kind impact upon the relational nature of art. The participants in 

the project emphasised the role that the making of an installation in a contested and 

dysfunctional urban space could affect lives beyond their own. This social aspect is 
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surprising, given the relatively small experience of art making the children had in their lives 

before the project. Art in this context appears to be something that connects within the 

vibrant space of urbanity presenting a clear purpose to affect lives daily. This reaction was 

extended beyond the schoolchildren towards the neighbourhood and was indicated by a 

local man, (who self-identified as an immigrant) who saw the SoundGarden as a space 

giving his family a place to play within. 

A remarkable comment from one of the pupils stressed the positivity of the experience in 

advising others to participate ‘Do it! I had so much fun. I learned so much and met lots of 

really nice and funny people. I had to blag to my teacher to stay two extra days. I 

recommend it to everyone above the age of seven or eight’. Another pupil seemed to be 

valuing the therapeutic positivity of the experience advising people to do something 

similar: ‘Yes do it. Because no matter what pain you’re going through, this is the remedy’. 

Schoolchildren were also involved in writing their feedback on the pavement around the 

structure with chalk. Their response to this task was to emphasise the purpose and 

positivity of the project and appropriation of the space. Feedback and responses by school 

participants that was drawn on the pavement in chalk on Thursday, one day before the 

conclusion (Figure 3.14):  

Inspirational. Educational. Fun. So fun I had to blag to come back. Fun. Exciting. 

Social meeting new people. Lol. Life experience. Helping. Proud. Awesome. Joyful. 

Amazing. Outstanding. Enjoy. Funny. Wonderful. 
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Figure 3.14. Pupils’ pavement feedback 

The overall legacy for the authors involves the positive way that taking control and adapting 

urban space can create a ludic learning environment with positive haptic experience for 

young people, especially the children from Priory School. This project could be seen as a 

monument to the temporary nature of positive playful collaborations in our cities. 

In a short interview in The Portsmouth News during the unveiling event pupils who helped 

with the project said: ‘It has been really good building the frame and drilling too. But it was 

also nice meeting everyone too. It is a very good idea’. Another pupil agreed: ‘It has been 

really fun and I liked sawing the wood and screwing it together. This is a great idea and I 

liked getting involved’. The Priory Head of Expressive Arts concluded the short interview 

and said: ‘This is a fantastic blend of design, architecture and music. Somerstown is one of 

the most deprived areas so to have this here for anyone to use is incredible’ (Portsmouth 

News). 

This positivity was shadowed by the vandalism that the structure suffered within days after 

the opening. We repaired this damage but it meant that the structure had fewer 

instruments. The modular system is still intact at the time of writing (2021) with some of 

the junk playable instruments intact. This organic adaption of the structure due to its 

vulnerability as an object has changed the SoundGarden from a very noisy installation 

combining with the sounds of cars and the urban setting into an object that is quieter. 

Making noise in urban space bounces back in unexpected ways and leaves a sonic memory. 
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How this noise making operates with an intersectional community environment was one of 

the powerful lessons learnt in this project. 

3.3.2 Construction games as co-designing tools 

The SoundGarden design development helped to test an interesting technique of co-design. 

The experience from previous project #IHeartPompey demonstrated how difficult it is to 

engage participants into thinking architecturally (Leddy-Owen et al., 2018). Drawing from 

the most traditional and widely applied Planning for Real techniques for community 

engagement (Gibson & Dorfman, 1981) the aim was to allow people to express their views 

on specific issues through the application of different visual, tactile and community led 

techniques. In this project, the idea was to develop an architectural game that could allow 

modelling, making and generating ideas for the structure. Although using ludic techniques 

opens the mind, it is difficult to translate into a purposeful design in practice. The questions 

posed by ludic activities creates information that is general. A way of working beyond this is 

presenting the community co-designer a set of options that are tangible. This activity 

enhances the understanding of possible designs and creative outputs. The project 

coordinator in Architecture created an architectural construction game as a modular 

system to encourage this form of play with form and structure. 

In the co-design process of the SoundGarden structure, one process was the simulation of a 

small-scale version of what could have been the 1:1 size object. During previous projects, 

alternative methods were used such as bamboo sticks or 3D printed objects. Although 

engaging and flexible tools, the bamboo sticks offered a non-realistic simulation of the final 

outcome. Instead, for the SoundGarden co-design process we produced a playable tool able 

to realistically simulate a potential final installation design, that enabled participants to 

produce a physically realistic and to-scale vision for a specific space (Figure 3.15). Following 

this aim, the modular game tested the flexibility and appropriateness to simulate the ideas 

into a 1:1 scale. Tests on modularity were made and these models were drawn digitally and 

laser cut from plywood sheets and small timber elements, with metal pins to hold them 

together (Figure 3.7, 3.15). The model is a simple beams and columns structure with easy 

connection joints reproduced at 1:10 scale. The simplicity of this structural principle, 

derived also from the fact that it had to be produced in a 1:10 scale model created the 

possibility of crafting and re-crafting the design idea with realistic input from the 

schoolchildren. Scaled human figures also were made, to create a more tangible and 

imaginable environment. In the co-design workshop some teams reinterpreted the system 

in their own way producing models that did not follow the assembly principle, but still 
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worked, effectively opening up different possibilities and design options. The benefit of this 

method of work is in the possibility of producing a quick scaled realistic version of the final 

installation, which enables a deeper understanding with more informed decision making. 

This use of playful modelling also generates the important tangible feeling in the non-

expert designer that they effectively designed something that can be built.  

 

Figure 3.15. Modular system models and as built 

The design outcome of the co-design workshops for the overall structure had to be 

developed and transformed slightly due to structural requirements and closed before the 

commencing of the construction workshop. The constraints of time of delivery and cost of 

the materials didn’t allow flexibility in the construction phase. The team also had to deliver 

a finished installation within five days and so it was hard to take the time to engage in 

design discussions and decisions during this residency phase. Ultimately, the modularity 

and simplicity of the structure wasn’t sufficiently flexible and adaptable to allow for an on-

site, ‘on the go’ design process. A modular principle that uses much smaller elements, 

where the single decision or action on the structure affects a minimal or smaller part of the 

overall result, may have enabled more freedom and decisional autonomy to all participants 

and therefore more flexibility to design decisions taken directly on site. The components 

that were designed in situ were the location and adaptation of the different junk 

instruments to the timber structure, some smaller elements of the timber frame and the 

tree wrapping. 
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3.3.3 Playing community music in an urban space 

The sounds the group developed during the week were based on simple rhythms, 

adaptations of West African Djembe drumming, Taiko riffs and simplified Samba forms. The 

group also followed some inspirational systems for playing that Priory Head of Expressive 

Arts employed. One of these was to use postcode numbers as ways to count rhythms 

collectively in group playing. The relationship that developed with the project grew in the 

week and the Priory head of expressive arts was filled with joy at the final achievement and 

event. One comment he made was that the project and the space the SoundGarden 

inhabited ‘extended’ his classroom. This stood out as an unintended pedagogical outcome 

in a challenging urban space. Learning how to extend learning out of the boundaries of 

schools and universities in reflection was a major achievement of this project. So, the 

problem ridden space was changed into a learning place through the intervention of 

architecture and junk sound making. Through noisy architecture young people could learn 

to play together and create new unexpected forms and inventions.  

The noises that the SoundGarden produced transgressed the usual sonic space of the 

roundabout. This usual sound was quotidian noise produced by cars and other vehicles. The 

cacophony of the junk noise produced on the instruments, some made from car parts, 

tyres, piston cases and brake disks shifted the meaning of the space and this oscillated the 

sonic information produced in the circular space between played and mechanically 

produced. The rhythm of the everyday was shifted by the new rhythms played on junk 

instruments. Tim Cresswell, the cultural geographer, describes the way that unusual 

interventions can transgress space (1996). In the SoundGarden this act of transgression was 

built into the intended design as a way to change a negative urban space into a ludic 

environment that could be experienced beyond its usual cultural confines and users; drunks 

and drug users. From observation it was clear that this space was somewhere not very 

inviting to the general public to spend time within, instead the space encouraged people to 

try and leave as soon as possible. During the residency and afterwards it was clear that the 

space had changed from this off-putting position, as parents with young children used the 

SoundGarden to explore sounds and noise making, when we returned intermittently after 

the residency. 

The noise making experiences of people who came upon SoundGarden after the residency 

was left undocumented as part of the transient ephemeral nature of the urban space. As 

artists this legacy was one of the difficult aspects and responsibilities of the project. The 
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sonic legacy of this project is easily forgotten, apart from the experience of our meetings 

with families who played the instrument or when we were tidying up the SoundGarden 

after vandalism. This playing of the structure was captured by some people who uploaded 

the recording to a website. The noise did generate a few complaints directed towards the 

horns, which were thereafter removed. Other noisy parts were broken by vandals. Part of 

this legacy as the SoundGarden is still in situ is the responsibility to the object from the 

artists and makers of the installed object. The ‘temporary/permanence’ of SoundGarden 

caused a sense of responsibility for an object in urban space. SoundGarden continues to 

perform (as to 2021) in unknowable ways, disruptive noisy events in urban space. The 

normative assumption about architecture reducing noise and containing noise is here 

challenged as objects change sound and this intervention reminds us that all architecture 

creates sonic markers. 

3.3.4 Further research developments 

The work and research undertaken with the SoundGarden has been continued and further 

developed by the authors of this article, who maintained a close collaboration during 2019 

to initiate two projects at the University of Portsmouth: The Puppet City and the 

Multicultural City ChatterBox.  

The Puppet City created in 2018 developed the model making aspect and took this further. 

We commissioned a playable kit to build a city out of cardboard that then allowed children 

and families to actively look at urban futures. The city was built for puppets who acted as 

models of humans and this element was very successful and popular with participants. 

Puppet City clearly is a great tool for eliciting play with families. The modular aspect of 

SoundGarden inspired the geometric cardboard shapes used in Puppet City. This method 

further proved that playful strategies in thinking about urban space are engaging and joyful 

activities to offer participants.  

The Multicultural City ChatterBox replicated an initiative similar to the SoundGarden and 

continued investigating co-production processes and interactivity in the urban sphere. The 

intervention engaged a Black, Asian, Minority Ethnic and Refugee community, local to 

Somerstown, in designing and building a temporary structure aimed to be interactive, 

playful, and to welcome and celebrate diversity. The co-production process was designed 

building upon the key outcomes learned from the SoundGarden process, employing 

construction games as the core innovation tool, and obtaining feedback via creative 

activities adapted to the different age range and background of the participants. The 
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Multicultural City ChatterBox employed and tested further the social innovation 

methodologies at the core of these type of interventions. The Multicultural City ChatterBox 

further developed the way in which community participants are involved as even more 

active agents in the design process and making. The process started from an early 

consultation with the community group, engaged in developing what they believed to be 

the purpose of the proposed temporary urban architectural intervention. The key strategy 

of the process was to carefully plan a sequence of events with community collaborators 

implying their active involvement in the process. Building on previous experiences this 

project employed a more accessible form of data collection that captured the participants’ 

voice through a number of modes and mixed social sciences methods. Through this process 

the authors aimed to fully align research and practice methods to achieve meaningful 

outcomes for both the researchers and the participants. 

 Conclusion 
One clear important outcome in the project was the way that cooperation was encouraged 

and supported by the research and participant teams. Urban sociologist Richard Sennett 

discusses the spaces of cooperation in his book Together: The rituals, pleasures and politics 

of cooperation (2012) against the context of inequality and capitalism. Against this context 

the workshop for Sennett stands out as a possibility to shape using dialogical practice and 

haptic work, which can engender the possibility and pleasure of togetherness. Reflecting 

back on SoundGarden this was not an explicit aim of the project, but an implicit value. This 

implicit value was positively reflected upon by the young people involved in the workshops 

as an outcome they enjoyed. Sennett makes it clear that we must cooperate to make art 

(2012, p. 18) and this cooperation is wrapped in the experience of mutual wellbeing and 

pleasure (2012, p. 5). Sennett also promotes the workshop as the model for sustained 

cooperation (2012, p. 56). This togetherness in the workshop played a part in motivating 

the Priory Head of Expressive Arts as a teacher in a very busy urban inner city school to see 

the onsite making and playing as an extension of the classroom. This extension of the 

classroom into the workshop space is a liminal place shaped between the institutions and 

boundaries of everyday structures and knowledge making. This ephemeral bonding of 

young people in university and school with academics and teaching staff is not measurable 

like a modular system of wood and joints. Looked at in this way incommensurable 

togetherness and bonding are the strongest legacies of this experiment in co-design with a 

specific community. One key recommendation is that interdisciplinary work involving junk 

music and architecture can produce exciting results but the synergy of research and 
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practice methods need to be fully aligned within this type of project. The risks in mixing 

methods at times are overcome by playful and exciting creative leadership and enthusiasm. 

We recommend that making noise in urban interventions should be unpredictable and 

joyful. At the time of writing children still play with the SoundGarden. 
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Preface to Chapter 4 

This chapter focuses on the Multicultural City ChatterBox (2019), the latest intervention 

and the one that put in place the most evolved methodology and research investigation of 

the practice. By analysing this case study as well as examining the literature, it discusses 

how temporary urban co-creation practices in the public space can foster social resilience in 

communities. The Multicultural City ChatterBox intervention encouraged a Black, Asian, 

minority ethnic and refugee community group to take control of an overlooked urban 

space, decide on its purpose and play a decisive role in its transformation, creating a new 

public space to celebrate diversity and local culture and promoting multicultural 

integration. The result was an open pavilion made of timber frames holding plywood tiles 

that could spin and reveal printed artwork on both sides. A mixed-methods ethnographic 

research, including focus groups, community workshops, semi-structured interviews and 

casual conversations, was used to capture a wealth of information, which was processed 

and interpreted using thematic analysis. The project succeeded in encouraging the 

development of the participants’ creative skills, ranging from the arts to engineering. It also 

facilitated multicultural integration by involving participants in collaborating with other 

groups (particularly the local student body and academic establishment). The intervention 

openly challenged commonly encountered mechanisms of discrimination and allowed 

community members to have a growing sense of belonging to public space as their choices 

came to life and their ideas affected other people. The project illustrated how such 

processes can help communities to become more socially resilient, diminishing isolation by 

facilitating inclusiveness, reinforcing interpersonal relationships, channelling new 

experiences, and expanding boundaries and aspirations. Placemaking and co-creation 

helped to strengthen the hidden, soft, social networks’ infrastructure that is built upon 

collaborations and interpersonal relationships.  
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Chapter 4. Urban tactics for the co-production of 
community resilience. The case of the Multicultural City 
ChatterBox project 
 

 Introduction 
In a world with increasing social and economic challenges, where people have to respond 

continuously to chronic situations of crisis and where structural conditions lead to extreme 

poverty and diffused deprivation, the aspiration to achieve a resilient society is an 

important aim for policy makers and urban communities. Resilience includes the ability to 

bounce back not only from traumatic hazards or environmental change but also from 

continuous, chronic, slowly increasing threats that afflict societies. Societies are usually 

exposed various chronic adverse conditions (Leichenko & O’Brien, 2008) including social 

isolation, cultural ethnic segregation, political exclusion, economic struggle, uncertainty, 

and to multiple deprivation (such as high unemployment, limited social safety nets and the 

lack of education). As defined by the Resilient Cities Network (n.d.), urban resilience is ‘the 

capacity of individuals, communities, institutions, businesses, and systems within a city to 

survive, adapt, and grow no matter what kinds of chronic stresses and acute shocks they 

experience’. This is largely how the term will be used here.  

At a community level, resilience is what enables local groups to withstand adversities and 

preserve their social infrastructure (Magis, 2010). Community resilience is not just a passive 

quality: it is a social dynamic that arises from interactions and connections within a 

community and it thus requires social interactions to remain positive and regularly 

reinforced to be ready for the impact of shocks, changes or chronic iniquities (Norris, 

Stevens, Pfefferbaum, Wyche, & Pfefferbaum, 2008). Too often, citizens and communities 

are disconnected from the urban environment because the use of public space is defined, 

controlled, and enforced by decisions made by the local or city government, or by powerful 

interests in the private sector. But empowering local communities to take ownership of 

public spaces can re-activate the public realm, turning citizens in active agents of urban 

change (Baibarac et al., 2019; Nikšič & Sezer, 2017; Zebracki & De Bekker, 2018). This can 

lead to new forms of civic participation, establish new and alternative methods of urban 

regeneration and social innovation (Ostanel, 2017) and build up social capacity to respond 

to the changing challenges of global crises (Robazza & Caputo, 2022). Temporary urbanism 

can be a powerful tool to build capabilities that help a community to spring back and to fuel 

the social dynamics at the heart of community resilience (Brand et al., 2019; Yue, 2020). 
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The article explores the possibility of using temporary urbanism practices (TUP) as social 

innovation tools and contribute to community resilience by engaging local people in co-

created place-making. It investigates the hypothesis that temporary urbanism can 

empower communities by amplifying the voices of citizens, encouraging public 

participation, and building social cohesion and a sense of belonging to place, thus 

promoting social resilience (Wesener, 2015; Wilson, 2013). It may thus be a possible way of 

promoting the future resilience of communities which might therefore be favourably 

adapted as part of the planning and development system of sustainable and resilient urban 

futures. 

 Literature review: social dimensions  
Although there are two bodies of research for understanding community resilience and 

temporary urbanism separately, there are few studies where these two fields overlap. 

Among them, Venable-Thomas (2018) builds a direct causal relationship between 

placemaking and resilience, but points to the limitations of using placemaking to achieve 

resilience. Baibarac et al. (2019) use several case studies and research papers to explore 

and define how agency and empowerment in the governance of the urban commons can 

be a tool for urban resilience. However, in their systematic review on co-creation, 

Voorberg, Bekkers, & Tummers (2014) found that while most research on this subject 

investigates its influence, few studies focus on understanding the outcomes of co-creation 

practices. Likewise, Puerari et al. (2018) states that it is not known how the co-creation of 

knowledge actually takes place, and how its impacts unfold. Other scholars also recognise 

this gap in the literature and ask for further research on this area (Brand et al., 2019; 

Lehtovuori et al., 2015). 

