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Abstract
As a response to traditional (top‐down) urban planning processes, placemaking engages local citizens in the process of shap‐
ing the form, social activity, and meaning of places around them. However, placemaking practices similarly face political
challenges regarding inclusion and emplacement. These challenges relate towho participates, facilitation through linguistic
discourse, and place engagement itself. Attempting to address these challenges, this article (based on a pilot study) reports
on the design and deployment of the StoryMapper, a traveling placemaking interface that uses a participant‐driven “chain
of engagement” recruiting process to invite participants to create emplaced “morphings” (i.e., visually produced stories
superimposed on public space) to spark dialogue on a digitally facilitated living map. This pilot study took place within a
larger placemaking project that engages citizens to share their ideas regarding the reconversion of a community church.
Plugging the Storymapper into this larger project, we discuss preliminary findings relating to the role of placemaking facil‐
itators in citizen‐driven recruitment and the role of multimodality in placemaking processes. This pilot study suggests that
inclusion should not only be evaluated based on who participates and who does not, but also on how the tool itself, in its
capacity to engage participants to visualize complex emplaced ideas, may facilitate inclusion of different publics.
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1. Introduction

Conceptually, placemaking attends to the ongoing social
practices involved in making and remaking physical
places, compared to the more physical focus of tradi‐
tional spatial planning (Akbar & Edelenbos, 2021). This
current notion asserts that a place is not only shaped
by the built and natural environment but also emerges
through ongoing social practices and meanings ascribed
to them on a daily basis (Cresswell, 2005). This means
that placemaking is not solely a physical action but arises
through the social activity that involves citizens (Akbar
& Edelenbos, 2021). As such, placemaking can promote

collective decision‐making about the future appearance,
organization, and use of the socio‐spatial environment.
Thinking with Lefebvre’s spatial triad, which recognized
the intricate relationship between cultural practices,
imaginations, and representations in place (Lefebvre,
1974), we acknowledge the potential of creating mean‐
ing through stories in placemaking.

Placemaking as a social practice is implemented
through a variety of interventions. In a literature review
of theoretical trends in placemaking, Strydom et al.
(2018) categorized placemaking as a physical, social,
or economic construct and identified a trend of place‐
making used as a tool for empowerment. This political
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dimension of placemaking relates to the transformation
of place to redistribute power. Such power redistribu‐
tion benefits ordinary citizens, fosters a sense of belong‐
ing, and increases participants’ impact on transforma‐
tion processes (Stage & Ingerslev, 2015, p. 121). While
in its initial conception it held the potential to chal‐
lenge the dominance of top‐down planning by taking
into account everyday encounters (Courage et al., 2020),
recent critique claims that placemaking became a buz‐
zword to address all urban challenges or aspire a cer‐
tain metropolitan lifestyle (Platt, 2021). Like other partic‐
ipatory processes (Cooke & Kothari, 2001), placemaking
is a complex practice that introduces various challenges
related to inclusion and emplacement.

First, placemaking practices have been criticized for
being insufficiently inclusive, as citizensmay be excluded
by choice or structural inequalities (Platt, 2021). As such,
placemaking struggles to achieve diverse attendance.
Research practices are faced with similar challenges, as
there is a tendency to work with those people that vol‐
untarily attend participation events, who are then taken
to represent “the community” as a homogenous group
(Cornwall, 2008). Furthermore, participatory researchers
rarely report on bias and drop‐out rates in the samples
they describe or on dynamics of exclusion, self‐exclusion,
or peripheral participation (Cornwall & Gaventa, 2000).
However, placemaking facilitators, be it practitioners
or researchers, inherently impact the recruitment pro‐
cess and potentially reinforce existing power dynamics
(Biedermann & Vande Moere, 2021). While popular def‐
initions typically refer to inclusion as who does and does
not participate, more substantive definitions refer to the
recognition and valuing of differences among citizens by
providing the necessary support to ensure that every‐
one can participate (United Nations General Assembly,
2007). Some scholars argue against binary distinctions
between top‐down and bottom‐up facilitation and pro‐
pose a more collaborative and ethical approach based
on Massey’s (2005) conceptualization of place as rela‐
tion, a site of multiplicity and dynamic, from a position‐
ality at the middle. This reinterprets placemaking as an
always‐becoming process that is never started or fin‐
ished (Platt, 2021).

