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Abstract
This editorial introduces the subject matter of the thematic issue, which includes a diverse collection of contributions
from authors in various disciplines including, history, architecture, planning, sociology and geography. Within the context
of mediatisation processes—and the increased use of ever-expanding I&C technologies—communication has undergone
profound changes. As such, this thematic issue will discuss how far (digital) media tools and their social uses in urban
design and planning have impacted the visualisation of urban imaginations and how urban futures are thereby commu-
nicatively produced. Referring to an approach originating from the media and communication sciences, the authors begin
with an outline of the core concepts of mediatisation and digitalisation. They suggest how the term ‘visualisation’ can be
conceived and, against this background, based upon the sociological approach of communicative constructivism, a pro-
posal is offered, which diverges from traditional methods of conceptualising visualisations: Instead, it highlights the need
for a greater consideration towards the active role of creators (e.g., planners) and recipients (e.g., stakeholders) as well
as the distinctive techniques of communication involved (e.g., a specific digital planning tools). The authors in this issue
illustrate how communicative construction, particularly the visual construction of urban futures, can be understood, de-
pending upon the kind of social actors as well as the means of communication involved. The editorial concludes with a
summary of the main arguments and core results presented.
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1. Introduction

Since the second half of the 19th century, urban design
and planning for emerging modern industrial societies

has been assigned the task of shaping and structuring fu-
ture spaces in built, infrastructural, as well as economic
and social environments. The ways in which this task
has been approached has always been subject to change
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(Christmann, Ibert, Jessen, & Walther, 2017, p. 247). In
our thematic issue, we focus on changes resulting from
themediatisation of planning processes.Mediatisation is
the increased development and usage of new technolo-
gies and media that shape our day-to-day life and work,
with digitalisation acting as a single aspect of the process.
In the history of planning and urban design, planners and
architects have always employed a variety of the latest
innovative media tools to create, communicate and vi-
sualise their imaginings of urban futures (Carpentier &
Dahlgren, 2014). Examples ofwhich, include the develop-
ment of new ways of model-building and photographic
presentation since 1910, the creation of new forms of
exhibition after 1945 and the integration of the latest
digital I&C technologies (and also of complex visualisa-
tions) in the present (Frey, Lampugnani, & Perotti, 2005).
A crucial question that the Thematic Issue will explore is,
how can the visual communication and creation of urban
imaginations be described in a context where manifold
analogue as well as digital media tools for planning are
available and used? Based on the assumption that new
technologies may shape communication processes in a
profound manner (Couldry et al., 2014; Hepp, Hjarvard,
& Lundby, 2015), we interrogate the extent to which (dig-
ital) media tools and their social uses have impacted the
conceptualisation of urban imaginations and how urban
futures are communicatively constructed.

The authors included in this issue specialise in a va-
riety of disciplines including history, architecture, plan-
ning, sociology as well as geography and cover a broad
range of case studies from all over the globe, in places
such as Germany, The Netherlands, the United Kingdom,
Egypt, and SouthAfrica. Theywill examine planners’ prac-
tices, asking how their (digital) visual tools have changed,
how the tools influence theway inwhich planning profes-
sionals work and thereby create urban futures.

A remarkable material change in planning practices
and communication has occurred since the 1970s. Since
then, aspects of marketing, identity management and
citizen involvement have been increasingly integrated
into the planning process, which has substantially ex-
panded the tasks associatedwith planning, both in terms
of procedures and content (Batty, 1991; Pinto, 2014).
Furthermore, since the 1990s the social and planning
sciences have taken the ‘communicative turn’ (Healey,
1992, 1997), a characteristic feature of which sees plan-
ners with redefined roles as process initiators, mediators,
or simply, as participants. The development of the first
digital technologies during this period resulted in modi-
fied ways of engaging publics by using digitally produced
visualisations such as plans, maps, computer-aided de-
sign drawings, 2D or 3D simulations of urban environ-
ments (e.g., Corner, 1999; Lange, 2011). In line with the
development of the Web 2.0 in the 2000s, a variety of
digital tools were created to facilitate interactive commu-
nication (Tambouris et al., 2013).