This study aims to create a solid theoretical argument filling the knowledge gap that lies in 

the intersection between temporary urbanism and community resilience, a gap spanning 

the fields of social sciences and the built environment, using our TUP as the focus of study.  

Our aim is not to measure social resilience that manifests itself after an adverse event has 

occurred, but to discuss and observe how the placemaking process can foster a set of 

community capacities, by studying the relationship and links between the activities that we 

developed with the community, our observations of the community perception of the TUP 

and the capacities that were fostered. We start by reviewing existing studies on 

placemaking and co-creation, co-design and co-production, and their intersection with 

social resilience. 
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4.2.1 Placemaking  

‘Placemaking is the way all of us as human beings transform the places in which we find 

ourselves into places in which we live’ (Schneekloth et al., 1995, p. 1). Placemaking includes 

any physical transformations of the built environment. It not only alters the physical 

environment but also the connections and relationships we build with others in our 

community (Schneekloth et al., 1995). It is the act of transforming a space into a meaningful 

place, building community, and designing a place for everyone to create meaningful 

relationships. This process happens through actions that build memories and relationships 

with others and with place. As it is a community-driven practice it relies on effective 

community participation (Kelkar et al., 2016; Sara et al., 2020). Placemaking is 

transformative only insofar as power is devolved to communities, allowing them to direct 

all parts of the process (Arnstein, 1969). For this reason, co-design and co-creation are 

fundamental ways by which meaningful placemaking may co-produce community 

resilience.  

4.2.2 Co-creation, co-design, and co-production 

The concepts of co-creation and co-design emerged from the concept of participatory 

design, a concept used in various disciplines since the 1970s. Although originating in 

northern Europe to improve industrial production (Bannon & Ehn, 2012; Huybrechts, 

Benesch, & Geib, 2017; Lenskjold, Olander, & Halse, 2015) participatory practices were 

suddenly diffused around the world and became an important part of design worldwide. It 

is the central approach to partnerships in participatory design and by 1980 also had 

become part of the process of designing places. Co-creation protocols put users at the 

centre of the design process, making them the designers. Non-experts co-design with 

expert designers using design innovation tools to convert the design and shift 

responsibilities (Manzini, 2015). Co-creation includes any act of creativity that is shared by 

two or more people (Sanders & Stappers, (2008). Co-design means collective creativity 

across the whole design process. Thus, co-design is a specific instance of co-creation. In co-

design users play a central role in informing, ideating, and conceptualising the design 

product up-front, in the early design phases. Although (Arnstein, 1969) does not mention 

co-creation in the ladder of citizens’ participation, other scholars include it at the top of the 

scale (Edwards-Schachter, Matti, & Alcántara, 2012, p. 682). The authors of this article 

consider it the apex of empowerment ability when participants become designers and own 

the ideas, while the professionals involved are merely the initiators or facilitators of that 

empowerment.  
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Similarly, the value of placemaking lies not only in the final outputs of the process but in the 

process of collective production itself. Placemaking transforms the community in more 

ways than by granting immediate economic and liveability benefits (Markusen et al., 2016); 

it produces social capital throughout the engagement and creation journey for those 

directly involved (Matarasso, 1997). Thus, the impact, or even the act of placemaking falls 

less on the art that is produced and more on the skills learned and connections earned in 

the process (Iwińska, 2017). As Guinard (2018) remarks, public art is not just an aesthetic 

tool, but a method for generating knowledge based on life in the local community. A recent 

study that connects placemaking, community and art practices suggests that ‘collaboration, 

connectivity, creating space and altruism can be potential mechanisms leading to a stronger 

sense of belonging, social cohesion and inclusion’ (Madsen, 2019). If artistic activities are 

conducted in a group environment they can facilitate new social interactions (Askins et al., 

2011), especially in groups that are diverse, as artistic activities often involve non-verbal 

communication (Macpherson & Bleasdale, 2012). 

Therefore, it is generally accepted that the transfer of power and collective creation lead to 

desirable social outcomes. Implementing physical interventions in the city is a fundamental 

component of co-creation in which citizens are actively involved not only as decision-

makers and designers, but as makers, creatively experimenting with artistic processes and 

constructing and implementing them on public ground. Co-production involves a range of 

issues of belonging, citizenship and ownership (Zebracki & Palmer, 2018) and the ‘citizen is 

the co-implementer’ of change (Voorberg et al., 2014). Some scholars and practitioners in 

the field of urban innovation directly relate co-production to the production of social 

values, where resilience is the main outcome, rather than to the physical artefact or 

practices that result (Petrescu et al., 2016). 

We interpret community-engaged temporary urbanism ultimately as a practice that aims at 

creating social value, as the most important outcome. Therefore, we use this term with this 

meaning, using co-creation (design and construction) in temporary interventions as a tactic 

for the co-production of social value. 

4.2.3 Community resilience 

In recent decades scholars have focused on the concepts of resilience in fields such as 

social-ecological systems, developmental psychology and mental health (Brown & 

Westaway, 2011) and in architecture and urban studies. A resilient city is one that is able to 

assess, prepare for and respond to all hazards, whether they are sudden or of slow-onset, 
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and whether they are expected or unexpected (Resilience | UN-Habitat, n.d.). According to 

Jabareen (2013, p. 223) a resilient city ‘is one with inclusive decision-making processes in 

the realm of planning, open dialog, accountability, and collaboration’. Promoting 

community resilience has become a focal aspiration in the fields of disaster risk reduction, 

climate change adaptation and community development (Brown, 2014) and among 

governments and the non-governmental organizations (Faulkner et al., 2018).  

Social learning, participatory decision-making and processes of collective transformation 

are central aspects of social resilience. This is conceived as the ability of social entities and 

communities to tolerate and adjust to environmental and social threats of various kinds 

(Keck et al., 2013). The key component of community is reinforced when individuals are 

well connected to each other and are part of supportive social networks (Gilchrist, 2009). 

Community resilience is the collective capacity to adapt to and function within an 

environmental context that is in continuous change. It affects the ability of individuals to 

react collectively to any kind of change (Maclean, Cuthill, & Ross, 2014). It is not a static 

property but is constituted by the interlinking synergies of different resilience-promoting 

capacities operating simultaneously (Faulkner et al., 2018). Although it is relatively easy to 

define social resilience, understanding the intricate complexities of how it works and how it 

can be fostered is both complex and demanding.  

Our starting point is the understanding that urban resilience is a complex phenomenon that 

has many causes, is dynamic in structure and uncertain in nature (Jabareen, 2013). The 

purpose of this work is to explore how an investigatory intervention in public space can 

foster community resilience among our participants. From the literature, it is clear how 

social resilience is closely related to the idea of capacity (Cannon, 2008). These capacities 

are identified by different scholars as interdependent factors and Berkes and Ross (2013) 

integrate the social-ecological and psychology and mental health bodies of literature in very 

clear diagram (figure 4.1).  
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Figure 4.1. Community resilience as a function of the strengths or characteristics that have been identified as 

important, leading to agency and self-organization. Source: Berkes and Ross, 2018. 

Similarly, Faulkner et al. (2018) characterizes the capacity for social resilience as dependent 

on: attachment to place, leadership, community networks, community cohesion and 

efficacy, knowledge, and learning. They argue that attachment to place is ‘instrumental in 

mobilizing community resilience by providing [the] foundation upon which other capacities 

for [it] depend’ (Faulkner et al., 2018). This is a spine that connects the synergies between 

other capacities, providing a solid base to build community resilience by creating a hinge to 

bring people together and identify themselves as a community. The community 

development literature shows that, if local people care about the place where they live and 

each other, community strength emerges as the capacity of local people to unite and act 

together (Theodori, 2004). ‘Attachment to place anchors people in their buildings and 

neighbourhood and shores up commitment to working cooperatively for a supportive 

environment’ (Saegert, 1989, p. 312). 

Community resilience can be reinforced by the presence of disruption more than by its 

absence. Khanlou and Wray (2014) suggest that adversity itself may have a positive 

outcome in strengthening and building resilience, triggering purposefulness, 

connectedness, or even joy. Some aspects of well-being, such as a stronger sense of 

community, could be positively affected by the collective experience of hardship (Solnit in 

(Faulkner et al., 2018). All these capacities can be stimulated and fostered by placemaking 

activities and by collective artistic activity in public spaces. Such activities can be agents of 

stress, by creating an experience that puts the community under a simulated condition of 

stress, where they must collaborate intensively in order to overcome this manufactured 
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adversity. Pelling (2003, p. 48) holds that social resilience is ‘a product of the degree of 

planned preparation undertaken in the light of a potential hazard’. Social actors need to 

develop their anticipatory capacities and pre-hazard preparedness to learn from adverse 

events. Glavovic et al. (2003, p. 290) push ‘preparedness’ further, writing that social 

resilience is ‘influenced by […] institutions […] and networks that enable people to access 

resources, learn from experiences and develop constructive ways of dealing with common 

problems. TUPs may ‘prepare’ community groups to be resilient by putting them in 

challenging situations, in which they must take decisions, solve problems, face issues they 

are not familiar with, meet people that they do not know and work closely with them. If not 

entirely adverse, these conditions certainly can pose significant challenges to members of 

the community to whom such situations are unfamiliar. 

 Methodology: research design 
Aiming to capture the social impacts of collective creation, qualitative and quantitative 

observational data were collected throughout the project and then interpreted using social 

science tools. The temporary and transient dimension of the TUP offers optimal space for 

experimentation and failure, while the flexibility of the regulatory framework also offered 

the opportunity to introduce challenging experiments. The iterative testing and prototyping 

allowed us to develop a design solution appropriate to the challenge. In the words of Tim 

Brown, CEO of IDEO, ‘Don’t think of it as a failure, think of it as a design experiment through 

which you are going to learn’ (Murray, Caulier-Grice, & Mulgan, 2010). Failure is an 

incredibly powerful tool for learning. 

4.3.1 Using design thinking 

This study is an experiment in the field of social innovation, intended as ‘the creation of 

long-lasting outcomes that aim to address societal needs by fundamentally changing the 

relationships, positions and rules between the involved stakeholders, through an open 

process of participation, exchange and collaboration with relevant stakeholders’ (Voorberg 

et al., 2014). The practice does so by via a co-creative process intended as an ‘act of 

collective creativity’ (Sanders et al., 2008), both in the co-design of the intervention but also 

in the creative act of construction in workshops. Placing this practice under the co-creation 

umbrella seems appropriate because creativity itself is intended as a value within the 

process, in line with the literature on this subject (Gebauer et al., 2010; Vargo et al., 2018; 

Voorberg et al., 2014). 
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The work can be framed within the Urban Living Labs (ULL) practice. Initially defined by the 

European Network of Living Labs in 2013, living labs are ‘user-centred, open innovation 

ecosystems based on a systematic user co-creation approach in public-private-people 

partnerships, integrating research and innovation processes in real life communities and 

settings’:  

The term is used to refer to a wide variety of local experimental projects of a 

participatory nature. The aim is to develop, try out and test innovative urban 

solutions in a real-life context.… the living lab concept embraces an extensive range 

of activities and it is regarded as an approach that involves actors in a process of co-

creation that potentially facilitates the construction of innovative values (Steen et al., 

2017). 

One key source of inspiration in the principles of the practice has been the Double Diamond 

innovation framework (Design Council, 2021; Hawryszkiewycz & Alqahtani, 2020; 

Tschimmel, 2012) that recommends the use of convergent and divergent thinking, allowing 

a creative, non-linear development of ideas and remaining open to change while work is in 

progress. The Double-Diamond process is structured around four key non-linear phases; 

discover, define, develop and deliver, encouraging people to understand the problems and 

define the challenges (first diamond), brainstorm on different answers seeking inspiration 

and testing small-scale solutions (second diamond). This strategy was implemented through 

our creative practice and was aligned with the core principle of this design framework by 

putting people first (human-centred and participatory), communicating visually and 

inclusively (by using design tools), collaborating and co-creating, and repeating the process 

several times.  

This design framework also suggests a set of design methods, or tools, that are partially 

derived from the service design processes. As Manzini (2015) notes, design tools are 

fundamental in coordinating the relationship between expert designers and non-expert 

designers. The social innovation process should establish a conversation between the 

interested expert and non-expert actors, which has to be supported by various design tools 

at different stages and with different aims. This approach is grounded on theories of design 

(Chasanidou et al., 2015; Razzouk et al., 2012; Simon, 2019) and design-enabled innovation 

(Concilio et al., 2019) and how these practices are transferred to the urban realm.  

To explore community urban practice, we used three main design toolkits: human-centred 

design by IDEO.org (n.d.); the DIY (development, impact and you) kit by NESTA (n.d.) and 
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Recipes for Systemic Change by the Helsinki Design Lab (Boyer et al., 2011). The main tools 

we used, some of which we reinterpreted and adjusted to our specific needs are: 

• Framing the design challenge by engaging the community group to define the 

challenge and collectively frame the problem.  

• Brainstorming conversations and using forms to be filled to map out the group’s 

aspirations, needs, skills and abilities. This process also stimulates thinking about 

public space design processes. 

• Establishing creative co-design conversations. In iterative conversations and group 

work, experts and non-experts make the design problem explicit, identifying 

collaborators, users and its purpose and design objectives and possible conceptual 

solutions.  

• Assuming the mantle of the expert. Inspired by in Dorothy Heathcote’s (1995) 

concept of role playing, we invited participants to play the role of the expert so 

they gained confidence in construction and problem solving (Robazza & Smith, 

2022). 

• Presenting visual proposals and design validation. After the expert designers 

(researchers and students) have elaborated visual alternatives based on the 

previous co-design conversations, each alternative is discussed individually and 

their strengths assessed, and selecting which alternatives best suit the design. This 

tool permits pragmatic discussions on the details, which are possible only thanks to 

the visual graphic support, which substantially expands the non-expert 

understanding of the proposal.  

• Using construction-game scale models of what the design will look like are essential 

to deepen participants’ understanding and make their contribution to the design 

more meaningful. Manzini (2015) define these tools as ‘experience enablers’ 

because they describe ‘what the world could be like if…’  

• Holding creative workshops (Polaine, Løvlie, & Reason, 2013) to engage participants 

in creative activities, and release their untapped creative energy. The workshops 

are tailored to participants’ skills but explore something new, to generating 

discussion. This included painting, writing, and sawing, which enabled the groups to 

channel their creativity actively through construction (figure 4.3).  

• Holding a residency construction workshop, which is an intense four to five days of 

joint construction. This is a challenging hardship but also the moment in which the 
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participants work closely together, intensively collaborating until the completion of 

the structure. 

• Holding an unveiling event to celebrate achievement as an essential step in the co-

production process. It is a key moment in which the social outcomes, such as 

networking and public recognition and visibility, are produced.  

As explained thoroughly in Chapter 1, many different agents in the city were brought 

together in this process, encouraging the emergence of a dynamic system of relationships 

based on the common interests between key public organizations, such as academic 

institutions, city authorities and the third sector. 

4.3.2 Project observation and data analysis methods 

The aim of the data collection was to measure the success of the project against its aims 

and to monitor the significance and perception of the experience for the community. The 

research strategy included continuous field observation and informal conversations. Data 

were gathered using semi-structured conversations, structured and filmed interviews and 

written feedback. The research was structured around a trans-disciplinary collaboration 

between academics in social sciences, arts and performance, architecture, engineering, and 

a team of research assistants to not only support the management but also carry 

observational work throughout all the meetings. 

Initial observations on group engagement and willingness to participate, community 

discussion involving observational analysis and field notes were carried during the co-

design meetings and the practical activities. Towards the end of the project, conversations 

and structured interviews represented opportunities for the researchers to investigate the 

achievements of the project aims and the impact on the community, exploring the level of 

community engagement and enjoyment of the process.  

The co-design conversations were planned as focus groups with 15 to 18 people as they are 

a natural environment for creative discussion (Cronin, 2016; Morgan, 1996). We also placed 

special importance on casual conversations (Eggins & Slade, 2004), because we realized 

during the research that the simple but meaningful things said during the time spent 

together reflected what people felt and thought of the process.  

All the data were recorded and transcribed. A thorough thematic analysis was conducted 

through a detailed examination of the materials, following the key procedures suggested by 

Braun and Clarke (2006) and identifying various key codes (figure 4.6). The researchers read 

the transcripts of the focus groups, identifying the recurring codes and themes that were 
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related to the key research questions. The authors then discussed the coding with 

collaborators and codes were re-adjusted and agreed. Ambiguous and difficult codes were 

examined and thoroughly analysed to avoid confirmation bias (Oswald & Grosjean, 2004). 

The approach followed a critical realist perspective (Terry et al., 2017) and aimed to 

identify, through the language used by participants, the fundamental concepts and 

perspectives that emerged from the conversations. 

 

 Method: The Multicultural City ChatterBox intervention 
TUPs are experimental training environments to prepare society to face the future. The 

Multicultural City ChatterBox intervention is a study of such an intervention that may 

generate a methodological model relevant to different contexts and situations. 

ChatterBox is the sixth in a series of interventions by the ULL project, the Co-creation of 

Temporary Interventions in Public Space as a Tactic to Build Community Resilience. This 

project brings together the council, the university, the third sector and community groups 

in Portsmouth to develop a long-term strategy on several sites across the city. It aims to 

generate a methodology to promote social change in local communities.  

ChatterBox created a temporary timber pavilion in a neglected area in central Somerstown, 

Portsmouth. It was intended to provide an interactive and inclusive installation, and was 

collaboratively designed and built by the local Black, Asian, minority, ethnic and refugees 

(BAMER) group, Chat over Chai (CoC), with a team of students and architectural, social 

science and performative arts researchers. CoC were involved in the whole process. The 

participatory design aimed to foster key capacities that could support the future resilience 

of the group, especially the integration of CoC members in the city through their 

involvement in a complex production activity. 