Second, the notion of placemaking as always‐
becoming directly links to emplacement, as it does not
start from a tabula rasa but reshapes existing config‐
urations in real‐world environments. The spatial turn
refers to the growing academic interest in the role of
place, as well as the acknowledgment of the agency of
place (Coemans et al., 2020). In participatory research,
this is illustrated by the growing recognition of the sig‐
nificance of spatiality in reaching empowerment aims
(Kindon et al., 2007). However, Jon (2020) points out
that planning’s predominant focus on discursive prac‐
tices in decision‐making has overlooked spatial and sen‐
sory aspects of the built environment and the environ‐
mental impact on how we think and form opinions.
More recently, the dominance of linguistic discourse has

been challenged by a growing body of research propos‐
ing alternative methods that integrate material and spa‐
tial aspects to directly engage with place, such as walk‐
ing methodologies (Springgay & Truman, 2018), partic‐
ipatory mapping (Powell, 2016), or tangible placemak‐
ing interfaces that are shared among citizens (Crivellaro
et al., 2016).

Participatory mapping is a powerful process to facili‐
tate the mapping of local knowledge and experience of a
particular place by recognizing, integrating, and commu‐
nicating citizen needs. It engages citizens to map their
relation to place by visually representing physical and
socio‐cultural features of significance and has an empow‐
ering purpose. Powell (2016) argues that innovative and
multimodal mapping methods help uncover what often
remains unseen, not to triangulate or reach a consen‐
sus, but as a supplement. Interactive placemaking inter‐
faces, such as mobile applications, place‐based public
interfaces, or social probes promise to provide swift
and opportunistic engagement opportunities through
diverse modalities in locations of immediate relevance.
As such, they allow citizens to decide for themselves
whether and how they would like to engage in place‐
making at times and locations of their convenience. This
study builds on the potential of participatorymultimodal
mapping via an interactive placemaking interface to cre‐
ate new opportunities for meaningful engagement with
place, addressing the challenges concerning inclusion
and emplacement as outlined above.

2. Objectives and Research Questions

Broadly speaking, the StoryMapper project aims to
answer the research question: What potential opportu‐
nities and challenges for inclusion and emplacement are
introduced by placemaking interfaces?

Using the StoryMapper as a traveling placemak‐
ing tool to facilitate participant‐driven recruitment pro‐
cesses, we set out to explore an inclusive and emplaced
mapping process. The StoryMapper builds on two core
concepts: (a) a self‐steering “chain of engagement” that
aims to disrupt conventional recruitment processes by
inviting participants to select their successor by passing
a tangible frame without a central placemaking facili‐
tator, and (b) “morphing,” which we define as the cre‐
ation of visual stories superimposed on the environment
in response to a locally relevant question. This article
reports on the conceptualization and initial deployment
of the StoryMapper.

We set off with a pilot study to test the quali‐
ties of the StoryMapper in a real‐life setting, given
the fact that we developed an innovative research tool
both concerning morphing as a form of data collection
and the chain of engagement as a sampling approach.
As Hannes et al. (2023) have noted, pilot studies or
experiments enable researchers to experiment with new
ideas before entering more complex case studies while
at the same time establishing terms of engagement of
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newly developed methodological tools and approaches.
In qualitative research, the emergent nature of how rela‐
tionships unfold often determines the success or fail‐
ure of participatory engagement. The different phases
of qualitative inquiry processes are entangled and can‐
not be seen as separate (Kim, 2011; van Teijlingen &
Hundley, 2002). Therefore, in this article, we use the
data collected to identify patterns that can direct further
research needed to evaluate the StoryMapper. In line
with van Teijlingen and Hundley’s (2002) argument on
researchers’ ethical responsibility to share methodolog‐
ical and practical insights gained from pilot studies,
we intend to share our reflections to create learning
opportunities for related interactive placemaking inter‐
faces and mapping deployments. The research question
posed for this particular pilot was: Which design fea‐
tures of the StoryMapper were identified during the
pilot deployment as potentially relevant for inclusive and
emplaced engagement?

This pilot reports on a real‐life cultural heritage
placemaking project within a village neighborhood—the
re‐conversion of a community church for social, cultural,
and community‐based purposes. The re‐conversion of
cultural heritage requires special attention to these
placemaking challenges, as the physical form, the daily
use, and the social meaning might significantly be
remade in the process. This calls for an always‐becoming
approach to placemaking that includes a diverse audi‐
ence, as well as special attention to the dynamic and
relational emplaced aspects of the past, present, and
future. We conclude with reflections on the charac‐
teristics of the StoryMapper, the application of the
participant‐driven recruitment approach through the
chain of engagement, and the emplaced participation
potential of morphing to extract insights from the pro‐
cess to guide future research.

3. Methodology

3.1. Conceptualizing the StoryMapper

3.1.1. The Chain of Engagement: A Self‐Steering
Recruitment Process

The chain of engagement builds on snowballing, a
method used in qualitative research to recruit partici‐
pants by inviting them to suggest other suitable partic‐
ipants (Charlie Parker et al., 2019). The chain of engage‐
ment additionally shifts the agency to recruit from facili‐
tators to participants, who create a continuously growing
chain by self‐selecting and engaging the next participant
to reach into existing social networks otherwise hard to
reach. By passing a tangible frame from person to per‐
son, the approach intends to additionally spark dialogue
between participants to engage those who may not typ‐
ically participate in placemaking activities. As such, the
frame serves as an entrance point to produce and sub‐
mit data in response to placemaking concerns.