Meanwhile considerable research has been under-
taken in the field of communicative planning (Fischer

& Gottweis, 2012; Healey, 1997; Innes, 1995; Innes &
Booher, 1999;Milz, 2019), particularly on e-participation
(Al-Kodmany, Betancur, & Vidyarthi, 2012; Carpentier &
Dahlgren, 2014; Donders, Hartmann, & Kokx, 2014; Falco
& Kleinhans, 2018; Wilson, Tewdwr-Jones, & Comber,
2019) as well as on smart cities (Carvalho, 2015; Datta,
2015; Hollands, 2008; Karvonen, Cook, &Haarstad, 2020;
Kitchin, 2014; Townsend, 2013).

What is conspicuous, however, is that digital and
visual forms of communication in urban design and
planning—as well as the negotiation of urban imag-
inations that can be found therein—are still under-
researched. With regard to visualisations, if they are
considered at all, it is assumed without question that
they create publicity, evidence as well as transparency
and serve as instruments to promote participation
(Hasler, Chenal, & Soutter, 2017; Tambouris et al., 2013).
However, these assumptions are largely unexamined.
Little is known about the past and present uses or about
the effects of analogue and digitalised visualisations
within urban design and planning. Therefore, the the-
matic issue will address these gaps.

In the following sections of this editorial we will out-
line the wider conceptual background of mediatisations,
digitalisations, visualisations and the creation of urban
futures for the field of urban design and planning. We
aim to accurately determine the facets of the topic area
and the context of the individual contributions. This will
be accomplished by introducing the concepts of medi-
atisation and digitalisation in Section 2. In Section 3 we
will then suggest how the term ‘visualisation’ can be con-
ceived of in general and, more specifically, in the con-
text of urban design and planning. We will discuss the
different aspects that should be taken into considera-
tion when looking at visualisations in urban design and
planning more systematically. Also, the role of visualisa-
tions and the contribution that they may make to the
communicative construction of urban futures will be re-
flected. Against this background, in Section 4 we will
sketch the main arguments and results of each article in
the Thematic Issue. Section 5 of our introductory contri-
bution will conclude.

2. Mediatisation and Digitalisation in Urban Design
and Planning

The premise of the thematic issue grapples with a popu-
lar notion in communication science,which has observed
the rapid development of extensive mediatisation—and
more recently, digitalisation—of communication pro-
cesses over the years. Across societal systems, people
have been increasingly exposed to media and technolo-
gies, both analogue and digital (Hepp, 2020; Hepp et al.,
2015; Krotz, 2001, 2007). As a consequence, the in-
creased usage and experience of these novel tools has
catalysed changes in human behaviour, particularly the
way individuals, communities, professions, institutions
and organisations communicate and work. It is believed
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that such changes may have also influenced the organ-
isation of our social world, our living environment and
even spatial arrangements. As such, some scholars have
argued that mediatisation and digitalisation processes
have led to a “re-figuration of spaces” (Knoblauch & Löw,
2017, p. 3). The fact that social actors (e.g., architects
and planners) can be (virtually) present in several places
simultaneously and that, depending on the media they
apply, they are able to act in various forms of translocal-
ity, illustrates this argument. Indeed, there is increased
evidence that mediatised (and digitised) communication
may result in different experiences, forms of knowledge,
ways of acting, social processes and possibly different
constructions of reality.

A particularly fascinating topic in current research
on mediatisations is the emergence of digital media and
technologies. Arguably, digitalisation has been the most
disruptive moment within the process of mediatisation;
as such, the historic process ofmediatisations should not
be considered as one that is simple linear, but rather as
one that has developed in ‘waves,’ which are responsi-
ble for triggering fundamental changes—be it for media
environments or societies at large. Today’s typical me-
dia environments are extremely manifold (Hepp, 2020,
p. 5). Existing analogue media continues to undergo fur-
ther development due to the diverse, ever-changing digi-
tal media and technologies, with which it bears a close
connection. Given that media are growing increasingly
computerised, a ‘deep mediatisation’ can be observed
according to Hepp (2020, p. 5). The concept ‘deep medi-
atisation’ refers to an advanced stage of the mediatisa-
tion process “in which all elements of our social world
are intricately related to digital media and their under-
lying infrastructures” (Hepp, 2020, p. 5). Even objects
that are not traditionally considered as media, such as
a car, are made media by virtue of their digital connec-
tivity. Another crucial characteristic of digital technolo-
gies is that they are software-based, i.e., automated by
means of algorithms, and that they automatically gener-
ate data while they are used for information and commu-
nication purposes. Therefore, algorithms and automated
data processing have agency and become actants in the
mediated construction of the social world (Latour, 2005).