4.4.1 Location 

The intervention discussed in this article is situated in a central open space in Somerstown, 

but that is an overlooked, unused, and redundant space. As mentioned in Chapter 3, 

Somerstown is a difficult area of the city, presenting high social deprivation levels although 

several past regeneration initiatives. Persisting exclusion of residents due to low skills, low 

income and high unemployment make it very difficult to improve the negative achievement 

of being amongst the 10% top deprived areas in England (Smith et al., 2015). Furthermore, 

a high-density urban structure is paired with a general lack of open spaces, which cause 

liveability concerns to residents (Slater, 2012).  
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4.4.2 Participants: CoC community group 

The intervention encouraged the CoC group to take ownership of this marginal urban 

space. CoC consists of approximately 25 people in their fifties, who are of various religious 

backgrounds and nationalities, including Bangladeshi, Pakistani and first-generation British. 

Some were born in Portsmouth or arrived at a young age; others moved here 10 to 20 years 

ago or arrived very recently. Most (80%) are women. The group aims to address loneliness 

and social isolation and to improve access to support services for BAMER residents. They 

organise events to raise awareness about Adult Social Care services, and support individuals 

actively seeking employment and those who have experienced abuse or with mental health 

problems, or who are carers. From initial conversations with the group, it was immediately 

clear that CoC has frequently had a positive impact on group members, from giving them 

access to information about the city, fostering new relationships and reducing isolation.  

4.4.3 The process 

The co-production process brought together the community, researchers and architecture 

students following a flexible calendar (Table 4.1) structured around four key phases 

designed to suit a standard architectural design process: strategic definition (brief 

definition, concept), design development (co-design and construction workshops), 

fabrication (workshops and on-site fabrication) and wrap-up (unveiling event and 

conversations). The design meetings were scheduled for the days when the community 

met, in their usual meeting place, and the construction workshops and construction phase 

took place in the university workshops and in the open space. Attendance of the 

participants varied but approximately 15 people attended consistently, although this 

decreased during the construction phase.  
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Table 4.1. Multicultural City ChatterBox Project calendar describing the sequence of meetings planned with the 

community participants. 

Multicultural City ChatterBox – Project Calendar 

 
Date Activity 

St
ra

te
gi

c 
de

fin
iti

on
 

2 August 2018 Approach meeting and initial definition of the brief with CoC 

11 September 2018 Brief development and concept idea development with CoC 

17–21 September 2018 Architecture students project preparing first round concept design 

6 November 2018 Present concept design students projects to CoC. Feedback session 

8–26 November 2018 Amend design competition brief with CoC feedback 

5 December 2018 Launch competition open to all students of Portsmouth School of 
Architecture 

20 January 2019 Students' competition closes  

24 January 2019 CoC jury voting. Feedback session. 

D
es

ig
n 

de
ve

lo
pm

en
t 

30 January 2019 Winner announced to students. Students commence community 
engagement. 

14 February 2019 

Co-design meeting 1 
• Presentation on new design version developed on participants 
feedback 
• General discussion on installation layout 
• General discussion on a set of potential artistic creative tiles design 

14 March 2019 

Co-design meeting 2 
Group divided in four teams of four or five participants to discuss: 
• General purpose of the structure 
• Tiles contents 
• Textual information 
• Installation layout using 1:10 scale model  

28 March 2019 
Co-design meeting 3 
• Presentation on further design development 
• General discussion on production of tiles artwork 

C
on

st
ru

ct
io

n 

16 May 2019 Co-creation workshop – painting tiles – at Eldon Production Centre 

20–25 September 2019 Construction residency week on Eldon Production Centre and on 
Site 

W
ra

p-
up

 27 September 2019 Unveiling and opening 

30 September 2019 Debriefing meeting 

17 October 2019 Interviews with participants 

 

In the first contact with the community, we introduced to them the researchers, the 

research idea and aims, the roles, the timing, and the commitment. The aims were stated 

clearly to make the process as open and transparent as possible. At the meeting the 

participants talked about public space and elicited their perceptions of the city and the 
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project location. CoC were asked to put themselves in the position of those who held full 

decision-making power in the co-creation process, and via individual enquiry forms to 

define the brief and aims of the installation (Appendix 3). It was explained that the 

architecture students would give them technical support and would interpret their ideas 

and transform them into feasible design outputs.  

At the next meeting the brief was fully defined, and on this basis the university students 

prepared 15 design concept ideas, which were submitted to 28 members of CoC to trigger 

their initial response and subsequent rounds of discussions to refine the design intention. 

These ideas were fed into the design brief, which became the basis for a second design 

competition, this time aiming to select a pavilion to be built. This stage concluded when the 

participants, in a sort of jury decision meeting, decided which proposal would be taken 

forward to the design development stage to be built. Although it could be argued that 

participatory projects should ideally include communities at all stages of the process, in our 

case it was deemed appropriate to prepare the initial conceptual designs separately as 

interpretations of their ideas. The prospect of a range of concept design prepared by the 

students – who owned the technical tools to do so – and presented visually, steered the 

participants’ initial ideas into feasible design outputs. This constituted the basis for a more 

in-depth and comprehensive design conversation. 

The design development phase consisted of three co-design workshops and a hands-on co-

creation workshop, working on an iterative sequence of feedbacks and amendments, with 

the students presenting the design developments at all the meetings. The researchers and 

students made sure they responded to and interpreted all the design suggestions, and the 

technical design that was finally developed responded fully to all feasible suggestions and 

design advice by the CoC. These meetings focused on the overall spatial configuration of 

the timber structure of the pavilion and on an outline of the content and production of the 

images to be embedded in the structure. Co-design innovation tools were used to make the 

participatory design more effective. The researchers put together a small 1:10 scale model 

that would accurately simulate the main timber structure and printed the outline of the site 

location so that participants could imagine in greater detail the physical space (figure 4.2).  
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Figure 4.2. Co-design meetings held at Chat Over Chai at Havelock Community Centre, where they have a 

dedicated space involving visual screen presentations, group discussion and construction-game activities. 

The participants played with the model and started simulating the physical environment 

that the structure would produce in the space. Finally, a workshop was organised to bring 

the CoC members into the Eldon Production Centre and familiarise them both with the new 

spaces and the artistic production of the graphic artwork for a series of spinning tiles. 

Approximately 15 members engaged directly with drawing and painting their own artwork. 

They created a big collective representation of a teapot (the group logo) to add as part of 

the artwork, after experimenting with different images either of Portsmouth landmarks or 

teapots. They drew and painted a few tiles (figure 4.3).  
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Figure 4.3 Co-creation workshop at the Eldon Production Centre: Chat Over Chai participants preparing their 

artwork to be printed on the pavilion’s timber tiles. 

The tiles were all included in the final installation. The design was at this point finalised. 

After the research team secured planning permission, obtained the materials needed and 

conducted due risk assessments, the project was ready to be fabricated and installed in 

September. A 5-day construction residency workshop engaged the students and CoC 

members in a week of intense co-construction (figure 4.4).  
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Figure 4.4. Construction residency week with Chat Over Chai participants engaging with machinery at the Eldon 

Production Centre and getting on site to assemble the pavilion.  

The workshop was carefully planned so that several activities by different teams took place 

simultaneously. Each team included three students and two CoC members, so they could 

interact and help each other. An important part of the workshop design was to divide the 

construction process in a variety of parallel activities to ensure that every person, could find 

their own space and be fully included. Once construction was complete an unveiling event 

(figure 4.5) was organised to celebrate the work, with refreshments, a musical performance 

and some speeches. Around 120 people from the city attended, including the people 

involved and their families and friends, representatives from the university and the city 

council and political figures. 
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Figure 4.5. Unveiling event on the final day of construction workshop. Chat Over Chai participants, students, 

local authorities, and members of the public joined in celebrating the completion and installation of the 

Multicultural City ChatterBox pavilion. 

 Findings  
This section discusses whether and to what degree any of the resilience-promoting 

capacities identified in our literature review have emerged in conversations with the 

participants and as a result of the temporary urban practice undertaken. The conversations 

have been categorised by themes and codes. The most significant quotes have been 

extracted and used to support the reflections discussed below. The key codes that emerged 

through the thematic analysis are shown in figure 4.6. 
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In this project some resilience-promoting capacities failed to emerge or were only slightly 

present because of the way in which the co-creation activity was designed, and ultimately 

they did not emerge from the conversations with the participants. More systematic 

research is required to explore the effect of temporary urbanism on these capacities. For 

example, few signs of leadership, community cohesion and efficacy emerged, partly 

because we had no way of measuring them. Also, the capacity for a diverse and innovative 

economy was entirely external to the remit of this intervention. Therefore, we limit our 

Figure 4.6. Diagrammatic representation of the codes and themes emerged as part of the analysis of the 

interviews. 
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reflections to the capacities that are obvious outcomes of this study, which are agency, 

knowledge and learning, attachment to place and community networks. 

4.5.1 Agency 

This intervention attempted give the CoC agency (the ability to pursue whatever goals one 

wishes to (Drydyk, 2013) or the capacity of individuals to act independently (C. Barker, 

2003, p. 448)]. It aimed to empower a group of people to take decision on the public realm. 

To achieve this aim, an equilibrium had to be found during the design process among the 

various groups of actors involved. The researchers took the role of initiators and 

supervisors, the students that of design support and technical advisors, helping the 

community participants to express their ideas in the novel medium of design. The 

participants were the designers, and it was they who held the power to decide what would 

be created.  

This entire design process was a collective one. The participants appreciated the ability of 

the students to listen and act on their views. This helped to establish the direction of the 

project and participants to feel that their voice was heard: 

You have taken into account the things that we said. One of the reasons we chose 

you [a students’ team] in the first place was because you adapted your original 

design. 

The participants saw their idea fully materialised in the finished pavilion, including the idea 

that it must be open and represent the city, and that they had made something for the city. 

They understood that the final output was the result of their input, their ideas, their 

reflections and their constructions and craftwork. This was very significant for the co-

creation process and for improving their degree of empowerment, agency and ownership 

of the design. This goal was established at the very beginning and confirmed at every stage 

thereafter. Our clarity and transparency on this objective provided a higher degree of 

empowerment.  

The methodologies employed played an important role in empowering the CoC members 

and deepening their appropriation and ownership of the final product, which several 

referred to as ‘their own design’. They all seemed pleased to have had a central role in 

choosing and directing the design. The participants fully engaged in the role of being 

designers, aiming for a design that was open, low maintenance, interactive, informative and 

useful for chatting, and they found all these features in the final output. Negotiation over 

some of the ideas was unavoidable but this was done and moderated transparently. This 
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revealed the value of stimulating reflective processes on specific issues and stimulating 

further ideas. Overall, the participants explicitly praised the students and researchers for 

listening to their brief and translating into physical designs their ideas: 

You listened. You listened to what we were wanting and you came back and 

forwards till you got a bit more from us and a bit more. I think that was really 

positive […]. You didn’t just go ‘Oh we’ve decided now, we’re doing it’. You came 

back to us to make sure we were happy. 

Successful listening determines the quality of the participation and its meaningfulness. 

Effective civic participation and improving the degree of social justice in a city can happen 

only when participants’ voices are truly heard. We note that the inclusion of some also 

implies the exclusion of others. (Schneekloth et al., 1995, p. 13). TUP can work only with a 

limited number of local people, that sometimes form an already cohesive group, therefore, 

citizens who do not take part, even if they are local, are excluded. Likewise, during the co-

design and creative activities, some people naturally participated more, while others drifted 

away, either because they did not feel included or because they did not want to participate 

actively. Certainly, their presence alone at many activities allowed them to participate to 

some degree. However, a few participants slowly drifted away during the project, until they 

stopped coming. 

The feeling of ownership was mainly connected to the degree to which participants 

contributed. The workshops and the residency activities contributed to building this sense 

of ownership of the process and its outcomes, through involvement in the constructing and 

craft activities, allowing participants to make an artistic contribution to the process and to 

build an intimate and emotional relationship with the outcome. Although the construction 

part of it was daunting and worrying because it required time, engagement and the use of 

unfamiliar skills, ultimately they were proud of the result. Although some people were not 

interested in these features, others thoroughly embraced them and enjoyed its 

‘therapeutic’ effect:  

It helps your well-being also, you know. You focus on the picture and you forget 

about your worries and whatever you’re going through. And it helps mental health. 

I think that’s important. 

Everyone finds working with your hands very therapeutic. 

We believe that the sense of ownership was generated by two key factors: the initial role 

structure and the workshops.  
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4.5.2 Knowledge and learning 

The participants were exposed to the process of designing an architectural installation, 

learning about the design process and reflecting on the political and sociological 

implications of the role of public realm in the city. By reflecting on this issues that are 

essential in the work of city makers, they learned new facts and how to navigate complex 

management processes. This knowledge may be useful in future situation in which they will 

have to decide, balance different options and their feasibility, and take executive decisions.  

For example, some conversations during the co-design phase centred on what kind of 

sociability the new public space should accommodate. It was agreed that the structure had 

to be interactive, inspiring, and generating useful interactions, such as for charging a phone, 

but also that it should have a ‘no-Wi-Fi zone’ to encourage users to ‘sit and communicate 

with each other’ and possibly learn something new about the city. The information 

displayed was intended to as a reason to start a conversation, coupled with considerable 

reflection on the idea that the more interactive the structure was, the more engagement it 

would generate from the public. It was also hoped that this would make the structure more 

accepted by the wider community, which could deter possible acts of vandalism. The group 

playing with the model engaged in deep thought about the openness and porosity of the 

space, as they wanted to balance privacy with providing space to gather people together, 

without making it too enclosed. The 1:10 scale model was very useful for the participants to 

understand and visualise the space and to discuss its qualities for gathering together 

people. Using the model the participants suggested increasing the space in the centre. They 

discussed the entrance and the way the space could be used and went on to discuss its 

accessibility and child friendliness. The issue of disability and the need to be mindful of 

people who lacked mobility or were disabled emerged frequently in these conversations.  

In this learning process, two polar attitudes were expressed: a strongly idealistic projection 

towards the future, versus a pragmatic and practical attitude. Some participants started 

dreaming about possibilities; how they could be help others and how they could represent 

the city of Portsmouth. There was a general level of enjoyment and excitement when 

discussing design options, particularly the design of the tiles and brainstorming ideas. At 

other times they remained very pragmatic, carefully analysing the practicalities of the 

design and their ideas. When the conversation moved to making a specific piece of art, 

members started considering how to realise the artwork, what materials to use, whether it 

could be waterproof, what colours to use and how to produce it. Furthermore, concerns 

about health and safety, security, vandalism, accessibility, cost and maintenance were all 
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part of the decisions. One area where the weaknesses in their original thinking was exposed 

was when they considered looking after and maintaining the structure. Although, for 

example, they wanted to have green elements like plants, this idea was discarded because 

the group didn’t feel committing to watering them. In some cases, the researchers had to 

moderate the participants’ ideas because they were either unpractical or technically 

unfeasible.  

CoC participants valued learning the ‘how it is done’ and said that observing how the design 

process worked had alerted them to new perspectives. In the same way, actively using the 

large machinery and drills, and understanding the process of collaboration and co-

production in a design process helped to enlarge their knowledge of collaboration, 

management and production: 

The positive thing was the start and the finish, so we saw the project right through 

and you [do] not always have the opportunity to see something from the beginning, 

you know, and the end result […] was really exciting. 

And all of it, I think, from the beginning, from the planning, from using the ideas 

and scrapping the ideas and changing the ideas. I love changing. Lovely to be 

creative. The story, I think, is fascinating. How it’s changed. 

This process may have stimulated in participants various ideas, intentions, desires and 

aspirations for the future. Two people expressed the aspiration to promote further urban 

actions in the surrounding areas, such as painting a big mural in a massive adjacent wall or 

promoting a similar placemaking activity in another derelict urban area. Another had a 

more personal potential response. Perhaps a simple sentence like ‘I want to be a student! 

Can I just come in a lecture next week?’ could be interpreted as an emerging desire, a push 

to the horizons that the process had opened up to individuals.  

Learning DIY skills was also valued. Debriefing on the construction process and the ‘making’ 

generated euphoric reactions. The members of the group were excited about learning new 

hands-on craftsmanship skills. Using the advanced machinery available in the Architecture 

School workshop made them feel more confident about their manual skills. They 

considered the activity of drilling, sawing and assembling timber elements in the university 

workshop particularly useful and important:  

I love to see a lot of the other women using them [who] had never used drills 

before. I did actually [get] on with some drilling and I got [on] with some of the 
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assembly … but it was great to see women [who] have never drilled before [doing 

it]. And now they know [about] drilling. … I think everybody should know how to 

drill something. 

It is worth to give space in this discussion about learning. One way of learning is by 

enlarging our own boundaries, whether personal (mental or physical) or relational. One of 

the recurring elements in the conversations was that project instilled in the participants 

some anxiety in respect to the challenges and situations it posed, but also that towards the 

end these anxieties vanished. They participants ultimately enlarged the boundaries of their 

usual life and mitigated their initial fears.  

Exploring new territories such as the university spaces and environment and workshops was 

also valuable. This pushed the CoC participants into meeting new people and visiting new 

places; therefore, into a closer and more familiar relationship with hitherto unknown 

experiences; vaulting some of the socioeconomic boundaries that had existed prior to this 

experience:  

 I [went] down every single day and I've enjoyed working with the students [and 

going into] the university [and] the workshop. [I enjoyed] the drills the equipment 

and I think … [that] some people [in our group who went to] the university [had] 

never set foot into a [university workshop before].  

On one hand the participants remarked on the visible socio-geographical barrier between 

the local community and the university in Portsmouth, while on the other hand they 

praised the project dynamics because this barrier was fading as a result:  

 So, I think the more you can bring the community into the university, like this 

project does, [the better].  