3.1.2. Morphing

Inspired by photovoice and theoretically backed by the
new materialism call for sensory‐spatial awareness (Jon,
2020), we define morphing as the in‐situ production
of place‐based data superimposed on the environment.
Participants produce stories or visions in the form of visu‐
als on a transparent canvas to augment the environment
(Figure 1). This augmentation may transform the sur‐
roundings by (re‐)placing or (re‐)moving elements and is
photographed against the environment. The idea behind
morphing is to visualize the multiplicity of place‐based
meanings found in a community.

Figure 1.Morphing as a way to communicate an idea for
the use of the church façade.

3.2. Situating the StoryMapper

Interactive interfaces facilitate placemaking in relevant
public spaces by offering engagement modalities such as
multiple‐choice polls via tangible (Coenen et al., 2019;
Vlachokyriakos et al., 2014) or touch‐based (Valkanova
et al., 2013) interaction and open‐ended feedback cre‐
ation such as photo (Memarovic, Fatah Gen Schieck,
et al., 2015), video (Fritsch & Brynskov, 2009), and tex‐
tual submissions via situated public interfaces (Fischer
et al., 2013) or personal computing devices (Jorge et al.,
2013). As such, placemaking interfaces promote inclu‐
sion by enabling citizens to self‐decide whether and how
they would like to participate, independent of availabil‐
ity and preferences. For instance, it is known that pub‐
lic displays can motivate “borderline” engaged citizens
to provide planners with short‐texted idea proposals
(Schroeter, 2012). Physically situated social networking
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services enabled students to communicate their opin‐
ions to their local youth affairs department through play‐
ful engagement (Hosio et al., 2012), and low‐tech posters
proved to be efficient tools to support grassroots orga‐
nizations to engage in data collection and public dis‐
cussions (Vlachokyriakos et al., 2014). While design rec‐
ommendations, such as closely aligning the displayed
content with the location and people (Schroeter et al.,
2012), are continuously enhancing the value for citizens
to engage in placemaking, and therefore increasing the
probability to involve more diverse subsets of citizens,
placemaking interfaces have been equally criticised for
their tendency to exclude certain publics. This exclusion
comes not only because of the digital divide that pre‐
vents ubiquitous computing interventions from reaching
the full breadth of social diversity (Le Dantec & Edwards,
2008) but also because such interface deployment some‐
times still fails to upend the hierarchical dependen‐
cies between facilitators and participants (Biedermann
& Vande Moere, 2021). It has therefore been argued
to further democratize placemaking interface practices
(Puussaar et al., 2022), such as by allowing citizens to
co‐determine the collected content (Callum Parker et al.,
2020; Liu et al., 2019).

Holding a long tradition of engaging citizens in
mapping activities to disrupt unequal power dynam‐
ics (Cochrane & Corbett, 2020), participatory mapping
is increasingly used not only to understand and repre‐
sent the link between people and place but to build on
the affective potential of mapping for placemaking pur‐

poses (Kahila‐Tani et al., 2019). However, a number of
power‐related challenges have been identified, such as
issues of trust, clarity of the goal, impact, and leadership
(Brown & Kyttä, 2018). At the same time, the substantial
growth in digitization has affected participatorymapping
in multiple ways. Firstly, the proliferation of mapping
technologies and location‐capturing devices has resulted
in a range of technological tools. Second, it has opened
opportunities to democratize participatory mapping to a
certain extent (Crampton, 2010). Kahila‐Tani et al. (2019)
argue that while digital mapping can broaden recruit‐
ment by engaging other participants, it also introduces
new forms of exclusion due to the disparity in access,
skills, and motivation to the digital sphere. Digital map‐
ping approaches have the potential to be more dynamic
and democratic compared to paper‐based approaches:
Real‐time interactive mapping can be done at different
times and places and can onboard dynamic aspects of
space. Finally, research that pushes against the episte‐
mological limits of digital technologies has triggered the
introduction of qualitative and multimodal approaches
for data production, creating rich, nuanced understand‐
ings (Jung et al., 2020).