The adoption of planning information systems, which
provide a diversity of space-related data, maps and mod-
els in digital form, indicates that deep mediatisation has
taken place in urban design and planning. In this do-
main, the data are prepared in a way that the tasks of
monitoring (i.e., the description of past and present pro-
cesses) as well as of forecasting future developments are
supported (Shen, 2012; Wegener, 2001). Planning infor-
mation systems include geographic information systems
which provide data on a variety of physical elements (e.g.,
buildings, streets, airstreams, etc.) as well as on social
processes on the space (e.g., population development,
traffic development) for the purpose of analysing and
processing data as well as using it as a model to sim-
ulate and/or present certain scenarios (Fang, Shandas,

& Arriaga Cordero, 2014). Based on the data obtained,
computer-aided mapping supports the creation and im-
provement of maps, which can then be transferred to
CAD programmes for urban design.

As indicated above, digital tools have also found their
way into design planning, where built environments are
designed in aesthetic terms. Former analogue methods
have been transferred to computer systems. After under-
going further modifications, they have revolutionised ur-
ban design in the form of applications, such as CAD or
CAAD (computer-aided architectural design). These com-
puter programmes also contain presentation techniques
that create impressive virtual 2D or 3D simulations or
citymodels where the aesthetic qualities of architectural
design come alive (Al-Kodmany, 2002; Czerkauer-Yamu
& Voigt, 2016; Lovett, Appleton, Warren-Kretzschmar, &
von Haaren, 2015; Yin & Shiode, 2014).

Such presentations have generated new means of
communicating with stakeholders. Together with the op-
portunities offered by the Internet, it has become pos-
sible to provide extensive information that clearly illus-
trates changes in urban environments, while at the same
time, promoting further inclusion of inhabitants in the
planning process.

Previous research on these developments, however,
tends toward the pragmatic as opposed to the analytical
and theoretical. As a rule, this work primarily reports on
options for optimisation of these digital tools in a more
practical manner.

3. Visualisations and the Communicative Construction
of Spaces

When discussing visualisations, such as drawings, pho-
tographs, 2D and 3D simulations or city models, etc.,
it is necessary to clarify that, unlike language or texts,
they depict visual characteristics of an object, whether
it comes from the past, present or future. Therefore, the
visual depiction should not be confused with an (objec-
tive) representation of the object, which is a surprising
trend amongst authors working with visualisations (e.g.,
Rose, 2018, in her contribution on representation and
mediation). Although we may conceive of a relation of
similarity between an object and its visualisation (e.g.,
in a photograph showing a building of the present), a vi-
sualisation does not objectively capture ‘the’ reality of
the object. Rather, the visualisation shows ‘a visual’ real-
ity (e.g., of a built environment). For example, even in a
photographic (or photo-realistic) depiction of a built en-
vironment, spatial dimensions are typically reduced to a
surface; furthermore, angles, selections of the whole set-
ting and photo-technical modifications have their own
distinct effects.

Phenomenologically speaking, a visualisation must
then be conceived of as a depiction of an object by
which the visibility of the object not being present is
actively produced—both by the creator(s) of the visu-
alisation (e.g., by a photographer or a designer) and
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through a particular visual means (e.g., a camera and/or
computer-assisted design software). At the same time,
viewers must also be seen as producers of visualisations.
The phenomenological concept of visualisation includes
the notion that the object that is not physically present
is “appresented” in the mind of the onlooker (Schutz
& Luckmann, 1989, pp. 131–135; see also Christmann,
2008, para. 6). In other words, the object that is not
present is regarded as being ap-presented by visualisa-
tions rather than as re-presented. The term ‘appresenta-
tion’ implies that social actors have a particular knowl-
edge about individual objects (as well as the means of
creating the visualisations), which is included in the pro-
cess of seeing and interpreting a visualisation. By deci-
phering or decoding visualisations and activating their
knowledge, viewers become an integral part of the visual
process. Thus, the phenomenological approach takes
into consideration the active role that creators and view-
ers have regarding the use of and exposure to visualisa-
tions, unlike the former traditional manner of conceiving
visualisations, which keep this role somewhat hidden.