Some members of the group also had to deal with personal self-esteem and sociability 

issues or their anxieties in engaging with the project or being accepted by students: 

I was soo nervous before I met [the students]. ‘Oh [how] are they going to react to 

me?’ And all of that – oooh. And then I came in and I was … ‘Oh yeah, they’re fine’. 

They were really lovely – and I got on really well with a couple of them. 

The participants boundaries were also enlarged by the engagement with various activities 

outside their comfort zone. The challenge of creating artwork as well as using the drills and 

technical machineries had a significant impact: 
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I was […] terrified when I saw all [that] big machinery there, but [ …] I said to myself 

‘No, I've just got to get on and get into it’. And once I started working with a group 

of students, I mean, my fears […] went away and I was […] excited to do something. 

4.5.3 Attachment to place 

During the design process several ideas emerged, such as that the pavilion should send a 

clear message welcoming others and promoting multicultural integration. The participants 

decided that it should inform of the city of Portsmouth and celebrate the diversity and the 

beauty of the city. 

Welcoming others, intended as greeting them, is a key concept embodied in the entire 

design process. CoC participants continually expressed pride in their city and said that 

welcoming other people in the city and creating something useful towards integration and 

inclusiveness was their most important goal. They considered this intervention as 

instrumental in that goal:  

Our community hope is for the city in Portsmouth, we want to invite people want 

to make it a space where people can be happy to come in. 

Although this genuine love of Portsmouth was the starting point, the process of actively 

creating something for the city has without doubt tightened the bond between the 

community and the place itself. Their pride, sense of purpose and caring for others emerged 

from the idea that they had created something for all city residents, projecting the explicit 

inclusive message that ‘everyone is welcome’. Their pride reinforced their sense of place, 

belonging and attachment because it is related to the place where they live. The more that 

people take care of their surroundings, the more they are attached to it. 

4.5.4 Networks 

Resilience-promoting capacities entail building networks, via placemaking activities: 

placemaking is not just about the relationship of people to their places; it also creates 

relationships among people in places (Schneekloth et al., 1995, p. 1).  

Group art practices can provide opportunities for bonding among members of the same 

community and may also lead to collaborations between different communities and 

networks. Gilchrist (2009) argues that community development’s role is to facilitate 

interaction between different networks, called ‘meta-networking’ or ‘networking the 

networks’.  
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The ChatterBox intervention connected CoC members with other communities. We 

observed genuine altruism and care for others throughout the process. This caring attitude 

manifested through discussions about more vulnerable residents, such as disabled and 

homeless people and children, and also in deciding on a design aiming to welcome and 

share knowledge with others. Sharing knowledge was a central feature of this altruism. The 

CoC similarly tried to address big societal issues, such as the reduced ability of people to 

socialize with each other and the increased use of digital screens versus face-to-face 

communication, or children growing up in fear. They also used the installation to tackle 

some global issues.  

During the design process, the participants demonstrating their willingness 

to collaborate with others and involve other local groups, to share their positive experience 

and to help and care for others. In this way they showed their desire to embed themselves 

in the socioeconomic context of the city to work out ways to improve their experience, 

maintain the structure or support the project financially. They considered approaching local 

companies to donate materials and engaging other community groups who could have 

benefited from the project. Ultimately this degree of collaboration didn't happen, as it 

needed too much organization and commitment. However, these qualities predated the 

ChatterBox collaboration: they were not generated by it. 

Most participants were positively affected by the intergenerational collaboration process. 

They found working with students to be an interesting and enjoyable experience, both in 

teamwork and in the dialogue they developed with some of them – establishing a network 

of personal social connections, bonding, and fruitful exchange: 

I thought that was really good, because I could listen to his [student] perspective 

and he could listen to mine, you know. I thought that that whole relationship is 

really, really good. 

It’s really nice – she’s in her twenties and it was just nice to have the different age 

groups working together.  

The researchers are not aware if any of these relationships actually continued after the 

intervention ended. Indeed, if they had this would be a strong basis for arguing that our 

method of work contributed to building meaningful networks and long-term community 

resilience. Future research should address this key aspect and monitor it in the long term. 
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The sharing of a complex and, at times, difficult task during construction week was 

particularly effective in creating intense bonds between students and participants, thanks 

to the collaborative environment and sharing of tasks, goals and a sense of achievement at 

overcoming the barriers and challenges presented to them. Collaborating with a common 

goal and sharing a purpose enabled people to get closer faster and more intensively, giving 

a sense and meaning to their working and being together, in a task that could be competed 

only with collaboration and teamwork: 

 We’ve had something in common. I think that’s the whole point is having 

something that you’re sharing. You’ve a shared interest of some sort. 

The project also created a few opportunities to connect with other local action groups and 

public representatives in the city, such as the Makers’ Guild, as well as meeting the local 

MPs, national politicians and City Council officers, to whom they could explain their project, 

their personal efforts or show some photos of what they had worked on. Talking to them 

about the project triggered and developed a number of opportunities of social interaction 

and connections. The unveiling event provided a great opportunity for the group to be at 

the centre of the celebration and fostered connections with other people and groups, meet 

each other, meet other groups, and celebrate with the students. 

 Conclusions 
The findings have shown that co-creation made a strong contribution to place-making and 

also that the TUP interventions such as Multicultural City ChatterBox offer adaptive and 

flexible responses to evolving social and environmental conditions. Even when the social 

conditions change and pose threats to individuals and groups in terms of cultural 

segregation, economic or social deprivation, TUPs such as the ChatterBox continue to 

provide support to the community and help to adapt to these transformations. 

Collaborative and creative placemaking stimulates a range of community capacities; 

including the capacity to build networks, to enlarge and set new boundaries, to learn new 

skills and knowledge, to foster a sense of belonging, and to generate new aspirations. The 

CoC community group had the opportunity to discover new places (the university), meet 

new people in their city (the students), share a purpose with this new community and build 

a bond with its members. They were also publicly presented as caring for their city, bringing 

visibility and playing a new social role in the community. Throughout the process the group 

was exposed to unfamiliar activities and spaces that became familiar, and by fighting and 

overcoming fears they expanded their personal and psychological boundaries. They learned 
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from witnessing the full process of creating and constructing a pavilion in a public space, 

ranging from legal impediments to their gratification on achieving their goal. They learned 

from co-designing an architectural installation, and how great ideas need to find practical 

solutions. They were surprised and excited at using drills and big lab machinery. The 

process of caring and acting on a public space nurtured their love and knowledge of the city 

and fostered a connection between people and place, consolidating the socio-geographical 

territory of this group. Enlarging boundaries by exploring new activities, spaces and 

meeting younger people seeded new aspirations and opened up new and different 

perspectives to them. 

All these achievements can be facilitated in such projects, provided that the participatory 

design, via co-creation and co-design, effectively transfers full decision-making powers and 

responsibilities to the participants, making the environment safe and playful. The early 

transfer of power and authorship to the participants, is paramount in creating a sense of 

ownership of the process. Engaging the participants in making art and craft is a 

fundamental dimension for exploring new skills, learning new things, enlarging one’s 

personal boundaries and building relationships. Potentially, if they are sustained over time, 

and are not seen as the means to achieving another goal, collective art practices can also 

have a therapeutic impact on participants’ mental and physical well-being. Every participant 

needs to feel included and offered a range of activities that allows each one to find their 

own place in the creative activity. Finally, the process should involve other groups, aiming 

to create a network of networks and help the community to become well-connected 

(Gilchrist, 2009). 

TUP is a vector for place-making and for empowering communities to build a relationship 

with place. TUPs help to increase the capacities of the social system, reduce fragilities, 

decrease isolation and therefore fosters, nurtures, and supports vulnerable members of a 

community (and therefore the urban system) to be resilient in face of the chronic stresses 

and acute shocks they might experience in the future (Burnell, 2013; Hamdi, 2013).  

The temporary activation of public space by the actions of community-led placemaking hold 

a transformative power and can bring positive change to local communities. Apart from the 

contribution to the liveability of public spaces generated by the final art or architectural 

intervention, the participatory nature of this process may generate a range of key 

community capacities that are fundamental to its ability to become more resilient now and 

in the future. 
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Preface to Chapter 5 

Activists and practitioners who aim to kickstart processes of urban regeneration are 

increasingly initiating social innovation grassroots temporary urbanism projects (Bishop, 

2015). This paper presents the process and findings of Co-creation of Temporary 

Interventions in Public Space as a Tactic to Build Community Resilience, a five-year project 

to empower local community groups to reclaim urban public areas through the collective 

creation of temporary installations. Drawing on David Harvey’s notion of the ‘right to the 

city’ (2012), the freedom to make and remake our cities as an essential human right, the 

project produced a number of tactical, small-scale, co-created, transient installations in 

the public realm of Portsmouth, involving unrepresented voices in urban decision-making 

processes. Prompted by the research question: ‘How can temporary urban practices 

become effective tools to include unrepresented voices in the city-making and to generate 

social resilience?’ the authors identified a series of guidelines for improving temporary co-

creation practices to foster community resilience. Temporary urban space initiatives can 

play a vital role in creating opportunities for grassroots direct democracy (Oswalt, 

Overmeyer, & Misselwitz, 2014), but if these experiences are not followed by institutional 

learning and changes to planning policies, their outcomes will remain limited in time and 

space. 
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7 CRediT (Contribution Roles Taxonomy) is a system to describe the specific contribution of each 
contributor to a scholarly output. Further information can be found here: https://casrai.org/credit/ 
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Chapter 5. Temporary urban practices of co-production. 
Including unrepresented voices in the making of the city 
 

 Cities, public space, and temporary urbanism 
Public space has been gaining increasing attention from political, academic, and social 

perspectives alike, with social and economic inequalities emerging as one of the key issues 

in planning future cities (Buitelaar, Raspe, & Weterings, 2016; Miraftab, Wilson, & Salo, 

2015).  

Cities have traditionally been tasked with a role as ‘growth machines’ and are planned top-

down primarily following profit-oriented forces (Fainstein, 2014; Sassen, 2005). This process 

of urbanisation often generates exclusive environments, as planning processes redistribute 

resources, concentrating them in costly, prestigious and marketable interventions, which 

see deprived neighbourhoods neglected, since they are deemed of little economic 

relevance. Equally, public spaces which have potential to be the most lively and truest 

expressions of the desires of the citizenry are overlooked and underutilised. In conventional 

urban planning, the common citizen, who uses such spaces regularly, is mostly excluded 

from the city-making process, their opinions and their rights to shape their shared 

environment ignored (Rius-Ulldemolins & Klein, 2020). Even further, enforced by the 

privatisations of spaces and a language of prohibition and discouragement, public spaces 

are often, by law, actively excluded from citizen appropriation (Lara-Hernandez, Melis, & 

Lehmann, 2019). These forms of appropriation of the public space are ‘Temporary acts in 

which people use public spaces to carry out individual or collective activities other than the 

purpose for which space was originally designed for’ (Fonseca Rodriguez, 2015, p. 3) and 

include commercial, ritual and leisure activities, such as children’s ball games (No Ball 

Games), and community initiatives. 

Within the complexity of the making of the city, and possibly in response to this exclusion, 

initiatives to impact public perceptions and use of urban spaces have significantly increased 

during the last two decades and even more over the last few years (Bishop et al., 2012). An 

extensive proliferation of temporary initiatives in urban spaces can be witnessed 

worldwide, transforming temporary urbanism in a truly global phenomenon (Courage, 

2013). The promotors of these initiatives are usually architecture groups, artists, 

practitioners, university researchers, and activists who, with a multidisciplinary team, aim 

to promote change in their local environments. Although drawing a comprehensive list or 
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interventions, which would be a titanic task, is not the scope of the present paper, few 

examples can help to contextualise the theoretical framework which includes the 

temporary installations described in the next paragraphs. These examples include a variety 

of initiatives. Many of these aim to re-activate neglected urban spaces through for example 

temporary cinemas and agora that transform them into permanently active public space 

(Folly for a Flyover8, Autobarrios Sancristobal9), or spreading around the city a series of 

temporary hotel rooms that people can inhabit (Hotel Shabby Shabby10). Other projects aim 

to directly raise awareness on how the public space in cities is designed and the need for 

more active and shared use. They promote pop-up/mobile community installations that 

engage people concerned with their living environment (Union Press11, Street 

interrupted12), or organise global events or art initiatives that claim back urban space 

(Park(ing) Day13, I Wish This Was14) or also, mobilise people globally to seed flowers around 

cemented areas (Guerrilla Gardening15). Other types of project more radically attempt to 

implement the creation of alternative modes of living within urban environments, 

promoting urban gardening as a different agricultural production system (R-Urban16) and 

the temporary occupation of wide urban areas to provide continuous spatial 

experimentation on alternative modes of being together (Yes We Camp17). A myriad of 

temporal initiatives are attempting to change the status quo and to use cities’ shared 

spaces as environments to incubate social innovation. 

But it is not just individual activists or groups pushing in this direction. The European Union 

has been increasingly supporting temporary uses as part of the design of urban 

regeneration policies, initially promoted through the project URBAN CATALYSTS: Strategies 

for Temporary Uses – Potential for Development of Urban Residual Areas in European 

Metropolises, led by TU Berlin18. This was followed by the Dutch project OLE (Open Lab 

Ebbinge)19. Alongside many other EU funded projects that could be cited, TUTUR 

                                                           
8 Folly for a Flyover, 2011, by Assemble. https://assemblestudio.co.uk/projects/folly-for-a-flyover 
9 Autobarrios Sancristobal, 2014, by Basurama. http://basurama.org/proyecto/autobarrios-sancristobal/ 
10 Hotel Shabby Shabby, 2014, by Raumlabor Berlin. https://raumlabor.net/hotel-shabbyshabby/ 
11 Union Press, 2012, by PublicWorks. https://publicworksgroup.net/projects/union-press.1/ 
12 Street Interrupted, 2010, by MUF Architecture/Art. http://muf.co.uk/portfolio/street-interrupted-2010/ 
13 Park(ing) Day, since 2005, by Rebar. https://www.myparkingday.org/ 
14 I Wish This Was, 2010, by Candy Chang. http://candychang.com/work/i-wish-this-was/ 
15 Guerrilla Gardening, Ongoing. http://www.guerrillagardening.org/ 
16 R-Urban, Ongoing, by Atelier d’Architecture Autogeree. http://r-urban.net/en/ 
17 Yes We Camp. Ongoing. Yes We Camp Association. https://yeswecamp.org/en/ 
18 http://www.urbancatalyst.net/index.php?lang=en 
19 OLE have taken a wasteland in Groningen and directed the process of developing into a ‘micro city’, with the 
aim of using the space as a laboratory for testing sustainable approaches to urban development and temporary 
architectural solutions. https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/it/projects/netherlands/turning-urban-wasteland-
into-a-creative-micro-city 
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(Temporary Use as a Tool of Urban Regeneration)20, started in 2013, has been investigating 

how the temporary use of public space and informal practices can be mainstreamed and 

become a government tool for urban regeneration.  

The importance of temporary urbanism has also been recognised by the UN. The Global 

Public Space Toolkit released by UN Habitat in 2015, praised temporary interventions for 

their ability to: ‘confer meaning and urban quality to ‘waiting spaces’ rapidly, at low cost 

and with a strong involvement of the community’ (Garau, 2015, p. 117). In fact, the United 

Nations’ shared goals to make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and 

sustainable would seem to support the underlying principles of democratization inherent to 

temporary urbanism. Sustainable Development Goal #1121 and the Article 13 of Habitat III 

New Urban Agenda released in 2017, aims for all cities to be ‘participatory’ and ‘promote 

civic engagement, engender a sense of belonging and ownership among all their 

inhabitants’22 (United Nations (Habitat III), 2017, p. 5).  

 The co-creation of temporary interventions 
The research Co-creation of Temporary Interventions in Public Space as a Tactic to Build 

Community Resilience is a practice-based investigation designed 

 to promote and develop a series of small tactical interventions in the public space, each to 

be designed and built in collaboration with Portsmouth local communities (Robazza, 2020) 

(Figure 5.1).  

                                                           
20 TUTUR. https://urbact.eu/tutur-complete-overview 
21 https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal11 
22 The full section reads: “We envisage cities and human settlements that are participatory, promote civic 
engagement, engender a sense of belonging and ownership among all their inhabitants, prioritize safe, 
inclusive, accessible, green, and quality public spaces, friendly for families, enhance social and intergenerational 
interactions, cultural expressions, and political participation, as appropriate, and foster social cohesion, 
inclusion, and safety in peaceful and pluralistic societies, where the needs of all inhabitants are met, recognizing 
the specific needs of those in vulnerable situations.” 
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Figure 5.1. Temporary installations in the public space. From left to right. Top: I Don’t Roll; #IHeartPompey. 

Bottom: Edge Pavilion; Multicultural City ChatterBox; Secret Garden 

While developing a body of temporary interventions, the project offered the opportunity to 

reflect on what was being learnt from these and simultaneously studying the impact of 

these activities on the community of participants, and their degree of engagement with 

them. As such, the practice continuously adjusted to the changing context, iteratively 

improving the methods of work and the level of inclusivity of the different community 

groups. The research used social sciences methods of study such as field notes, focus 

groups, and interviews, subsequently analysing them via coding and thematic analysis. 

Four community groups, each local to Somerstown, that according to the 2015 Index of 

Multiple Deprivation (Smith et al., 2015) is amongst the most socioeconomically deprived 

areas in England, were brought into a discursive process at the heart of the co-creation of a 

series of ‘waiting’ urban spaces. At different stages this included a BAMER group, a primary 

school and a group of vulnerable, marginalised young people from a local youth club. 

Participants were involved in a series of workshops to initially identify a site then co-design 

and co-create uses for the chosen space, leading to a collaborative building process (Figure 

5.2).  
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Figure 5.2. Co-design workshop, engaging community in decision-making and creative activities 

During the workshop phases, creative co-design conversations, model and clay making, junk 

playing activities, painting and timber construction sessions were used to enable the groups 

to think about public space design. As detailed in Chapter 4, the activities were designed 

accordingly to the Double Diamond Innovation Framework (Design Council, 2021) 

accommodating creative thinking and allowing the non-linear development of ideas.  