3.3. Manifestation of the StoryMapper

The StoryMapper consists of a hand‐held “tangible
frame,” a custom “online form” to provide feedback,
and an off‐the‐shelf online “living map,” as illustrated
in Figure 2.
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Figure 2. Experimental setup of the StoryMapper: Participants who receive a frame can access the StoryMapper online
form via QR code, allowing them to either create or interact with existing contributions.
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A plexiglass sheet, enclosed in the 3D‐printed tan‐
gible frame forms the canvas to create morphings.
A printed set of instructions attached to the frame
(Supplementary File 1) posed a place‐based inquiry and
guides any participant in using the provided tools (i.e.,
markers and wipes or a set of Lego bricks) to create a
morphing in response. The visual layout of the instruc‐
tions used the vector elements produced for the munic‐
ipality’s participatory process. To submit their contribu‐
tion, participants were invited to scan the QR code in
the instructions, leading them to the StoryMapper online
form. Finally, participants were asked to pass the frame
to another person they selected to contribute to the
emerging chain of engagement. This final step was not
further specified and was left open to the discretionary
decision of the current participant to lower the barriers
to participation.

The online form serves as the digital backbone of the
StoryMapper. After a detailed introduction to the place‐
making context and inquiry, it provides a link to visit and
engage with existing contributions on the living map and
step‐by‐step instructions (Supplementary File 2) to con‐
tribute a new morphing. Following the latter, the online
form invites participants to superimpose their morphing
over the place they intend to change, photograph their
composition, add a textual description, and respond to
a series of demographic questions. Upon informed con‐
sent, the morphing is automatically stored together with
all submitted data and the current geo‐location in a free
online database (Google Firebase).

To publicly render the contributions, the research
team manually copied the incoming contributions to
create interactive pins on a living map (Padlet) in near
real‐time. This format was chosen because of its open‐
access features that do not require the creation of a user
account, aswell as its interactive features, including view‐
ing, response, and polling options. Additionally, the map
allowed participants to create contributions by upload‐
ing photos and text beyond the intended StoryMapper
workflow. The link to the online form and living map was
further communicated via flyers and the official social
media campaign of the municipality.

3.4. Piloting the StoryMapper

3.4.1. Context

The StoryMapper pilot study was conducted within a
participatory trajectory initiated by the municipality of
Herent, Belgium, aimed at the reconversion of the Sint
Laurentius church in Veltem‐Beisem. The church—no
longer used for worship since December 2018—was
earmarked for community repurposing. In collabora‐
tion with the diocese, the local church committee, and
Parcum, the Flemish expertise center for religious her‐
itage, the municipality started the formal process of
deconsecrating the church and handing it over to the
municipality for community use.

Given the cultural sensitivity and meaning of the
building, the consortium sensed the necessity to engage
citizens in this transformation. As part of this process, the
municipality set up an engagement trajectory including
an eight‐week community inquiry phase with a survey
and two community meetings, and a one‐day commu‐
nity festival that marked the end of the participatory tra‐
jectory. We ran our pilot in two phases, parallel to the
inquiry phase and the community festival. This case was
chosen due to its placemaking challenge and the neigh‐
borhood’s sensitivity to the transformation of a commu‐
nity church. The church and its surroundings materialize
a symbolic and spatialmeaning after centuries of cultural
and social practices. It illustrates the need for a sensi‐
tive process with attention to the inclusion of commu‐
nity linked to and beyond the church building and sense
of place.

3.4.2. Data Collection and Analysis

During the first inquiry phase, three frames circulated
in the community for three weeks, starting with citizens
with direct connection to the place: the former church
caretaker, a shopowner on the church square, a school
parent, and, after the initial chains broke, a neighbor
and café visitor. The inquiry used was: What use do you
see for the Sint Laurentius church in our community?
After observing a certain resistance to drawing among
some of the participants, we introduced Lego bricks as
an additional morphing medium in the second inquiry
phase. During the one‐day festival, three more frames
were handed out by the primary authors to visitors of
the event. The inquiry used was: Can you share a story or
memory about your village? For each of the two phases,
a separate living map was prepared.

The data collection consisted primarily of submissions
made through the StoryMapper, including participant‐
generated morphings, and/or textual descriptions, vol‐
untarily provided demographic data (gender, age, and
neighborhood connection), quantitative interaction logs
through the online form (time, date, and location of
the created contributions), and engagement with the liv‐
ing map, such as additional posts, comments, and reac‐
tions. To reconstruct the chains of engagement, unique
IDs attached to each of the frames allowed us to track
and recreate their journeys based on photo submissions.
In addition, the first authors documented qualitative find‐
ings, such as field observations and informal interactions
with initial participants in a shared research diary.

The visual and textual contributions from the living
maps were coded and analyzed using NVIVO. The two
first authors independently coded contributions follow‐
ing an iterative bottom‐up approach. In the first cycle,
each coder reviewed every photo and textual contribu‐
tion and assigned a series of codes to each of them.
The emerging code books were subsequently compared
and discussed. In the second cycle, all codeswere further
refined and combined into categories.
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To categorize our results we followed the analytical
framework developed by Rose (2016). Her work estab‐
lished four sites of interpretation for images, which we
adopted as sensitizing concepts into our analytical frame‐
work:Within the site of production,we look at howa con‐
tribution was made, where, by whom, and when. Within
the site of image, we were interested in spatial aspects,
particularly how the morphing was embedded in the
environment. In the site of circulation, we analyzed the
chain of engagement, including how often and in which
intervals the frame has been passed. For the site of audi‐
encing, where contributions were made publicly avail‐
able and the dialogue could continue, we analyzed the
interactions on the living map, focusing on how partici‐
pants responded to others’ contributions.