Based largely on socio-phenomenological thoughts,
the sociological approach of communicative construc-
tivism (Knoblauch, 2019) suggests that (depending upon
the kind of social actors as well as the means of com-
munication involved) communications contribute to the
social ‘construction’ of (respective) ‘realities.’ There, the
meaning of the term, ‘communication,’ extends far be-
yond the use of language and texts through the usage
of verbal and non-verbal signs, bodies, physical things,
technologies, visualisations, etc. An important point to
take away however, is that the more distinct concept
concerning the “communicative construction of spaces”
(Christmann, 2020) applies the general approach of com-
municative constructivism to spatial theory and con-
ceives communicative action, including visual communi-
cation, as a fundamental element in the construction of
past, present or future spaces. It can explain how ac-
tors’ ideas and visualisations related to space are pro-
moted, contested and negotiated within complex actor
constellations, how it becomes possible for such inter-
pretations to be and how they can shape the visions of
urban futures, as well as the will to materialise them.
For the investigation of urban futures, the concept sug-
gests a detailed empirical analysis of communicative ne-
gotiation processes, including communicative practices
of visualisations.

Communicative practices of visualising urban futures
can only be analysed adequately when a critical perspec-
tive is applied towards the analysis of implicit visual cul-
tures of the planning and design professions as well as
stakeholders. We must be aware of the fact that the im-
manent meaning of a visualisation also touches on ques-
tions of power. We must also take into consideration
that the development of particular forms of pictorial ‘lan-
guage’ and/or specific practices of seeing (Lynch, 1960)
may be unique to different disciplines as well as the pro-
fessional cultures of visual specialists. Furthermore, the

production of distinct modes of visualisations and how
they are perceived is relevant, e.g., in magazines, in ex-
hibitions, at a workshop discussion or on social media
platforms. Additionally, urban planning in general (e.g.,
Healey, 2013) and visual practices within it in particu-
lar must be discussed as situated practices based upon
their own unique political, geographical and cultural con-
texts (e.g., Global South/Global North). Since research on
planning and urban design has predominantly focused
on the visualisations created by architects and planners,
it should still be recognised that new participatory tools
also enable citizens to formulate their own ideas, knowl-
edge and meanings and make them visible. We should
be aware of the fact that also urban movements, civil so-
ciety organisations and other political actors use visuali-
sations of urban futures in order to push their own inter-
ests and goals and to influence public spheres. Thus, vi-
sual communication not only permeates the professional
world of planners and their specialisedworking practices,
but also the everyday lives of citizens. Finally, if we fol-
low Hepp’s (2020) thesis of deepmediatisation, wemust
understand the extent to which algorithms co-create vi-
sualisations and the communicative construction of ur-
ban futures.Maybe Latour’s (2005, p. 63) statement, “ob-
jects too have agency,” can bymodified to algorithms too
have agency.

In the thematic issue, the aforementioned points of
reflection will not be fully or systematically addressed in
each individual contribution; however, some articles will
discuss these themes in greater depth.