Each practice would always start from an ‘Approach’ phase where the researcher would 

explain to the community what the purpose of the project was, engage them and 

understand their willingness to participate in the project. In this phase, the researchers 

investigated the relationship of the participants with the surrounding public spaces through 

images, exploring their desires and opinions. The information collected in this phase 

became the basis of the brief for a ‘Concept Design’ competition, open to architecture 

students. The design outcomes of this competition were then submitted to and discussed 

with the participants and, at a ‘Jury Meeting’, one proposal was selected to be co-

developed. The students who elaborated the chosen proposal were actively managing a 

process of ‘Design Development’ with the participants, engaging them in design decisions, 

from concept to buildable structure. An iterative process based on the feedback-

amendment-validation sequence allowed the participants to propose and take the 

decisions, with the students acting as the technical extension of their design ideas. Once 

the design was settled, the researchers managed the process of construction management, 
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planning permission and health and safety and risk assessment procedures in preparation 

for the construction.  

Next, when the weather conditions allowed, came the ‘Residency Week’ (Figure 5.3), a five 

day on-site fabrication and construction process, bringing together the community, 

students and researchers in an intensive, creative week where all people involved enjoyed 

the shared endeavour.  

 

Figure 5.3. Community and students engaging in the making activities during the ‘residency weeks’ 

At the end of the week, an ‘Unveiling Event’ (Figure 5.4) allowed for a celebration of the 

achievement with families, friends and representatives of the university and the council. In 

the following days, debriefing meetings were held, attempting to understand how the 

activity had affected the participants. Methodologically rigorous sociological observation 

accompanied the process throughout, with field notes, observations, camera filming, audio 

recording, feedback forms and semi-structured interviews. The observational process used 

the interventions as case studies, following consolidated architectural research methods 

(Groat et al., 2013) and ultimately produced a robust database of information analysed 

through thematic analysis methods (Braun et al., 2014). 
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Figure 5.4. Unveiling celebratory events at the end of the construction process 

 Mapping themes and threads 
Several themes, methodologically distilled through the urban living lab approach (Steen et 

al., 2017), emerged throughout the development of the project activities, cutting across 

many iterations of each process (Figure 5.5). 

Social justice 

Urban regeneration and social innovation  

City-making and urban governance 

Protocols and guidelines for temporary action 

Wider-public impacts (How to study public life) 

Exploring community impacts 

Community capacities for resilience 

Creative methods of collaboration (co-design, co-creation) 

Digital participatory platform 

Mapping public space opportunities and needs 

Public-private-third sector co-production 

Institutional learning 

 



137 
 

 

Figure 5.5. Visual mapping of the themes and threads related to temporary urbanism activities, emerged along 

the research process 

To understand the efficacy of the process the participants (those who design and create the 

project) and the wider public (citizens who only experience the space) were both 

monitored. This was targeted to produce an insight – data and information- on the 

significance and reach of the project and to produce evidence, demonstrating how 

important it could be in terms of urban regeneration and social innovation. This insight will 

serve as a basis for an argument on the importance of integrating such temporary urban 

actions as city-making processes and ultimately as official tools in the governance of the 

city. It would also serve for the definition of a series of protocols and guidelines for 

temporary actions in the city useful to practitioners and transferrable. 

The methodology was intended to promote social justice benchmarking in the city, and 

integrate usually overlooked voices in the making of the city, suggesting an alternative or 

complementary method to the traditional non-participatory practice of public spaces 
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design. The investigation of the impacts on the wider public was deemed secondary, as 

opposed to the importance of exploring community impacts, understanding the social 

values generated with the community of participants. 

The feedback revealed how a series of social impacts is generated by the making of 

temporary urban projects, particularly networks among different social groups, the creation 

of knowledge and learning of new skills, the pushing of individuals’ existing boundaries and 

the tightening of their relationship with the space (Faulkner et al., 2018). The literature 

demonstrates how these capacities can contribute effectively to community building; 

ultimately, they are the key capacities that are needed by a community to reinforce their 

resilience to withstand future hardship (Robazza & Caputo, 2022). Temporary urbanism is 

able to put in place processes that nurture and reinforce community capacities for 

resilience and could be considered grounds for playful community training, fostering 

learning that will become useful to react to possible adversities. Institutions should adopt 

these types of activities and learn from them, officially and methodologically implementing 

these environments within the city to produce consistent societal benefits.  

Along the process, it became paramount to develop bespoke and tailored creative methods 

of collaboration between the different actors. Whether they were young adults or pupils 

from deprived backgrounds or BAMER groups, finding creative ways to interact with each 

other and engage them in the project, playing with junk materials rather than mocking-up 

scale simulations, was key to meaningful empowerment and creating social impact.  

The feedback also highlighted the need to further expand the scale and reach of the 

project, and develop an effective method to include more citizens in the public space 

decision-making process, delegating to them more influencing powers in the identification 

and response to a site/needs relationship.  

The idea of creating a digital participatory platform for the mapping of public space 

opportunities and needs therefore emerged, a tool that would allow matching of the 

opportunities available in the public space and the needs of the citizens, possibly via by a 

mobile application that includes a crowdsourced map.  

The process proved to be an excellent way to bring together many different agents in the 

city and create opportunities for collaboration and co-production partnerships between key 

local institutions, such as universities, local councils and the third sector. This enabled the 

creation of a dynamically evolving synergic relationship and mutual interests, while 

generating a combination of positive outcomes for all the parties involved.  
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The entire process demonstrated how a simple ‘collaborative making’ process can build a 

unique synergy between several actors that come together, creating a strong mutual and 

reciprocal benefit. From this partnership system, the importance to encourage a 

bidirectional learning process was clear: not only was the community learning something 

new, but it also gave scope for institutional learning, with administrations learning 

important lessons from the process and the community.  

 Lessons learnt  
Although clearly beneficial, the impacts of such urban interventions are initially small scale, 

but they have the potential to catalyse bigger and long-lasting change (Burnell, 2013). 

Although making bespoke and tailored approaches is necessary, due to possible diverse 

contexts and situations, thanks to the case studies considered at least four lessons have 

been learnt, showing a potential for the transferability of the present research.  

The four main lessons constituting as many toolbox recommendations are:  

• The community should participate as early as possible in the process and decide 

where and what installation they wish to develop.  

• Focus on the quality of the process, not the quality of the final design outputs. 

• Carefully design the methods of co-creation.  

• Focus on institutional learning for long-lasting change.  

5.4.1 Early community engagement 

Social inequalities and power-relations in the urban spaces can significantly affect the 

degree of appropriation of the public realm (Leddy-Owen et al., 2018). Social groups 

colonise different socio-spatial territories in the city and the power-relations between 

socioeconomic groups can determine the likeliness of each group to explore and develop a 

sense of belonging to specific spaces in the city. The physical proximity between a group 

and a space is not sufficient to describe the group-space relationship and determine a 

meaningful appropriation of the space as a result of the activity. The choice of a space in 

the city needs to be negotiated up-front in the process, to establish if that space is 

meaningful for the group. On the other hand, the ‘need of a need’ is also fundamental in 

determining the level of appropriation of the temporary project. The plan for any public 

space intervention has to emerge from and address a specific socio-spatial community 

need, to specifically resolve and respond to that need. The lack of a need can result in a 

potential lack of engagement and consequent failure of the community project. The need 
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provides the base-motivation and ensures that the community remains committed to the 

development of the project. Because of this, it is essential to involve the community from 

the very beginning. Institutions should avoid taking any decision prior to the engagement 

with the community group. It is equally important to engage and deal with active and 

dynamic existing communities in the city, as this will provide an already cohesive group of 

people. Temporary urban projects, in fact, even if initiated by an institution, have to grow 

out of the choices of the community. The community has to be fully involved in the 

definition of the ‘what’ and ‘where’, at the very beginning or earliest stage of the process. 

This is the stage when everyone understands what their role in the project is; it is a key step 

for an effective transfer of responsibility and ownership to the community. Offering them 

the role of those who have the power to decide what to do, and giving the 

students/researchers the role of technical support and facilitators can create a good power 

balance between the two groups where everyone is aware of their role. 

5.4.2 Process versus design output 

The practitioner’s approach needs to be focused on the process itself, rather than the 

design output. ‘Design may follow; however, it should be only stem from the need of 

community; it is never a goal on its own’ (Iwińska, 2017). The co-creation process can 

generate opportunities for the community to reinforce their networks with new 

collaborations, to foster the connection to a place and a sense of belonging, to learn new 

skills and build knowledge, to push and define new boundaries and nurture new aspirations 

and perspectives. These processes can expose local groups publicly, bringing social visibility 

and highlighting their social role in the community. To un-tap all these potential social 

impacts, it is fundamental to focus not only on the final outputs generated by these 

initiatives, but rather on the process itself. It is the process that, if well-structured and 

based on clear objectives, can encourage substantial social innovation and bring along 

meaningful change.  

5.4.3 Methods of co-creation 

A careful orchestration and design of the co-creation methods is, therefore, a fundamental 

ingredient to enable innovation. Community participants are not expert designers and may 

not be familiar with spatial ideas or engineering issues. Open ended questions such as 

‘what would you like in this place?’ are likely to produce abstract answers, so offering visual 

alternatives can enable more relevant discussion through a validation principle. Similarly, 

the use of scale models has proven a very effective tool to engage participants and getting 

them right into developing spatial reflections, considering and exploring different spatial 
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solutions (Robazza & Smith, 2022). Once the project has been initiated it becomes very 

important to make sure everyone has a space and a role proportionate to their abilities. 

Adjusting the design so that it can offer many different and complementary craftsmanship 

skills is essential to provide opportunities of engagement for everyone, whether they are 

working on clay artefacts, painting or sawing, drilling or more complex activities involving 

carpentry skills. Construction workshops need to be designed with multiple parallel 

activities corresponding to the skills of the group too, making sure everyone is constantly 

active and occupied, while ideally also collaborating with other participants.  

5.4.4 Institutional learning 

Participatory design processes that enable participants to express their own voices involve 

some ‘institutional’ risks, such as reputational risks. Institutions may thus try to steer the 

process and decide upfront key parameters that ultimately affect the potential for 

community empowerment. The more pressure local council and university put in expecting 

a ‘good quality’ final result for the installation, the more the co-creation process is at risk. 

The aesthetic quality as outcome should not be a primary concern, unless this becomes a 

requirement of the community. Rather than expecting some tangible result from temporary 

urbanism, institutions should engage with the experimental nature of these activities, be 

open to failure as a learning opportunity, and, most importantly, engage with a listening 

approach and be willing to learn from the process. 

 Conclusions 
Bringing ordinary citizens into the decision-making process of space curation and creation 

can be an effective method of raising awareness amongst the citizenry and turning 

individuals into change makers in urban transformation. Temporary urban space initiatives 

can play a vital role in creating opportunities for this involvement, as well as taking back 

control of the public realm. Through such projects, participants will experience a grassroots 

direct democracy, which enables the inclusion of traditionally underrepresented voices. By 

listening to and involving such voices, approaches to tackling inequalities and social 

divisions can be fostered, aside from the fact that this is a right to choose their own lived 

environments that all individuals should have. One other positive outcome is the 

strengthening of community resilience created by having all members gaining a say and a 

stake in the use and appearance of their own urban spaces. 

Hamdi’s Small Change approach (Hamdi, 2013) shows that even slight and temporary 

changes can feed into substantial long-term transformation through incremental and small-
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scale actions. Initiatives such as the interventions in Portsmouth can be catalysts for bigger, 

long-lasting change, providing they are well and thoughtfully managed. This ongoing 

management is key; temporary urbanism offers first of all an example and allows for 

experimentation and opportunities to foster both institutional change and new policy 

implementation. But, if these experiences are not listened to and institutions do not learn 

from them and seek changes to planning policies, they cannot be used as a functional 

mechanism to implement more significant change, and their outcomes remain limited in 

time and space. Therefore involving the community, listening to them and learning from 

them has to be at the heart of every intervention if real and lasting change is to be 

achieved.  
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Chapter 6. Theoretical Discussion and Conclusions 
This conclusion sums up the research process, methodology and findings, and draws a few 

clear conclusions that can be deduced from the investigation. It reiterates the knowledge 

gap in the key research questions and highlights the original contribution to knowledge that 

the work aimed to make. It also discusses the limitations of this study and examines how 

future studies may be developed from it.  

This practice-based study aimed to understand how temporary urban co-creation practices 

in public space may be effective tools for social innovation, promoting social justice and 

social resilience in local community groups. To achieve this aim, the projects described in 

this thesis promoted and developed a series of small-scale tactical interventions in the 

public space and investigated their social impact. In a process that iteratively aligned 

practice, observation and reflection, it developed an understanding of the social impacts 

that such tactical actions in the city are able to generate, together with their role in 

promoting community capacities of social resilience, and it advances some 

recommendations on how to maximise them via a well-designed process that makes use of 

design innovation tools. 

The practice-based activities, inspired by the Urban Living Labs (C3 Places, 2019; Puerari et 

al., 2018; Steen et al., 2017), were designed following design thinking theories (Chasanidou 

et al., 2015; Razzouk et al., 2012; Simon, 2019), and in particular the double diamond 

design framework (Hawryszkiewycz et al., 2020; Tschimmel, 2012). Design thinking theories 

and design innovation tools can become very useful in facilitating a clear design 

conversation between expert and non-expert designers (Manzini, 2015) and to facilitate 

innovation. In particular, a human-centred and participatory ethos, communicating visually 

and inclusively (via design tools), collaborating and co-creating, and reiterated several times 

should be the foundation of implementing convergent and divergent thinking. In this way it 

may allow ideas to emerge in a creative, non-linear way and remain open to change (Design 

Council, 2021). Innovative design tools that were able to put co-creation at the core of 

social innovation were deemed to be an essential basis to start from. The practical aspects 

of the work were characterised by a great degree of project management, involving funding 

applications; liaising with the local public sector; managing the budget and purchasing 

materials; coordinating the students and liaising with the community group. It also involved 

timetabling activities; submitting planning permission to meet heritage, security and health 

and safety issues; producing due risk assessments to mitigate any risk for participants and 
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students, amongst other duties. Beyond project management, the practice primarily 

consisted of delivering an extensive number of community activities, such as design 

conversations and creative co-design workshops, and ultimately a series of residency 

weeks, which were proper construction sites in the public realm, to build the small-scale 

timber installations. The practice-based activity lasted approximately 5 years, from the first 

installation to the last. 

Parallel to the actual activities, the investigation developed in a methodology to observe 

and monitor the practice and capture its social dimension and discern whether it had any 

positive or negative social impact on the groups of participants. This part of the research 

followed consolidated qualitative research methods in architecture (Groat et al., 2013). The 

social investigation was structured around social sciences methods of observation such as 

field notes, focus groups, feedback forms and interviews. In this way we collected a wealth 

of data, building consistent, year-round databases of the participants’ perceptions of the 

process. Sometimes the observations were designed in a creative way to be able to 

effectively capture the opinions of the participants, for example when school pupils were 

asked to write down their thoughts in chalk on the floor. Part of the qualitative data directly 

fed the reflections and discussion in the published articles, and in one case the data was 

analysed via a process of coding and thematic analysis (Braun et al., 2014; Terry et al., 

2017). 

Both the practice and the social investigation were designed before each intervention 

commenced, to correspond to the age and profile of the community participants. 

Inevitably, all plans had to be regularly adjusted along the process so as to respond to the 

context of the work and the natural and unexpected diversions that are encountered in 

such complex endeavours. Adaptation is a vital key methodological approach for 

developing processes that are suited to and engage the community groups effectively. An 

iterative model of work also allowed us to improve the method on every iteration, defining 

a progression that led to the most complex and comprehensive achievement towards the 

end of the practice – our learning process. 

The overall work has substantially benefitted from our interdisciplinary and collaborative 

approach. The research relied on the collaboration and interaction of multiple disciplines 

such as architecture, social sciences, the performing arts, engineering, illustration and 

childhood studies and thrived in the rich exchange between these different kinds of 

expertise. All stages of the research, the practice, the observation and the analysis deeply 
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benefitted from and could not really have developed without the contribution of the 

different colleagues that were brought into play and their areas of knowledge. Each one 

was essential to the different kinds of expertise needed both in the practice itself and in 

observing it. From delivering an engineered full-sized (1:1) timber construction in the 

public, to assisting in the application of correct social analysis protocols with the 

participants, who were sometimes children, all required very specific knowledge and know-

how. The name of the colleagues who contributed to the research are listed in the 

introduction of the thesis. 

This thesis has demonstrated how temporary urban co-creation practices in public space 

can be an important tool for social innovation, because, if they are carefully designed, they 

can promote social justice for vulnerable citizens, and contribute to the production of social 

resilience capacities within local community groups. 

 Summary of Findings 
As detailed in the relevant paper, during the #IHeartPompey intervention (Chapter 2) it was 

found that the stigmatisation of the area in which the intervention was situated, along with 

its relationships to space, and the spatial power relations and mobility influenced by age 

and social class, greatly constrained the participants’ ability to appropriate and own the 

intervention. The participatory approach also offered unexpected developments, surprises 

and contradictions, as is characteristic of this method (Jenkins et al., 2013). In particular, 

these participants did appropriate the co-design process itself very enthusiastically and 

playfully, clearly enjoying the opportunity to transgress adult norms. They gave expression 

to wide-ranging, imaginative, and fantastical ideas which dominated the sketches, drawings 

and models they produced in the creative workshops. The symbolic spaces in which these 

ideas were located made it impossible to realise these ideas in the city without losing much 

or all of their constitutive playfulness and oppositional character, developing the project in 

a direction that was very remote from the researchers’ original goals of spatial 

appropriation. However, participants gave little indication that they considered the actual 

feasibility of many of their ideas to be important. Instead, by appropriating the 

participatory process and redefining its parameters, the club members were effectively 

involved in structural rather than simply executory ways (Literat, 2016). On the other hand, 

making tiles gave many of them a degree of ownership over the installation, and the tile 

workshops at the Brook Club provided another messy and enjoyable experience. In the days 

and weeks following the project researchers spoke again to the Brook Club members. Many 

expressed pride in and ownership of #IHeartPompey thanks to their involvement in the 
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design, the voting process and the inclusion of their tiles. Ultimately, though, it was also 

clear the participants were sceptical and sometimes cynical about the project. None of 

them intended to use the space themselves but hoped that others might do so, referring to 

young people clubbing in the near Guildhall Walk. The most frequent comments during a 

post-construction visit of the site were that it would provide a space for smoking and hiding 

drugs and that the structure was bound to fall into ruin and be damaged by vandalism. 