3.4.3. Positionality and Ethics

As some of the authors live or have relatives in the neigh‐
borhood, we positioned ourselves as insiders within
the community. To gain a better understanding of the
StoryMapper in placemaking processes, we collaborated
with both community and municipality as allies rather
than external researchers. Becoming part of the con‐
text and social processes we study, we acknowledge
the reciprocity of benefits gained from this research
project. Participants could share their ideas and sto‐
ries through a different, playful modality. The outcomes
were presented during the community workshops which
lead us to become involved in the broader participatory
process. One of the authors facilitated multiple round
table discussions during the two workshops and became
involved in the temporary neighborhood management
board of the building. Where possible, we aligned this
allyship with what Dierckx et al. (2020) conceptualize as
a “third sphere” that builds on principles of equal intelli‐
gence, shared control, andmultiplicity of ideas. This, ulti‐
mately, was challenging on the level of ethics. The data
on the living map is openly accessible to a wider pub‐
lic. While self‐mediated as a platform, we took a medi‐

ating role to keep an eye on potentially inappropriate
content. Moreover, to ensure anonymity, contributions
were disconnected from any personal information of
the participants.

4. Results

4.1. Sample

In this pilot, a total of 17 participants received a frame
and successfully contributed at least one morphing to
the living map. Table 1 details how the StoryMapper
reached a relatively diverse subset of residents with an
overrepresentation of women and the age groups 20–39
and 40–59.

4.2. Site of Production

In total, both living maps gathered 28 contributions,
including 22 morphings and six additional contribu‐
tions: Four images and two text‐only contributions were
directly uploaded to the living map. Four of the morph‐
ings were added as examples by the authors to illustrate
the idea of morphing. While we consider these exem‐
plary morphings as part of the data collection because
they generated further dialogue on the living maps, the
authors are not considered part of the sample in Table 1.
The remaining 18 morphings were created by the partic‐
ipants, including one sent in via email, emphasizing that
the online form did not work on the participant’s phone.
Eighteen morphings were created using markers, three
using Lego, and one combined both methods.

Twelve out of 22 morphing submissions did not
include geo‐coordinates. Morphings and observations,
however, showed that six photos were made in the
church (e.g., morphing 2.2), three against the façade of
the church (e.g., morphing 4.3), three in the park or
town square (e.g., morphing 2.4), four in or around the
wooden churches that were part of themunicipal project
(e.g., morphing 3.1), and seven at unknown locations

Table 1. Demographic overview of participants reached by the StoryMapper.

Phase 1 Phase 2

Gender F 5 4
M 4 2
Unknown or other 2 —

Age 0–19 1 —
20–39 4 2
40–59 3 2
60–79 1 1
>80 — —
Unknown 2 1

Connection to place Living 10 4
Working — —
Unknown 1 2
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(e.g., morphing 1.4). This suggests that our approach
to traveling placemaking interfaces motivated people to
use the StoryMapper on‐site and engage with place.

Observations were made at the initiation phase that
some participants felt uncomfortable drawing and pre‐
ferred to share their ideas orally, or felt unsure about
being able to explain the process to other participants
in the chain of engagement. Moreover, the authors
recovered three abandoned frames in public spaces
that contained morphings not submitted through the
online form.

4.3. Site of Image

Our data collection reveals diverse forms of engagement
with the environment through morphing. Twelve mor‐
phings interacted in some way with the environment,
including the four exemplary ones. Of these twelve,
four morphings used the environment as a passive
background without embedding it (e.g., morphing 3.1).
The other eight actively augmented the environment,
for example, drawing a slackline attached to existing
trees. Twomorphings showed the same sketch of a skate
ramp uploaded twice with different backgrounds (mor‐
phings 3.2 and 3.3). Ten morphings were photographed
against a neutral background, for instance, a table (mor‐
phing 2.5). This data could illustrate how the task of cre‐
ating morphings was sometimes unclear or irrelevant
to participants.