4. The Articles in the Thematic Issue

In their contribution, Bernhardt andMeissner (2020) pri-
marily examine the role that innovative strategies of com-
munication and visualisation played in the context of the
new culture of urban planning emerging over the course
of the 1970s and 1980s. In order to better understand
the historical background of this process from a long-
term perspective and to fully grapple with variations in
socialist and capitalist societies, they take the case of di-
vided Berlin during the Cold War period. Despite suffer-
ing from large scale damages of WWII as well as long
lasting economic stagnation, the city became the show-
case of ideologically driven iconic projects of urban plan-
ning in the 1950s and 1960s, with the development of
large housing settlements and urban motorways. These
projects were presented in extensive public campaigns
and were promoted using visual instruments and media,
such as international building exhibitions, regional plans
from a bird´s eye perspective and the like. The article
also states that as a result of the 1970´s turn in urban
planning, which focused on renewal and historic preser-
vation, new forms of public communication and visualisa-
tion emerged. While analysing two small-scale planning
projects for neighbourhoods in East andWest Berlin, the
authors reveal the critical role of (visual)media in the rise
of new communicative practices in comprehensive plan-
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ning during the 1980s. Among their other findings, they
explore contradictory patterns and effects of public par-
ticipation and visualisation in both political systems and
planning schemes in their selected cases.

Mager and Hein (2020) explore the value and the
challenges that digital technologies provide in their ana-
lysis of historical mediatisations of the built environment.
Within this broader field of research, they focus on the
problems and potentials for using artificial intelligence to
help identify buildings in historical photographs. Starting
with a long-term retrospection on the interrelation be-
tween visual media and architecture, Mager and Hein
highlight the role of graphic representations of architec-
tural concepts for the production of buildings and pho-
tography and other technological innovations for the
documentation of existing buildings. Special attention is
given to distinct problems, such as different angles or fo-
cal lengths in historic photos which make it difficult to
apply or adjust technologies of artificial intelligence to
the automatic identification of buildings.While analysing
a pioneering project concerning Amsterdam´s built her-
itage, key strategies, tools, and practices are depicted,
which are needed to realise such large programmes of
identification. Here, specific forms of cooperation be-
tween IT-experts, historians, and students are connected
to practices of citizen’s science. In widening the perspec-
tive, Mager and Hein demonstrate the methodological
challenges that these quantitative approaches provide
for architectural history and related disciplines in the hu-
manities, which typically prioritise qualitative research.
However, as they argue, with the help of mixed method-
ological concepts, new exciting insights into the history
of the built environment can be generated.

In her contribution, Watson (2020) discusses the
growing impact of computer-generated images in en-
trepreneurial planning on the African continent. These
visualisations carry a strong agency within Africa’s cur-
rent neoliberal urban development. Instead of tackling
the urban challenges faced by African mega-cities, inter-
national property development companies—in cooper-
ation with governments or other local partners—have
prioritised the construction of up-market new towns or
satellite towns at the urban fringes. Watson understands
planning as being shaped by visualisations and graphics
through a network of computer programmes andmarket-
ing experts. In this network, photo-realistic visualisations
have ousted plans, maps and elevations in communicat-
ing and marketing urban projects. New forms of collab-
oration between planners, branding experts and visuali-
sation experts have incorporated urban planning profes-
sionals into the generation of these proposals, which has
turned them into visualisers and has also disconnected
them from the larger socio-political context aswell as the
people for whom they should be planning for. In her ana-
lysis, Watson explores a series of commercial real-estate
projects on the continent, including Diamniadio Lake City
outside Dakar as well as Eco Atlantic in Lagos. As these
projects bypass democratic decision-making and plan-

ning processes while failing to address the interest of the
public good, they prohibit the equitable and sustainable
future of urban development. The computer-generated
visualisations of urban futures serve as both indicators
and active agents in this process.

The contribution by Hendawy and Stollmann (2020)
begins with the observation that both planning and ur-
ban development in Egypt fail to adequately address the
needs of the impoverished urban population. Instead,
government planners and the private real estate sector
cater to developing middle- to high-end urban enclaves
and new towns; this interest also dominates public dis-
course regarding urban development, which is reflected
in the form of news reports, online and street-sign ad-
vertising. The authors interrogate the role that such vi-
sualisations of exclusive urban futures play with regard
to the shared acceptance of these urban models within
society, despite the fact that many are unable to benefit
from such developments. The authors use a mixedmeth-
ods approach that begins with qualitative interviews con-
ducted with cab and uber drivers in Cairo as well as an
online survey with a socially diverse sample of the urban
population. The findings are then framed through the
first author’s self-reflection when they were expected
to buy an apartment while getting married. Finally, a vi-
sual analysis of exemplary advertising videos reveals the
close entanglement of real estate and cultural norms.
The research findings are surprising in so far as they shed
light on the importance of socio-cultural norms pertain-
ing to Egypt’s family values and marriage culture, which
emphasise the importance of real estate acquisition as
a precondition for marriage. These cultural factors lead
to an understanding of social and spatial injustice as not
only being produced from top-down planning authori-
ties within a neo-liberal political economy, but also as a
form of co-production in which the majority of the pop-
ulation partakes.