The second intervention, the SoundGarden (Chapter 3), was located in a problematic space 

that was often used at night for illicit activities and had a bad reputation. Nevertheless, the 

children appropriated the co-design process enthusiastically, playfully and with pleasure. 

They expressed a strong ethical commitment and understanding of the project and it 

appeared to provide them with a powerful and important learning opportunity. They 

engaged deeply with the materials in making the SoundGarden, during all phases: playing 

with scale models, building musical instruments from recycled objects and spending the 

residency week in carpentry activities and playing music. Their engagement in the activity 

contributed to an environment of genuine collaboration between them and the 

architecture students, as they learnt from each other. Pupils found the activity 

‘inspirational, educational, fun, exciting, and a life experience’. Among other things, they 

enjoyed meeting ‘lots of really nice and funny people’ and learning ‘many new things … 

building confidence’. The ethical commitment of the children to the activity in the city came 

as a great surprise was and a very positive finding. The children thrived in collaborating with 

staff and students from the university in this open space to make something that had a 

positive impact on the community. One pupil’s comment highlights this attitude. He says he 

felt proud of building ‘something that people will use … and may inspire some people to 

help the community’. The participants observed that their actions in this urban space could 

impact on the lives of other people. This was an unexpected positive finding, given the 

young age and the lack of experience of the pupils in project of public art. Another finding 

was a recognition of the educational potential of these projects: the SoundGarden music 

installation was able to effectively extend the geographical boundaries of the Priory Head 

of Expressive Arts music classroom into the public space and engage children with a 

different approach to music. In a way, this practice disrupted the traditional pedagogical 

models, offering an alternative model in which children did exceptionally well. Another 

salient finding was that putting the participant at the heart of the process could produce 

valuable social outcomes. The use of bespoke construction games that accurately simulate 

the real future design can substantially enhance the empowerment of the participants 
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throughout the co-design process, as it allows them to take informed design decisions. 

Construction games are simple tools that improve participants’ accessibility to decision-

making. The control of the design outcome is a negotiated process and relinquishing 

aesthetic judgement can play a substantial part in fulfilling the desires and the ownership of 

the community. The project contributed to build trust: the pupils believed that 

collaborating with other groups outside their community was both possible and useful; and 

trust that knowledge can be acquired in alternative ways. It also gave the children a new 

way of understanding the context they live in. 

Members of the Chat Over Chai (CoC) co-designed the Multicultural City ChatterBox 

(Chapter 4) together with architecture students. The process encouraged them to learn 

creative skills and involved the group in the whole complex activity of production, including 

mingling with a range of urban actors and city dwellers. The activities were designed to 

enable a full transfer of the decision-making from the researchers to the group, and to 

include all participants regardless of their abilities. The group witnessed their ideas become 

reality and their choices affect other citizens. The primary findings of this intervention were 

that the process of collaborative and creative placemaking of public interventions has the 

power to stimulate a range of social capacities. These include the capacity for agency, for 

learning new knowledge and skill, and for raising their aspirations. The project encouraged 

participants to develop their creative skills and release their creative energy. Placemaking 

fostered a sense of place-attachment and reinforced and expanded the participants’ social 

networks. These social capacities constitute the core of a resilient community (Berkes et al., 

2013; Faulkner et al., 2018; Magis, 2010). During the CoC community group’s visit to the 

university, they became familiar with new places, met new people and shared with them a 

purpose in a new environment. The process favoured multicultural integration as 

participants gained valuable experience by collaborating with other social groups 

(particularly students and academics). The group engaged with activities and spaces 

unfamiliar to them, which gradually became more familiar. They had to confront and 

overcome their own limitations and fears throughout the process, which contributed to 

expanding their personal psychological boundaries. Using big lab machineries and carpentry 

tools generated excitement and engagement. They learned how to incorporate great ideas 

into a physical installation, and how to implement those ideas into practical solutions. 

Engaging in a full process of co-creation and building a public space provided them with 

valuable lessons, ranging from the legal obstacles the project faced to the satisfaction of 

accomplishment. The exploration of new activities and spaces also contributed to 
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developing new ambitions and to opening new horizons. By caring for and taking action in a 

public space, they intensified their relationship and awareness of the urban realm which in 

turn strengthened the connections between people and place. Through this process they 

were publicly presented as a catalyst for an act of kindness for a city, and they gained 

visibility, which enhanced the group’s social role. The Multicultural City ChatterBox 

ultimately demonstrates how co-creation processes can help communities to become more 

resilient. 

Reflecting on the practice across all the interventions, #IHeartPompey, SoundGarden and 

Multicultural City ChatterBox, the researchers were able to identify a set of 

recommendations for practitioners to improve the co-production of social outcomes 

through temporary urban practices (Chapter 5). To achieve our goal of building social 

resilience we realised we had to find ways to maximise our projects’ social impact. To do 

this we had to improve our protocols for the interventions and effectively transfer decision-

making power to the community, as well as creating an environment to foster the 

capacities of community groups. Based on our experience and in response to these 

objectives, the author offers four key recommendations for optimising temporary urban 

practices of co-creation to produce relevant social outcomes: to engage the community at 

an early stage; to focus on the process rather than the design output; to orchestrate the 

design innovation with care; and to encourage institutional learning. The next four 

paragraphs describe each one in more detail. 

Socio-spatial geographies and power relations between socioeconomic groups greatly 

influence people’s sense that they belong to specific spaces in the city. Likewise, an 

appropriate level of participation in a temporary intervention must address a specific 

community need. The location chosen and the intervention and its objective need to be 

negotiated right from the beginning and ideally, they should emerge from and respond to 

specific socio-spatial community needs. By working with active and dynamic actors in the 

city this step could be simplified because these needs could be more easily recognised. For 

maximum societal value, participation should be a core feature from the inception of the 

project, including the stage of problem identification (Cahill, 2007; Sanders, 2013). People 

must be involved in the design process from the very beginning. If they are presented with 

a plan or idea at the first meeting, they are unlikely to feel it is their own and so 

engagement will be harder to achieve. 
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The process matters more than the outcome. In fact, is the active participation throughout 

the process that constitutes social transformation. Practitioners aiming to promote social 

change cannot avoid making substantial design efforts in planning a careful process, if they 

place the participants’ learning and networking at its centre. The process can promote 

significant social innovation if it is properly structured around clear goals. With this 

approach, the final design output – installation – or aesthetic appearance is of secondary 

value: it is not itself the goal (Iwińska, 2017).  

As a result, a meticulous arrangement and design of the co-creation techniques is needed 

to achieve the aims. The design-innovation approach (the double-diamond design 

innovation framework) and tools (visual alternatives presentations, creative co-design 

workshops and construction games, amongst others), are the central way of facilitating 

meaningful conversation between expert and non-expert designers (Manzini, 2015) and 

permit the effective transfer of power to the participants and their full engagement.  

Because some ‘institutional’ risks are associated with participatory design procedures that 

allow participants to express their own opinions, institutions may try to set up some key 

parameters at the outset. This ultimately affects the project’s potential for community 

empowerment. Instead of expecting measurable and quality outcomes from temporary 

urbanism, city authorities should embrace the exploratory character of these activities, be 

prepared to accept failure as a possible output and crucially, reflect on the process for 

future applications. The ability of institutions to learn is the most important door that can 

be opened towards governmental change and a durable social impact of temporary 

urbanism. 

 Strengths and Contribution 
The strengths of this initiative are in the work of the ULL of the Portsmouth School of 

Architecture, led by the author as part of the practice-based activity of this thesis, in 

initiating social innovations through the co-creation of temporary urban projects. Each 

intervention enabled a different community group to participate to the city-making process 

and the collective and creative activities undertaken have generated social dynamics able 

to strengthen their capacities for social resilience. The long-term urban perspective taken 

linked a series of temporary interventions in the city in a methodological continuum. The 

methodology thus developed became iterative, each project learning from the strengths 

and weaknesses of its predecessors. This permitted an analysis of the impacts of these 

interventions through the sequence of experimental practice, observation and reflection. 
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Although embedded in the local context, the work makes a contribution towards the 

Sustainable Development Goal no 11 on the creation of equal, safe, inclusive and accessible 

public spaces for all. It also contributed to the implementation of the Habitat III New Urban 

Agenda that aims for all cities to be ‘participatory’ and ‘promote civic engagement, 

engender a sense of belonging and ownership among all their inhabitants’. In the process, a 

few of the residents were able to feel they had a right to the city and to spatial justice in the 

local urban context of Portsmouth, thus sowing seeds towards social transformation in the 

city’s public realm. 

This project has acquired universal value by elaborating a set of recommendations for good 

practice and contributing to a methodology of work. The observations, findings across the 

three interventions, and the experimental, iterative process followed, as discussed in this 

thesis, have led to clear guidance about how practitioners should manage the process, and 

where they should focus their attention, when the aim is to maximise social justice and 

social resilience capacities in this context. By defining key recommendations, the 

contributions in this thesis have become transferrable and may be applicable elsewhere. 

The protocols defined in the project aim to be a reference for best practice that can be 

mainstreamed, institutionalised, and ultimately included in urban planning agendas. By 

initiating and comparing several experiments across the city, the project defined guidelines 

that are scalable and applicable to different urban contexts thus maintain the principle that 

unique and adaptive methods are required according to the various circumstances and 

conditions in every individual case. 

The universal value of this work also lies in advancing knowledge in an area spanning the 

social sciences and the built environment, together with making a theoretical contribution 

to the social dimension of temporary urban practices. This research has contributed to 

understanding the connection between civic engagement, placemaking and the social 

capacities at the heart of social resilience by capturing, observing and reflecting on the 

impacts the co-creational activities generated with the participants. Its results are 

important to practitioners, academics and governance bodies that aim in future to increase 

the ability of local communities to become more socially resilient. In a society where people 

are constantly responding to protracted stressful circumstances and where structural 

constraints contribute to severe poverty and hardship, striving to achieve a resilient society 

is an essential aim for governments and urban communities. The work encourages 

practitioners to adopt a methodology that will focus on the co-production of social 
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outcomes, and planners to adopt integrated temporary urbanism in city-making and co-

producing social community resilience.  

The research started by focusing on the concepts and correlation between public space, 

spatial justice and temporary urbanism. It framed temporary urban practices politically and 

philosophically, interpreting them as instruments of democratic expression, and of the 

participation of citizens in the city-making process (Harvey, 2012; Lefebvre, 1968). It 

subsequently explored the history of this practice, which emerged from the political 

movements of the late 1960s and described how more recently, radically changed in 

magnitude and variety of approaches, encapsulating a multitude of types of urban spatial 

initiatives (Courage, 2013). Temporary urbanism is not only promoted by activists, 

practitioners and communities, it is also backed by research institutions, UN and EU bodies 

and universities, which have invested substantial resources in investigating the present and 

future of urban practices. Each of these projects contributes to building a strong movement 

that questions the limitations of individual and collective freedoms and forges a new 

adaptive, dynamic and flexible urbanism style centred on collective spaces (Bishop et al., 

2012). 

The core principle of temporary urbanism is to transfer of the power to the citizens to make 

city-making decisions and to achieve this goal it relies on participatory design practices. This 

thesis thoroughly investigated participatory practices and how these apply to the making of 

places. As explained in Chapter 4, temporary urbanism is intended to bring about place-

making, which is the way that people transform the places where they live (Schneekloth et 

al., 1995, p. 1). Relationships with other people and the construction of memories and 

interpersonal bonds lie at the core of this transformation. Placemaking relies on active 

participation (Kelkar et al., 2016; Sara et al., 2020) to function properly and is 

transformative only if communities are given full responsibility over the decision-making 

process (Arnstein, 1969). 

This work has therefore focused on understanding and giving an insight in co-design and co-

creation which are the fundamental protocols for achieving meaningful participation, and 

co-producing social outcomes. This has been described in detail in Chapter 4. After a brief 

look at its origins, co-design was defined as the moment in which the user become the 

designer and becomes the main actor taking decisions across the design process (Manzini, 

2015). Co-design indicates collective creativity as it applies across the whole span of a 

design process, and as such is a specific instance of co-creation (Sanders et al., 2008). A very 



152 
 

important finding of this thesis is that it is through the process of engagement and co-

creation that is part of placemaking, that lies the production of social outcomes for those 

who are directly involved. As a result, the impact of placemaking is fundamentally about 

the skills taught and relationships forged in the process of making rather than the art that is 

generated (Iwińska, 2017). Many scholars stress this idea. Public art is a method to produce 

knowledge based on the lives of the local community (Guinard, 2018). Collaboration, 

connectedness and the making of places are possible mechanisms triggered by art practices 

and they can lead to a sense of belonging, community cohesion, and integration (Madsen, 

2019) In their extensive work on the commons and the governance of the public realm 

Baibarac & Petrescu (2019) and Petrescu et al. (2016) clearly speak of processes that are 

aimed at the co-production of urban resilience. 

The methodology of work relied on the theory and practice derived from social innovation 

and design thinking frameworks (referred to at the beginning of this chapter) and explored 

the application of these concepts and tools. Some of the tools we used, in particular, 

construction games and scale models – are fundamental to the co-design process (see 

Chapter 3) in enabling the non-expert designer to understand the potential outcomes of a 

design and therefore to base their contribution on a clear awareness and understanding of 

the options available. This leads to a more complete transferral of responsibilities, 

increasing the degree of participation and therefore agency. 

By exploring the literature on social capital, capacity building and community planning the 

study demonstrated that there is a close relationship between the concept of social 

resilience and temporary urban practices outcomes. The backbone that holds various social 

capacities together is attachment to place. If local people care about the place where they 

live, an increased community ability to be cohesive and collaborate may emerge (Theodori, 

2004). As explained in Chapter 4 in more detail, most of these social capacities emerged to 

a higher or lower degree through the focus groups that were undertaken to observe the 

practice.  

Temporary urban practices, as conveyor of placemaking, are processes that interact with 

the production of social resilience in urban communities and particularly, can be 

interpreted as tools for promoting its capacities. As Chapter 4 illustrates, scholars underline 

how institutions and networks can have a primary role in influencing social resilience via 

providing access to learning, accessing resources, and constructive collaboration (Glavovic 

et al., 2003, p. 290). Temporary urban practices provide a setting in which the community is 



153 
 

pushed out of their comfort zone into a state of dynamic responsibility where they must 

cooperate extensively in order to solve the created obstacles. As a result, they may be used 

to help community groups become more resilient by purposely placing them in difficult 

circumstances in which they must make decisions, find solutions, deal with concerns they 

are unfamiliar with, connect with other people and collaborate with each other. 

Beyond the actual change that the practice brought to the local community, the research 

fills a gap with a study that spans the intersection between social resilience and temporary 

urbanism, usually dealt with in the literature as two separate areas of knowledge. 

Temporary urban practises are still seldom considered as instruments to empower people's 

right to the city and magnify the voice of underrepresented groups, and planning systems 

still overlook them (Bishop et al., 2012a). This work attempts to remedy this situation. 

 Limitations  
The investigation of the relationship between temporary urbanism and community 

resilience is complicated. A single thesis can shed light on only limited aspects of a very 

broad and complex issue. A series of limitations of the study’s methodology have also 

complicated this endeavour. 

Firstly, the researcher’s background in architecture implies he has a limited training in the 

social sciences, given the complexity of urban and the wide range of social sciences that 

address them, together with the political and regulatory framework, and issues of 

community building and resilience. Participatory design and resilience are both complex 

and multidimensional. Their relationship is exponentially complex, and it is therefore hard 

to establish causal relationships between ideas, actions and outcomes. This limitation was 

recognised and has ultimately helped the author to develop a reflexive approach, 

embracing a multidisciplinary structure able to embed the knowledge of various colleagues 

from the different disciplines involved.  

The extensive bodies of literature on the topics of participatory design and social resilience 

have made it a challenge to explore the appropriate meanings of the vast subject-specific 

vocabulary and use it consistently. Both the areas of participatory design and social 

resilience have been thoroughly studied and have been a primary focus of scientific 

literature since the 1960s. This work’s attempt at a comprehensive literature review was 

only partially achieved, as, for example, not all the literature on the wider social and 

economic impact generated by temporary interventions in public space was incorporated.  
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The author also thinks that the practice-based study was partially self-referential. All the 

reflections and findings of this research have been based on practice initiated by the author 

himself and did not include the reflections on the practice of other practitioners. Although 

the research was designed to include a continuous collaboration with many different 

disciplines to validate the method, ultimately the analysis could not but be based on data 

generated by activities developed by the author.  

The practice research was intentionally limited in the development of two potential areas 

of investigation, due to incomplete data and lack of further funding. The line of 

investigation aiming to monitor the impacts on the city and wider public perception had to 

be put aside due to incomplete data. Data collection had to be interrupted at the end due 

to challenges related to Covid-19. The post-perception interviews for the last intervention 

ChatterBox could not be carried out due to restrictions. Likewise, the lack of funding – 

although the researchers applied for Horizon 2020 research grants – has compromised the 

opportunity to develop a digital participatory platform. These areas will be developed in the 

future. 