In addition, four contributions showcased multiple
2D angles into one frame, like 2.6, which combines a
frontal view of a glass with a plan view of a plate. This
hints at practical difficulties in capturing the morphing in
front of the environment or potential challenges in using
drawing to express ideas using the same 3D perspective
as the background (e.g.,morphing 3.1). Interestingly, two
participants aligned the frame with the environment by
tracing elements, such as trees (e.g., morphing 2.4) to
overcome this challenge. Other strategies (n = 12) used
to clarify ideas included the integration of text in themor‐
phings (morphings 1.3, 1.4, 2.1, 2.3, 2.5, 2.6, 2.7, 3.1, 3.4,
5.1, 5.3, 6.1), the use of different colors (n = 4;morphings
1.1, 1.3, 2.6, 2.7, 5.2), or the inclusion of people as stick
figures or Lego figurines (n = 15; morphings 1.1, 1.2, 1.3,
2.3, 2.5, 2.7, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 4.1, 4.2, 4.3, 5.1, 5.3, 6.1).

We identified six categories among the ideas with a
strong focus on youth and social activities, as detailed
in Table 2.

4.4. Site of Circulation

Figures 4 and 5 re‐construct the six initiated chains of
engagement with a total of 22 morphings. Each dot rep‐
resents one link in the chain (i.e., amorphing contributed
using the StoryMapper), including the age and gender
of its author, the date and time of submission, and a
unique identifier that links to the corresponding morph‐
ing in Figure 3.

Of the 22 morphings, four were created by the
researchers, eight were invited by the researchers to
initiate (six) or reinitiate (two) a chain, and ten were
invited by previous participants as intended. Twice, par‐
ticipants requested help from the researchers in produc‐
ing or uploading a morphing (i.e., researcher‐aided sub‐
mission). In total, 11 morphings were submitted within
20 minutes or less, suggesting that they were likely cre‐
ated by participants as part of a collaborative activity or
the same participant (morphing 3.2 and 3.3). The remain‐
ing morphings showed longer intervals between each
other, which indicates a perceived lack of priority in
the recruitment of follow‐up participants. In addition
to the contributed morphings, six contributions were
directly added to the living map without the use of the
StoryMapper (see Figure 6).

4.5. Site of Audiencing

To anonymize locations (some participants morphed at
their homes), the locations for the pins on the living map
were located in public spaces around the church. A total
of 28 reactions in the form of likes were given to vari‐
ous posts.Moreover, therewere two comments on posts,
one on the main pin on the church, and one as a direct
reaction to a morphing, with an additional idea.

5. Discussion and Conclusion

This study examined the design and pilot deployment
of the StoryMapper as a traveling placemaking interface
to foster inclusion and emplacement. The deployment

Table 2. Overview of the identified categories of living map contributions.

Category Includes Total Numerical identifier (see Figure 3)

Social/cultural group activities, meeting places, relations, and social care 7 1.3, 2.1, 2.2, 2.6, 4.1, 5.2, 5.3

Sports outdoor and indoor sports 7 1.1, 1.2, 2.3, 2.4, 3.2, 3.3, A7.4

Children/youth daycare, youth facilities, and child‐related memories 5 3.4, 4.2, 5.1, 6.1, A7.3

Multifunctional 3 1.4, 2.5, 2.7

Learning knowledge and skill‐based learning facilities 2 3.1, A7.2

Religion worship and ceremony 2 4.3, A7.1
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Figure 3. Overview of the visual contributions on both living maps. Each number corresponds to an independent chain of
engagement and “additional living map contributions” represent direct contributions to the living map without the use of
the tangible frame and online form.
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Figure 4. Visual reconstruction of the three chains of engagement during Phase 1.
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Figure 5. Visual reconstruction of the three chains of engagement during Phase 2.

was facilitated via a chain of engagement recruitment
approach where participants select the next participant
by passing the physical StoryMapper frame. In addi‐
tion, the StoryMapper aimed to promote direct engage‐
ment with the environment through “morphing,” the
augmentation of the environment through the frame.
Both concepts were tested as part of an ongoing place‐
making project related to the repurposing of a com‐
munity church, with the purpose to identify design
features that should be considered in the deploy‐
ment of the StoryMapper as an interactive placemak‐

ing interface to promote inclusive and emplaced engage‐
ment. Our preliminary results illustrate how the invita‐
tion of the StoryMapper into an attentive engagement
with the physical neighborhood environment, achieved
mixed results. Simultaneously, it steered engagement
with other community members through the maps.
The design features that this pilot taught us about con‐
cern (a) the role of facilitation within participant‐driven
recruitment, (b) the role of simplicity within the deploy‐
ment of interactive placemaking interfaces, (c) the poten‐
tial of multimodality as a marker of inclusion, (d) the

Figure 6. Example of a morphing contributed through the StoryMapper (left) next to an additional contribution (right) on
the living map which generated engagement from other users through four “likes.”
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accessibility of different modalities, and (e) the chal‐
lenge of evaluating inclusion.We also note thatwhile our
approach to morphing created an opportunity to share
placemaking stories through direct engagement with the
environment, it requires clearer instructions. In the fol‐
lowing paragraphs, we discuss how the chain of engage‐
ment unfolded and how the morphings and living maps
affected interaction with physical and digital places.