InWeise,Wilson, and Vigar (2020) the authors under-
stand visualisation as visual presentations of a perceived
reality. Using the case study of town planning in Great
Britain, they examine the process of communicative plan-
ning, which has been carried out using two separate dig-
ital tools for citizen participation. The article discusses
the use of digital visualisations, which weremade and/or
commented on by residents, i.e., laypeople, and where
planners served as enablers. The first tool, JigsAudio,
allows residents to communicate through drawings as
well as through speaking in order to exchange experi-
ences concerning the general challenges of place-making
in a town and allows participating residents to express
their aspirations for the future of urban spaces. By con-
trast, the other tool, PlaceChangers, provides a collec-
tion of places in the neighbourhood that are already
mapped,which can be digitally annotated in order to sug-
gest changes should be made. Against this background,
the authors considered how visualisations contribute to
the discussion of alternative perspectives of places as
well as what forms of spatial knowledge are activated by
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the different tools. One result found that the visualisa-
tions on their own did not produce meanings or sugges-
tions for changes; rather, they needed to be accompa-
nied by verbal accounts or conversations to clarify their
meaning. Another insight found that JigsAudio evoked
accounts about abstract values and feelings with regard
to (future) urban places, while responses obtained us-
ing PlaceChangers contained the description of specific
issues about the design of places in the neighbourhood
in terms of what is where and how it should be.

Singh and Christmann (2020) investigate the par-
ticipation processes on an e-participation platform in
Germany’s capital. The authors consider how partici-
pating Berlin residents use visualisations within an e-
participation format, how they communicate spatial
knowledge and how they construct public urban spaces
through the use of visualisations. Similar to the contribu-
tion of Weise et al. (2020), the article investigates how
visualisations are produced by residents. From the begin-
ning, the authors focus on the interplay between visual
and verbal accounts of the participating residents and
suggest a methodological approach for the ensuing ana-
lysis. In contrast to Weise et al. (2020), the investigated
platform of meinBerlin did not provide any specific digi-
tal tools or guidance from planners for drawing or anno-
tating. In their article, Singh and Christmann examine a
participation project that focuses on noisy urban spaces
and noise protection (“Report Noise Sites!”). Against this
background, the authors detail the strategies that the
participating residents use to not only visually communi-
cate their perceptions and conceptualisations of urban
places, but to report on and to characterise noise (re-
spectively noisy places). The study also revealed some
residents even attempted at to visually depict possible
future solutions for (selected) noise spaces demonstrat-
ing the potential of the e-platform to active creative pro-
cesses for imagining urban futures.

The application of new digital information and com-
munication technologies in participatory urban planning
often evokes expectations of a reconnection between cit-
izens and decision-makers as well as an increase of trust
in planning. In his article, Åström (2020) scrutinizes these
assumptions while shedding light on planners’ attitudes
towards citizens. Although a huge body of research on cit-
izens’ trust in government exists, public officials trust in
citizens has received little scholarly attention. The article
is guided by the question whether planners find citizens
trustworthy as well as what individual and institutional
factors influence their trust in citizens. Åström method-
ologically draws on a survey targeted to a representa-
tive sample of public managers in Swedish local govern-
ment (N = 1430). One of the main findings in the study
show that in Sweden factors, such as planners’ trust in
their own power and capabilities as well as in political
and institutional measures are all positively related to
trust in citizens. Nevertheless, trust must be established
through institutional measures to close the distance be-
tween politics and public administration andmost impor-

tantly to the citizens. New forms of participation could
provide great opportunities for experimenting with such
trust-building arrangements. Finally, the author reflects
on trust of citizens in the context of e-participation and
smart city planning. He points out that smart services—
which are offered to citizens in fields such as housing,
healthcare or participation—may lead to improvements
in the public’s everyday life. However, due to processes
of collecting, storing, processing and analysing the asso-
ciated data, vulnerabilities may arise, which will demand
a great deal of trust by citizens.