Also, due to unforeseen time constraints related to coordination with the other co-authors, 

Chapter 4, which focuses on the Multicultural City ChatterBox, still needs to include deeper 

reflections and a more critical stance towards the practice-based work and its findings. 

Forthcoming writings will allow the authors to develop the analysis on the social impacts, 

and discuss further the negative aspects of the practice, such as for example, the fact that 

no evidence has been produced on the durability of its long-term impacts, together with 

the limitation of this method that impede investigating and defining them. The authors are 

planning to submit this chapter for publication in the near future, when it will not only be 

developed but will also undergo a peer review process, all of which will strengthen its self-

critical approach.  

The author also needs to note that a typical limitation of the compilation style PhD thesis is 

that it is naturally prone to repetition. It is normal that concepts that are explained 

separately in different chapters recur in the introduction and conclusion and in some cases 

among chapters. Each paper is focused on a specific part of the research, describing in 

detail the methodology, findings and conclusions of the particular argument. Inevitably, if 

the overall introduction and conclusion of the thesis must give the reader the overarching 

understanding of the work, they have to return to the description of those parts, but this 

time to a general perspective of the research methods, findings and key overarching 



155 
 

conclusions and how the parts relate to the whole. Nevertheless, these repetitions have 

been reciprocally pinpointed so that the reader is aware of their location and where further 

in-depth explanations of the topic can be found.   

 Future research  
My recommendations for future research are based on some of the limitations discussed 

above. The two key ways to expand on the project are to investigate the impacts of public 

art on the wider public, and to develop of a digital participatory platform to widen the 

reach and significance of temporary urban practices. As mentioned above, the researcher 

will also further work to submit the Multicultural City ChatterBox for publication. 

6.4.1 Analysis of the impacts on wider public perception 

By investigating the transformational impact of temporary interventions on public life in 

contemporary cities, qualitative and quantitative measurements of the impact of the 

interventions are needed, together with a comparison of the public’s perceptions before 

and after the interventions. The contribution of temporary urbanism in enhancing the 

public space and the quality of life, health, safety, and accessibility of urban spaces will be 

assessed via the question: How can temporary urbanism create urban spaces where local 

communities can gather, facilitating social activities and ultimately activating a lively public 

realm? The methods outlined are based on monitoring the use of the temporary 

installations using video recordings and capturing the public opinion through series of 

questionnaires: 

• An infra-red motion sensor camera is securely installed next to the area where the 

temporary installation are located, covering the surrounding area. The camera 

shoots a sequence of images every time it detects a movement in front of it within 

a range of 30 metres. The data will enable researchers to count and compare the 

footfall in the area before and after the installation. The data will also help 

understand the type of activities carried in the areas and describe qualitatively the 

use of the space. The motion sensor camera will be active for a period of 5 days 

before the intervention and 5 days after. 

• Survey research using a short questionnaire is carried out in the area surrounding 

the installations and within a radius of approximately 500 metres. The questions 

aim to understand the opinion of the general public on the quality of the area and 

whether they perceive it to be an asset to the city. The before and after comparison 

helps to understand if and how a temporary structure has a positive or negative 
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impact on that perception. The researchers aim to collect a minimum of 100 

questionnaires before and 100 after each intervention for a valid result. 

• Raw data from the camera and the questionnaires is subsequently be tabulated and 

processed in graphic visualisations that will make the results clear and accessible. 

6.4.2 Digital Tools: Implementation of Digital Participatory Platform 

Digital tools could be very useful instruments for including the community at the earliest 

stage for a successful transfer of responsibilities to the participants (Chapter 5). Digital 

participatory platforms could be a particularly effective way to enable a democratic 

identification of citizens’ needs and critical public space locations. Digital online platforms 

could become a way to match demand and supply in the urban space and enable citizens to 

express their desires and needs about specific public space areas. A platform could deliver 

an app which feeds into an interactive map and would involve citizens in planning, 

proposing and evaluating solutions for the city. Via their computer or phone, they would 

have the opportunity to upload a media file and a short text about ‘their city’. They can 

identify areas that they love, those that need improvement or problematic and unused 

areas. Follow-up questions would record people’s aspirations for these spaces. To initiate 

discussion, the interactive map could include a plethora of proposals for the city, which 

could elicit thoughts on the opportunities of the various urban voids. The simplicity and 

directness of a digital platform may successfully involve a usually excluded part of the 

community, as long as they have means to connect to the internet. Digital tools can reach 

out to citizens and widen the basis of the ‘what’ and ‘where’ decision of temporary urban 

interventions (Cahill, 2007; Sanders, 2013). The tool aims not only to involve citizens fully at 

the earliest stage of the process but to raise their awareness, by inspiring them and making 

them actors of the urban transformation. A digital participatory platform could address the 

issue of civic participation, enabling a deeper understanding of the importance of public 

spaces. Citizens could become conscious agents of spatial production, rather than simply 

reacting to top-down policies. The constantly updating mapping of sites, desires and 

opportunities would provide a valuable public platform for artists, the council, the 

university and other stakeholders, to support successful and responsive developments in 

the urban environment. Urban governance and city planning result from complex processes 

of decision-making where there are often insufficient tools and a lack of communication 

between government and citizens. This tool would contribute to make participation in 

urban planning accessible to all to foster a culture of democratic citizenship and ultimately 

contribute to increasing resilience across communities. 
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 Overarching implications 
This final section summarizes the main conclusions that have been discussed at different 

lengths throughout the previous chapters, offering here a final overview of the most 

important implication of the work. 

Temporary urbanism initiatives in public spaces have an important role in the involvement 

of citizens in the decision-making process and in the spatial production of the public realm 

in our cities. Involving citizens in proposing and evaluating spatial solutions for their city, 

but also producing the spaces as part of the process, can be an effective tool to raise 

awareness, inspire citizens, turn them into active agents of urban transformation and 

generate positive social outcomes. At a grassroots scale, participation in the design of 

public spaces can promote effective direct democracy by including voices that are often 

underrepresented. This might also tackle inequalities and reduce differences, as well as 

providing valuable rights to the most vulnerable groups and contributing significantly to 

improvements in the social life of urban dwellers.  

This thesis demonstrates how temporary urbanism can be an effective tool for the co-

production of social outcomes, by transferring agency and fostering social resilience, if 

appropriate attention is given to designing an inclusive, creative and collaborative process. 

Social disparities and power balances in urban spaces have a major effect on how the public 

realm is appropriated by residents. This can be addressed by promoting actions that target 

the specific socio-spatial needs of community groups, dealing with active and dynamic 

existing groups and using an inter-disciplinary and multi-actor collaborative approach. By 

transferring full creative powers to the participants at an early stage and encouraging a 

collaborative environment, temporary urbanism practices can promote genuine socially 

inclusive processes that are meaningful to the participants and instrumental to their active 

role in city-making.  

Active participation in the collective creation of the public realm can be transformative. This 

practice-based research showed how temporary urban co-creation practices can help build 

social capacities of the community. They enable agency and empowerment by transferring 

decision-making powers, encourage learning of new knowledge and skills by pushing 

personal boundaries and horizons, foster a sense of place-attachment and belonging to the 

city, reinforce social bonds and expand social networks by allowing people to experience 

togetherness. All these capacities, which are tested, fostered, or newly acquired during 
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collaborative temporary urban actions, may be exactly those that will become useful in 

future times of chronic or traumatic adversity. 

Their ephemeral nature leads temporary urban practices to engage in experimentation and 

explorations of nuances and to solutions to old problems, holding out the real possibility of 

a more active and meaningful participation of the citizens in the design process. This is 

fertile ground for experimentation in co-creation and co-production where failure is not 

seen as a problem but as a learning opportunity. This feature can lead, ultimately, to finding 

a way to include and integrate all citizens in the city-making process, and therefore enable 

radically new ways to active participation and power-transfer in the city-making.  

Because of its potential social outcomes and its flexibility, temporary urbanism may be an 

effective tool that can be employed to prepare communities to face future difficulties. 

During this experience they may create a context that challenges the community, where 

they have to collaborate intensively. It offers an ideal training ground for building the 

community’s foundations of resilience.  

Although the ephemeral and situated nature of temporary urbanism is able to promote 

only small changes, they can be incremental and meaningful in the long term. These 

projects demonstrate how the small change approach (Hamdi, 2013) can work. Small, 

practical, and mostly low-budget interventions must be considered as tiny drops 

contributing to a wider impact; such initiatives, if carefully targeted, may act as catalysts for 

bigger, long-lasting change (Burnell, 2013).  

As Ostanel (2017) argues, for a significant and durable change in the urban realm it is 

recommended that these types of activities are embraced at a governmental level. As 

remarked in Chapter 5, temporary urban strategies have been proved to be an excellent 

way to bring together a diverse range of city stakeholders and to foster cooperation and co-

production relationships between major local institutions and the third sector. The process 

allows for the development of a dynamically growing symbiotic interaction based on shared 

interests, with beneficial results and advantages for all relevant parties. It is critical to 

support a bidirectional learning process from this partnership system: the community 

learned something new, but also provided an opportunity for institutions to build new 

knowledge, with major urban players accessing crucial insights from the community, and 

developing new perspectives on urban management and regeneration from the perspective 

of the citizens. There is a clear indication that urban agendas and the governance policy 

framework should include temporary urbanism in making a city. Governing bodies need to 
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recognise the value of temporary urban practices, learn from the process, and respond with 

durable actions by including new policies that see citizens as promotors and active agents 

of change in their city.  
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Appendices 
This section includes a selection of the work that has been produced as part of and/or in 

parallel to the research presented in the main body of the thesis. Although not included in 

the thesis, this work has been a fundamental part of the development of the research, 

contributing to the definition of the subject, the methodology, and the findings’ 

dissemination.  These appendices depict some specific details of the practice activities 

(questionnaires; feedback forms; activities’ calls), show the visual quality of the research 

dissemination undertaken by the candidate (conference’s presentation; practice-based 

portfolios) and include additional research outputs that developed parallelly to the main 

line of investigation (Research Excellence Framework submission; Paper on student’s 

perception of Live Projects).  
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Appendix 1. Paper submitted for publication: Architects in the Making: Student 

perspectives on the relative value of ‘Live Projects’ 

 

CRediT – Contributor Roles Taxonomy23 
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Guido Robazza Conceptualisation, data curation, formal analysis, methodology, 

investigation, supervision, funding acquisition, project 
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Architects in the Making: Student perspectives on the 

relative value of ‘Live Projects’ 
Authors: Guido Robazza, James Thompson, Nicola Crowson  

 

 

Abstract 

Since 2015, the Portsmouth School of Architecture has been offering Live Projects (LPs) to 

students. The authors define LPs as the teaching of architectural design through the 

production of temporary installations in an urban setting, developed through externally 

engaged and socially driven practice, and culminating in a collective 1:1 construction activity. 

This paper presents the findings of an investigation into students’ perceptions of LPs as a 

component of their education. Through an analysis of questionnaire results capturing 

multiple student cohorts, this paper examines the learning value that students associate to 

LPs relative to the conventional studio model. The pedagogical basis of live projects has been 

widely investigated, but there is a lack of quantitative research published on students’ 

opinions across multiple years. The questionnaire has been structured around a selection of 

key learning criteria distinctive of LP activities extracted from the Architects Registration 

Board’s (ARB) qualification prescriptions. The results suggest that pairing LPs with 

conventional learning approaches can enable students with deeper insight into the 

professional practice context and thus increase the potential of this learning-by-doing 

model. Student respondents criticised the traditional method of delivering technical 

subjects, calling for more effective and applied methods, such as integrated hands-on 

construction activities. Ultimately, the results indicate that students value diverse and 

complementary learning opportunities that include a mixture of experiential and 

conventional approaches. As LPs remain marginalised within architecture curricula, this 

study supports the case for a full integration of LPs into curricula and further academic 

investment into this educational method.  

 

Key Words: Architectural Education, Live Projects, Experiential Learning, Design Studio, 

Student Perceptions, Architects Registration Board 

 

---- 

 



177 
 

Introduction 

This paper presents the findings of an investigation into student perceptions of Live Projects 

(LPs). Since 2015, the School of Architecture at the University of Portsmouth (UoP) has been 

offering various extracurricular LPs. Participating students have since been invited to 

respond to a questionnaire designed to elicit their perceptions towards such learning 

experiences. Whereas previous scholarship, such as Harriss and Widder (2014) and Brown 

(2012), has articulated the pedagogical basis of live projects and their relative acceptance 

within the architectural community, there is a lack of published data of student opinions 

across multiple years. Through an analysis and discussion of the questionnaire’s results, this 

paper articulates the value that students associate with LPs as an effective mode of learning 

and professional preparation relative to the conventional studio model. The results suggest 

that pairing LPs with conventional approaches to learning might increase the potential of this 

learning-by-doing model.  

 

The ‘live project’ model is a learning-by-doing approach to education based on offering 

students the experience of a real-world design project, with clients/stakeholders to which 

they must respond and a concrete design outcome that has the potential of having a real 

impact on civic society. Priest and Anderson (2014) define this pedagogical mode thusly: ‘A 

live project comprises the negotiation of a brief, timescale, budget and product between an 

educational organisation and an external collaborator for their mutual benefit.’ Scholarship 

over the past decade, such as Harriss and Widder (2014), has sought to locate live projects 

within a pedagogical context as a way of understanding such activity beyond the 

architectural process and outcome. Morrow (2014, p. xxi) writes: 

 

Live Projects are increasing in number and sophistication and, with that, the 

formation of a defining and supporting framework is almost inevitable. There are 

certainly areas within their content, method, and critique that require further 

examination, including the nature of the relationship between Design Studio 

projects and Live Projects. Design Studio provides the perfect risk-free environment 

to strip away context, conditions, and uncontrollable complexities and allow an 

abstracted space in which to examine concepts in detail and isolation. If Live Projects 

are to take up a different role from that of Design Studio projects, it is because they 

exist in complex, unpredictable spaces where skills of negotiation, fleetness of foot, 
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resourcefulness, time management, and ability to deliver within (changing) 

constraints to a range of audiences are at stake and of value.  

 

The history of live projects within architectural education can be traced back to at least the 

1930s in the US, with community design/build programmes challenging the long-standing 

divide between the design and construction industries (Goodman 2014). As Goodman 

argues, a certain rationality characterises this work, linking ‘the physical labour and technical 

contribution of student architects to a social purpose’ and ultimately contributing to a notion 

of ‘architectural citizenship, a state of seeing, knowing and acting ethically’ (p. 504). 

Importantly, ‘the ideas and values produced in specific design/build programs are woven 

into the fabric of architecture culture…[helping] determine how architects understand their 

professional and ethical potential’ (p. 511). Brown (2012, pp. 26–30) traces the history of live 

projects in the UK back to the 1950s, noting the immediate tensions and complications that 

arose as far as how schools and the Royal Institute of British Architects (RIBA) approached 

the aims and outcomes of live projects in relation to graduate attributes and accreditation 

criteria. Notably, Brown identifies one of the three key pedagogical functions of the live 

project in the 1970s being: ‘that it deals with aspects of architecture that cannot be covered 

or simulated in the normative design studio’ (p. 32). Along these lines, Harriss (2015) 

explores how live projects ‘enable the acquisition and application of three ‘practice-ready’ 

skillsets’: 1) inter-disciplinary teamwork capabilities; 2) client collaboration and civic 

engagement capabilities; and 3) ambiguity tolerance and risk management capabilities. On 

the lack of formal acknowledgement of live projects within the ‘curricula-validating 

infrastructure’, Harriss questions the collective sense that live projects are undervalued, 

arguing that ‘the evidence suggests that the opposite is true—that Live Projects do have the 

ability to meet the criteria for validation extensively and effectively and can make the 

validation criterion more accessible and meaningful to students’ (p. 14). 

 

As alluded to, live projects are often understood through their relationship to the design 

studio, and the relative affordances of each pedagogical approach. The design studio model 

has been questioned for its capacity to provide a learning environment that promotes an 

inclusive and holistic approach to architectural design, not to mention student authenticity 

(Anderson 2014). Further criticism elaborates on the detachment of the design studio model 

from various realities, nuances and contingencies of social context encountered in 

professional practice (Till 2009). This detachment can also lead to an outsized position of the 

design tutor, a power imbalance that can result in a loss of autonomy, confidence or 
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motivation for students (Dutton 1987; Webster 2005). Studies of live projects at various art 

schools have reported increases in student autonomy, with students initiating projects and 

developing their own learning opportunities (Büchler & Harding 1997). What these authors 

also demonstrate is that participation in live project-based education improves students’ 

sense of belonging and collaboration skills, whilst providing practical means to engage with 

local sites and stakeholders.  

 

The present study’s focus on student perspectives toward learning also comes amidst a 

broader shift in approaches towards learning theories and pedagogical research. Quality 

assurance in student-centred and situated learning models now demands consideration for 

not merely learning outcomes or satisfaction but complex issues like identity development 

and self-discovery (Haggis 2004). Likewise, there has been a push toward ‘high-impact 

educational practices’, including authentic, collaborative, service-oriented, and 

transformative experiences in university curricula (Kuh 2008). Field-based pedagogies like 

live projects that incorporate service learning, experiential learning and civic engagement 

are increasingly becoming mainstream as educators across disciplines seek alternative 

means for engaging students and breaking down barriers between the academy and local 

communities (Kurzman 2012). The UoP School of Architecture has explored different 

pedagogical approaches through the Project Office in the last decade, exposing students 

directly to professional practice, and developing research focused on students’ perspective 

towards teamwork (Thompson, Teba, & Braglia 2021) 

 

Context  

At the University of Portsmouth’s (UoP) School of Architecture, many live projects are 

characterised by a set of activities focussed on physical making. Thus, we refer to these as 

Live Making Projects. Students are tasked with not only responding to the needs of a 

client/community but also engaging with the physical realisation of the design, thus linking 

design and construction phases. The LPs initiated by the UoP’s School of Architecture consist 

of tactical, small-sized, temporary structures, bringing together architecture students and 

local communities to realise creative interventions in public spaces around the city (Leddy-

Owen, Robazza, & Scherer 2018; Robazza 2020; Robazza & Smith 2022). Since 2015, the 

mode of work has evolved from project to project, responding to specific contextual needs, 

student feedback and emergent challenges (Figure 1).  
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Figure 1. Building workshops and final design output of the following temporary installations: 

I Don’t Roll (2014); The Secret Garden (2015); #IHeartPompey (2016); The Sound Garden 

(2017); The Edge Pavilion (2018); The Chatterbox - Multicultural City (2019) 
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Building on previous experiences, the novelty in this type of project lies in the ambition in 

bringing together two cultural attitudes: civic responsibility and making. The civic sense is 

tied to the declared intention of each project to involve the local community in the design 

process and to improve the quality of the public realm by remaining accessible to all citizens. 