5.1. Chains of Engagement

The chain of engagement process required more facili‐
tation than initially anticipated, as the chains broke off
whenever a participant did not pass the frame. Potential
obstacles included a reluctance to draw, the complexity
of combining new concepts such as morphing and the
chain of engagement, and preferences for more estab‐
lished interaction modalities, such as speech or text.
Finally, to some participants, the technical challenges of
the StoryMapper were too hard to overcome, as illus‐
trated by the e‐mail contribution and the recovered
frames with unsubmitted morphings. This suggests that
the online formwas insufficiently intuitive, incompatible
with some phones, or that the motivation to complete
a contribution was too low. Follow‐up research could
therefore focus on determining the factors that influence
the breaking of chains. This resonates with Platt’s (2021)
argument that inclusion is a complex ideal and that fully
removing the facilitator in the deployments of placemak‐
ing tools is not always feasible.

While our participant sample was relatively diverse
in terms of age and gender, the chain of engagement
approach might have introduced a certain bias, as peo‐
ple tend to engage with like‐minded individuals. For
instance, the longest chain (Figure 4, frame 2), touched
upon interrelated categories, such as sport, multifunc‐
tionality, and social/cultural matters. This potentially
indicates that they circulated among people with sim‐
ilar interests while people with other (unrelated) con‐
cernswere potentially excluded. However, it is worth not‐
ing that the agency of selecting follow‐up participants
changes every time the frame changes owners, which
potentially increases the likelihood of a more balanced
recruitment process overall. This is further illustrated by
how the same chain reached citizens from a variety of
age groups.

5.2. Morphing and Living Maps

The pilot results allude that our morphing methodology
shifted place engagement from a tabula rasa approach
to active engagement with the physical environment to
a limited extent. Participants chose their own “fram‐
ing” of the environment or other background, yet the
results suggest that this was rather a circumstantial than
a conscious decision. The use of neutral backgrounds
could indicate that the idea of morphing was insuffi‐
ciently clear or challenging to carry out due to, e.g., light

reflections on the plexiglass. Given the initial concerns
regarding sketching, we tested Lego as an alternative in
the second phase, while being aware of the potential
restraints posed on participants. An interesting pattern
we noticed with the Lego morphings is that participants
created more coherent scenes that were slightly more
disconnected from the background (e.g., morphings 4.2
and 4.3). Potentially linked to the challenge of finding
the right perspective, this requires further evaluation in
upcoming research.

The morphing invited participants to contextualize
their ideas within their surroundings, with the aim to
integrate the agency of place. In this regard, place itself
served as an elicitation, opening up place registries of
material and non‐material meanings. By plugging the
StoryMapper into a larger placemaking process, themor‐
phing provided a visual supplement to the linguistic
methods deployed by the municipality because the mor‐
phing process triggered different ways of seeing and
thinking (Arnheim, 1969). Morphings can offer an entry
point for individuals to select a communication approach
that aligns with their communication preferences and
sensibilities. A range of options for this morphing pro‐
cess may move towards a more inclusive placemak‐
ing practice.

The act of morphing presents participants with the
opportunity to envision and shape the future of a par‐
ticular place. Moreover, the morphings can offer an
embodied experience of different “situated knowledges”
(Hamilton & Kelemen, 2015), with the potential to chal‐
lenge existing power structures by visualizing what (or
who) is not there. This potential is in line with the idea
that every image embodies a way of seeing (Berger
et al., 1973) and the potential of participant‐produced
visuals to offer insights into the perception of place
(Pauwels, 2015).

Participants started using the living map as a way to
add additional ideas without the frame. As such, the dia‐
logue continued beyond the StoryMapper as the map
was appropriated by citizens. This indicates that citizens
found their way to the living map quicker than they
could lay hands on a frame, therefore creating an addi‐
tional participatory space of engagement, asynchronous
and open. Additionally, the living map flattens tradi‐
tional power dynamics of co‐located events that ben‐
efit the “louder voices,” insofar as each contribution
receives an equal place on the map without hierarchical
order. However, although we did not encounter such a
case, participants might overshadow the mapping pro‐
cess by contributing multiple similar ideas to enhance
their impact.

5.3. Implications and Lessons Learned

If we accept the agency of place in research (Coemans
et al., 2020) and Massey’s (2005) conceptualization
of place—as marked by the potential of multiplicity,
relations, and change—research methods, as well as
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placemaking approaches, should adapt to this agency
and characteristics accordingly. The morphings are
related to emplaced cultural heritage elements from the
past as well as the future, linked through the present
physical environment. This stance requires understand‐
ing that every placemaking intervention is part of a larger
ongoing process of place without a clear end or begin‐
ning, or what Platt (2021) frames as placemaking in
the middle.

The pilot findings regarding the challenges in
emplacement via morphing highlight a need for sim‐
plicity in the design of interactive placemaking inter‐
faces. Although the StoryMapper became a facilitat‐
ing entity through the chain of engagement, it did not
always succeed in guiding participants through the cre‐
ation of emplaced contributions. However, similar to the
uncertainty of feedback in the praxis of cultural probes
(Gaver et al., 2004), we would like to acknowledge
the insightful potential of contributions that emerge
through the ambiguity of following a method, even
when it is conceptualized in a different way. Some par‐
ticipants overcame the difficulty of conveying an idea
through the intended morphing method by—incidental
or conscious—(mis‐)appropriation of the interface, for
instance by drawing an idea using a frontal view against
a neutral background (e.g., morphing 5.1). Such brief
technology‐driven engagements without human facili‐
tation, therefore, require engagement flows based on
simple instructions (e.g., through an explanatory video)
that leave open space for interpretation and different
forms of engagement. We further argue that placemak‐
ing interfaces should be adapted to the community in
question, such as the use of recognizable visual ele‐
ments. Further, each interruption in the chain reduced
the chance for other residents to contribute an idea.
This suggests that our chain‐of‐engagement approach to
placemaking interfaces suffered from a perceived lack
of urgency, similar to how stationary public interfaces
are affected by interaction blindness (Memarovic, Clinch
et al., 2015). We recognize a need for affordances that
continuously promote engagement, such as by enticing
curiosity through objects (Houben & Weichel, 2013).

Facilitators interested in implementing a chain of
engagement for placemaking could take measures to
increase chances for a balanced engagement. First, place‐
making facilitators should ensure diverse starting points,
based on an in‐depth understanding of the social struc‐
ture of a place, acknowledging relevant (and/or under‐
represented) citizens or groups, by selecting represen‐
tative individuals to initiate the process. In this pilot,
we selected initial participants during the first phase
based on in‐depth knowledge of the community and the
participatory process itself, with attention to a poten‐
tial interest in the new function of the church. In addi‐
tion, new chains could be iteratively introduced by
benchmarking against incoming demographic data and
specifically recruiting underrepresented publics for bal‐
anced engagement.

Although the StoryMapper extended the larger place‐
making project by providing an additional interaction
modality to citizens, the placemaking interface itself pro‐
vided only one or two modalities to express emplaced
ideas, potentially hindering those uncomfortable with
morphing. In combinationwith the chain of engagement,
this might hinder their ideas from receiving public atten‐
tion on the living maps. On the other hand, the living
maps formed a digital space for engagement that pro‐
vided additional modalities, such as viewing, liking, or
providing textual or visual responses, that potentially
attracted a more inclusive citizen cohort. This implies
that it remains challenging to operationalize placemak‐
ing through morphing—or any other single‐modality
method—alone. For placemaking facilitators, we suggest
providing citizens with the agency to participate on their
own terms, so that multimodality becomes a marker for
inclusion. Finally, this suggests that inclusion should not
only be evaluated based on who participates but also on
how participants can engage in the process.

5.4. Limitations and Future Work

The findings of this pilot have to be situated in relation
to an important study limitation: the tension between
the usability of the placemaking tool and the data we
as researchers consider necessary for evaluating inclu‐
sion. This tension is even more explicit within innova‐
tive technology‐based methods. The shared ethical con‐
cern regarding privacy issues in relation to the small
sample size could have been overcome by engaging
more participants in the project over a longer period.
Moreover, the introduction of two unfamiliar elements
(the chain of engagement and the morphing) could be a
challenge that would require a more focused approach
on each separately to develop a richer understanding
of each element. Using a more familiar tool to test the
chain of engagement approach could provide insights
into how the chain unfolds without technological barri‐
ers. Alternatively, exploring various approaches to utilize
the visual‐spatial opportunities of morphing could offer
valuable insights into the communication and interaction
styles of different users with their surroundings.

The purpose of this pilot study was to explore
insights and understanding of how the StoryMapper
works rather than producing empirical generalizations.
Future research could therefore investigate the impact of
the StoryMapper on participants and its ability to break
through community barriers and reach publics hard to
reach compared to traditional recruitment approaches.
This could be done by querying previous participation in
placemaking activities or additional efforts in terms of
data acquisition, including ethnicity, mother tongue, dis‐
ability, educational level, and economic status. Additional
qualitative data can help to understand drivers of recruit‐
ment to draw inferences regarding inclusion. The rela‐
tive numbers of hard‐to‐reach members of a community
engaged through a chain of engagement would further
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become comparable to those of related studies. Finally,
further research can also evaluate the impact of the mor‐
phings on participants and placemaking projects in com‐
parison to other placemaking practices.
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