The culture of making, on the other hand, gets manifested in the way that students actively 

participate in the physical construction of a temporary urban installation, beyond the other 

stages of the design: conceptual design, competition, details design, management and 

implementation and consultation. This positions students as protagonists in all stages of the 

design development, each of which demands a certain set of responsibilities. The 

development of the project involves a wide range of skills, including design and construction 

skills as well as the ‘soft’ skills needed to work in a team and manage the entire process. 

Through the different phases of the design and build process, students are meant to achieve 

a set of learning outcomes, all of which tend to align with ARB-specified knowledge, skills 

and attributes. Many intended learning outcomes are distinct from those encountered 

within a more traditional design studio, making LPs particularly ripe with learning 

opportunities.  

 

Study Aim and Methodology 

With the goal of facilitating tutor and student reflection on holistic learning experiences the 

questionnaire and subsequent analysis have been structured around a comparison between 

LPs and the conventional studio-based model of learning. The questionnaire was designed to 

elicit views of individual students and ultimately calculate overall mean responses from the 

participants collectively. This investigation was not designed as a longitudinal study, meaning 

that students who participated in years past were asked to reflect on their experience from a 

single vantage point. In total, 41 students responded to the questionnaire, covering six 

projects over five years. The questionnaire allowed students to select the specific LP in which 

they participated. Students who participated in multiple projects were allowed to fill out the 

questionnaire once for each project. The questionnaire then included a general definition of 

LP (‘Teaching of architectural design in response to a real brief developed through external 

engagement and finalised in a group making project’) and design studio (‘Teaching of 

architectural design following a hypothetical brief supported through a set of tutorials and 

finalised in a design proposition’). However, it was assumed, given the diversity of 

pedagogical models present within the concept of ‘design studio’, that each student’s 
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experience in design studios would differ from another, contributing to their perception of it 

and how it relates to LPs. 

 

The questionnaire was designed to capture students’ perceptions regarding certain 

fundamental learning outcomes of the LPs in the areas of design, management and ‘soft’ 

skills. Questions asked, for example, about the perception of experiences related to 

professionalism, collaborative work, participatory practice, design self-confidence and civic 

awareness. Additionally, students were asked whether they consider LPs an overall valuable 

experience for their education and professional development. Evaluation of the findings 

paints a picture of the degree to which students appreciate LPs as an educational model 

when compared to the conventional studio model. 

 

When it came to designing the questionnaire content, we identified the ARB General Criteria 

at Part 1 (Board, 2010) as a source for key learning criteria developed within the discipline 

and already familiar to students. Selecting the criteria most relevant to the LP activities 

conducted, we then structured questions around these, asking participants whether they 

believed their learning in each area was more effective through live projects or standard 

design studios. The results thus can underpin a more informed discussion about how 

different pedagogical models and activities can support validation criteria jointly held by the 

RIBA and ARB. 

 

The questions posed in the questionnaire were divided into several thematic groups inspired 

by the key themes explored through LPs as identified by the Sheffield School of Architecture 

in ‘A Handbook for Live Projects’ (Butterworth, Langfield, Hicklin, & Brown 2013). The 

following groups were used: Social production of Architecture, Professionalism, Benefitting 

real communities and people, Project management, Developing soft skills, Collaborative 

working and the Expanded role of the architect. Technical design was also added due to the 

importance of this aspect in the making stage of UoP projects. Each of these thematic groups 

contained three key questions, which were posed using a standard, five-level Likert scale 

(Joshi, Kale, Chandel, & Pal 2015). Due to the nature of LPs, which pass through different 

phases, some students only took part in certain stages of the working process, for example 

either the concept design stage or the construction phase. Participants were therefore asked 

to state in which LP they participated and, if more than one, which one they preferred to 

discuss. The questionnaire also had a set of open questions, allowing respondents to express 

their opinions on each theme.  
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One of the limitations of the study lies in the fact that the ARB criteria are updated over time 

in response to the new RIBA frameworks and that, once this occurs, the study will no longer 

be fully aligned to them. At the time of writing, the RIBA’s new Education and Professional 

Development Framework has been released and soon will be adopted within school 

curricula. The framework’s new education themes and values focus on the social purpose of 

architecture, protection of the end user, climate literacy, technology, research and business 

skills. However, the findings of the study remain pertinent to the ongoing, and longstanding, 

discourse on architectural teaching and learning models. Furthermore, regarding the 

methodology, the questions were posed in a comparative way, therefore requiring 

respondents to make a comparison and give a relative value to two different approaches. It 

is uncertain as to whether or not, had the questions regarding design studio and LPs been 

asked independently, an absolute reflection on their value would lead to different results. 

The questionnaire could also be extended to students who did not participate in LPs to 

evaluate their perceptions of both models. Given the fact that students who responded to 

the questionnaire voluntarily signed up for the LP activities, the authors cannot exclude the 

presence of confirmation bias (Nickerson 1998) embedded in their answers. The questions 

were structured in the most neutral way to mitigate this potential issue. Furthermore, the 

questionnaire responses might have been influenced by the student-teacher power 

relationship, inducing students to give what they believed to be the ‘correct’ answer. To 

mitigate this issue, invitations to study participants were sent through a third party, a School 

of Architecture administrative staff member.   

 

Results/Discussion 

The data have been analysed in two different ways: the mean score of all responses, and 

what percentage of responses fell into the categories of both Strongly Agree and Agree. A 

graphic summary of the data can be found in Figure 2. The results of these two methods of 

analysis roughly correspond but reveal slight differences in some cases. 
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Figure 2. Graphic summary of the data analysis showing: the mean score of all the answers 

(left two columns), what percentage of answers fell into the categories of both Strongly 

Agree and Agree (right two columns) and the differential values (central column in blue). All 

columns are coloured conditionally to the values. 

 

The first round of data analysis considered how LPs and the design studio model compare. In 

each of the questions, the LPs outperformed the design studio in terms of the degree to 

which respondents perceived the learning model successfully achieved the relevant learning 

outcomes. These were the expected results, considering that we selected those learning 

outcomes specific to the LP pedagogical experience. Therefore, the second and more useful 

round of data analysis was to understand the relative differential gap between the two 

learning models and identify significant discrepancies. Where the gap is significant, 

respondents have identified areas in which LPs were ostensibly more effective in achieving 

the learning outcome compared to a traditional design studio.  

 

If we first examine the LPs scores only, we can compare how, through the eyes of students, 

LPs contribute to various learning outcomes relative to one another. The overall average 

score is 4.47, landing between Agree and Strongly Agree (Figure 2). ‘Developing Soft Skills’ is 

the most valued of all categories (4.73), and in particular ‘Work together as a member of a 
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team’ received the highest score of any individual learning outcome (4.82). ‘Take initiative to 

solve problems’ (4.68) and ‘Communicate with others & resolve conflict’ (4.68) are other 

learning outcomes acknowledged by the student respondents. It is interesting to note how 

highly students value the collaborative dimension of LPs, particularly working together as a 

team and communicating with others. LPs indeed are often designed to put students in a 

position that engenders a sense of togetherness by encouraging them to work intensively 

with each other. Sharing a common endeavour within a real-life challenge can create a level 

of pressure that fosters peer-to-peer collaboration out of necessity.  

 

Turning to the differences between LPs and conventional studio learning (Figure 3), the 

overall average difference is 0.66 points. The category in which the difference is most 

significant is ‘Technical Design’ (delta of 1.02), within which the learning outcomes of 

‘Develop a deeper understanding of material behaviour and engineering problems in 

construction’ shows the greatest difference at 1.18 points, almost twice the average value. 

 

 

Figure 3. Differential values between “Live Projects” and “Design Studio” responses. 

 

As one of the respondents observed, ‘The live project required material testing and value 

engineering to ensure that the project was buildable. The same rigor is not required for a 
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studio-based project as there are no material constraints’. Another noted, ‘The live project 

prepares the student better for the professional world by associating a specific level of 

information in order to produce the technical drawing packs’. Finally, this comment is worth 

citing: ‘My involvement helped me gain an understanding on the production and 

construction process of architecture. This in turn helped me apply my understanding to 

detail drawings in the design process, which was really helpful’. Students value the Technical 

Design learning of LPs significantly more than within a traditional design studio. The 

experience of LPs engages them in 1:1 detailing task and the opportunity to see the 

construction of their own drawings, which is valued as a very positive experience. One 

pedagogical opportunity of LPs lies in allowing students to advance architectural ideas 

beyond their form in drawing or model, by adapting the design to their experience, the site, 

client feedback, etc. The process ultimately engages students in comparing their paper-

based ideas with the physicality of working with materials at full scale. In this sense, it 

becomes clear how LPs can substantially contribute to the technical subjects. This strongly 

supports part of Harris’ argument that LPs ‘do have the ability to meet the criteria for 

validation extensively and effectively’ (Harriss 2015, p. 14) and their possible integration as 

part of architecture curricula. Conversely, technology subjects taught in Schools of 

Architecture would benefit from the integration of 1:1 small-scale construction activity.  

 

After ‘Technical Design’, the category with the second highest difference overall is ‘Project 

Management’ (0.94), and in particular the criteria ‘Understand how Health & Safety planning 

can affect/ support a project’ shows a 1.32 difference. One respondent wrote: ‘It is a 

different pressure between the Design Studio and Live Project. This is due to the different 

drawings required, showing different levels of detail and appropriate information. In the 

Design Studio, arguably the process never ends whereas on the Live Project, a final point 

must be reached in order to progress with its construction.’ Another respondent noted, 

‘Deadlines become a must to ensure the project goes ahead, rather than a point to get tutor 

feedback. This helps with time management development.’ From these student reflections it 

is clear how the final construction element of the project installation creates a strong 

pressure, which is considered a positive and motivational condition. This is in line with 

Morrow’s take when she states that LPs can have a different role in architectural education 

‘because they exist in complex, unpredictable spaces where […] ability to deliver within 

constraints […] [is] at stake and of value’ (Morrow 2014, p. xxi). 

 



187 
 

Although ‘Social production of architecture’ in LPs does not seem to be one of the most 

valued overall categories when compared to design studio (0.52 delta), one learning 

outcome stands out in particular: ‘Understand the designer's responsibilities to clients and 

stakeholders’ with a differential of 0.85 points. Interestingly, one student wrote: ‘The pivotal 

difference is the unpredictability and behaviour of the client in the ‘real world.’ At the same 

time the construction of the live projects is often more inviting over a prospective design 

studio-based project’. Also in this category was the smallest differential of all learning 

outcomes, ‘Develop a clear opinion on future practice and an attitude towards my 

education’. Students believe that LPs are no better than design studios in satisfying these 

criteria. In the words of a student: ‘Both live project and design studio are necessary in my 

opinion and they both complement each other. The design studio enhances your theoretical 

approach to design, whereas the live project allows you to better understand the 

implications of design, and how it will get built.’ These reflections emphasise the 

complementarity role of the two educational models. The models are both important and 

considered to be essential to students’ professional development. Offering opportunities for 

learners to interface with high aspirations at a theoretical level, as well as deal with the 

practical pragmatic issues of architectural making, is therefore critical.  

 

The pragmatic aim of LPs and the tangible impact they can have on ‘Benefitting Real 

Communities’ seems to be slightly underestimated in the perception of students. The 

difference with design studio is set at 0.67, fully in-line with the average delta of all 

categories (0.66). Interestingly, though, some students highlighted in their open-ended 

responses the centrality of the community as a moment of learning: ‘I was able to gain an 

understanding of how to work on small community projects that are meant to encourage 

community participation and engagement’. Similarly: ‘Although the project had a strong 

visual identity it was the process, the involvement and bonding in the community that had 

the biggest impact on me’. These particular observations were written by students who took 

part in the most recent temporary intervention, during which interaction between 

community members and students were more frequent and intense than in previous 

projects. Civic engagement by students is considered by scholars as one of the key 

differences between design studio and LP pedagogies. Harris (2015) argues that 

‘participatory engagement with clients and civic concerns’ is among the ‘professional skillset’ 

that is possible to acquire through LPs and that appear to be ‘lacking within the existing 

school curriculum’. Although ‘Social Production of Architecture’ and ‘Benefitting Real 

Communities’ could be therefore argued to be inherently tied to LPs, Portsmouth students 
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did not consistently consider these to be attained to a significant degree more than through 

conventional design studios. This opinion only emerged through a few open comments. In 

the experience of the authors, these learning outcomes and their awareness is proportional 

to the degree to which the students are directly exposed to working face-to-face with the 

community and to how extensively the societal dimension of the activity is discussed 

throughout the projects. It is possible that students’ understanding of a LP’s social value 

might significantly improve if supported by learning activities targeted at encouraging 

students to contextualise their activities within urban and social milieu. 

 

It is worth noting that, for the categories where the difference between LPs and 

conventional design studios is more significant, it is because the latter scored lower-than-

average values (Project Management; Technical Design). One could argue that the 

questionnaire itself might have contributed retrospectively to students’ critical 

understanding of the two different learning models that they experienced, or that 

participation in an unconventional pedagogy sparked a recognition of the lack of preparation 

provided by the traditional studio-based learning model. This might also suggest that Project 

Management and Technical Design themes could be improved within design studios through 

an update with new, more effective, methods. What also became clear from the open 

comments is that students appreciate pedagogical diversity, a mixture of experiential and 

conventional approaches offering a range of complementary learning opportunities. This 

echoes Butterworth and Care’s (2020) call for pedagogical pluralism through a reflection on 

‘the complex pedagogical interdependence between Live Projects and Studio’ (p. 58), and 

that ‘both types of project can have value as both a part of and apart from the external 

world’ (p. 69). Beyond pedagogical pluralism, Morrow (2014) suggests approaching live 

projects and design studio as a relational unity can foster a more inclusive environment: 

 

Perhaps one measure of the success of a curriculum that integrates both Live and 

Design Studio projects is that more people are able to find a valued position in the 

broad church of architectural education (Morrow 2014, p. xxi). 

 

Conclusions  

This paper has investigated the value that students associate with LPs as a mode of learning 

and professional preparation relative to the conventional studio model. LPs are widely 

recognised as effective tools in architectural education’s ability to confront students with the 
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unpredictability of the real world, preparing them professionally (deadlines, management, 

inter-disciplinarity, etc) and fostering the soft skills needed to negotiate and collaborate with 

others (Brown 2012; Harriss 2015). By embedding the learning experience in civic society, 

such projects get students to think and act ethically and with a social purpose, thus fostering 

a notion of citizenship (Brown 2012). Traditional design studios always struggle to deliver 

effective teaching for this range of capabilities (Anderson 2014; Brown 2012; Dutton 1987; 

Harriss & Widder 2014; Till 2009; Webster 2005). But, what is the opinion of the students?  

 

After delivering six LPs that brought together community engagement and making skills, this 

study contributes to answering this question by asking students directly and satisfying the 

lack of data published on students’ opinions across multiple years. A rigorous, innovative, 

and transferrable methodology structured the questionnaires around a selection of key 

learning criteria extracted from the Architects Registration Board’s (ARB) qualification 

prescriptions. Despite a current response rate slightly below fifty percent, some key findings 

were drawn from the six years’ worth of data collected thus far. This investigation into 

student perceptions towards LPs will continue with new data based on upcoming projects. 

 

Students strongly appreciate the collaborative dimension of LP and particularly working 

together as a team, and developing soft skills associated with group communication. LP have 

an important role in fostering students’ experience of togetherness by encouraging them to 

work intensively with each other. Students strongly prefer LPs for learning technical design 

and material behaviour, criticising the traditional method of delivering technical subjects and 

calling for more effective and applied methods, such as integrated hands-on construction 

activities. It became clear how LPs can substantially contribute to the technical subjects in 

meeting validation criteria better than traditional teaching environments. The pressure 

generated by the final attainment of the construction is considered a positive and 

motivational condition, helping to develop a clearer sense of project and time management 

skills needed in real-life projects. As Morrow (2014) suggests, the unpredictability and 

complexity of the real setting becomes an important value. Although some students clearly 

understand the value of LPs in teaching civic engagement, the majority seem to 

underestimate if not fully comprehend it. The results suggest that pairing LPs with 

conventional learning approaches can enable a deeper insight into the professional practice 

context and thus increase the potential of this learning-by-doing model. Ultimately, students 

value diverse and complementary learning opportunities that include a combination of 
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experiential and conventional approaches both considered important to their education 

development. 

 

Currently, many schools of architecture run LPs only as extra-curricular activities. Thus, LPs 

currently occupy a marginalised position within architecture education (Harriss & Widder 

2014). The results of this study support the case for a full integration of LPs into architecture 

course curricula. They also can help in defining and assigning learning outcomes most 

appropriate to specific courses and subjects. Finally, the results from this evaluative study 

suggest the need for further academic investment into this educational method in 

supporting student learning, satisfaction and professional development.  
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Appendix 2. Feedback forms used during the SoundGarden intervention 
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Appendix 3. Forms used in the approach meeting of the Multicultural City ChatterBox 
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Appendix 4. Practice-based Portfolios 
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Appendix 5. Research Excellence Framework submission of practice-based output 
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Appendix 6. Conference presentation slides 
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Appendix 7. Posters used as call for participation for competitions and workshops 
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