5. Conclusion

This editorial introduces topics related to the thematic is-
sue. Its first objectivewas to outline thewider conceptual
background surrounding the terms ‘mediatisation,’ ‘dig-
italisation,’ ‘visualisation’ and the communicative con-
struction of urban futures as they relate to urban design
and planning. The term ‘mediatisation’ is conceived of
as an increased use of (analogue and digital) media and
technologies over time that changes the way in which
individuals, professions and organisations communicate
and work; it may even change the way in which they or-
ganise their social worlds and spatial arrangements. The
term ‘digitalisation’ is conceptualised as the most disrup-
tive moment within the process of mediatisation. A char-
acteristic feature of the digital age is that media and
technologies have grown increasingly computerised and
highly connected with one another. The authors of these
articles do not understand the term ‘visualisation’ as a
mere representation of an object. Instead, they propose
defining it as a depiction of an object wherein what is
absent from the object is made visible by the creator(s)
of the visualisation (e.g., by a photographer or an urban
designer), through particular visual means (e.g., a cam-
era and/or computer-assisted design software) and by
observers. They argue that by deciphering or decoding
visualisations, viewers become an integral part of the vi-
sual process. Subsequently, the communicative construc-
tion of spaces approach is introduced. This approach con-
ceives of communicative action (including visual com-
munications) as taking place within actor constellations,
where it functions as the basic element in the construc-
tion of past, present or future spaces. In this thematic is-
sue, the authors also point out that visualisations should
always be seenwithin the context inwhich they are socio-
culturally and spatially (local and/or global) embedded.
Visualisations can only be adequately analysed when a
critical perspective is taken towards the underlying visual
cultures of the planning and design professions as well as
of various stakeholders. Additionally, visualisations touch
on fundamental questions of power.

The second objective of this editorial was to map the
main arguments and results of each contribution of the
Thematic Issue. They show both critical aspects and op-
portunities for (digital) visualisations in urban design and
planning. For instance, using the example of historical re-
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search on two small-scale planning projects for two sep-
arate neighbourhoods in East andWest Berlin during the
1980s, it is revealed that (visual) media played a key role
in the rise of new communicative practices in planning.
Interestingly, this conclusion holds true for both exam-
ples in the Federal Republic of Germany as well as in
that of the German Democratic Republic. Another histor-
ical research project reports on how a new digital tool
is used in Amsterdam, which facilitates the process of
recognising buildings in historical photographs and also
the modelling of historical transformations in the built
environment. Such a tool may not only expand perspec-
tives in planning history, but it might also assist in design-
ing the city’s future through the identification of path
dependencies and critical junctures in further innova-
tive developments. Here, the authors concentrate on the
positive impacts of digital visual tools rather than neg-
ative. By contrast, while using the case study concern-
ing entrepreneurial planning on the African continent, a
more critical perspective is adopted in the exploration
of the following questions: To what extent have planners
evolved into visualisers, how do they visually address in-
vestors and create photo-realistic renderings of urban
futures, and how do they become disconnected from a
major segment of the population? Surprisingly, another
study, which bases its empirical findings in Cairo, sug-
gests that visualisations of exclusive urban futures from
top-down planning enterprises within the neo-liberal
Egyptian political economy are not rejected outright by
most Cairo residents. Rather the interviewees accepted
the importance of real estate acquisitions and even ap-
preciated the visualisations of potential urban futures in
Cairo. Given the results of their findings, the authors con-
clude that residents ‘co-produce’ urban visions of top-
down planning. When it comes to digital visual tools in
the field of citizen participation, an investigation in Great
Britain reveals the ways in which residents depict their
visions of urban futures using visual tools provided by
planners. There, the authors focus on the kinds of visu-
alisations that are facilitated or impeded by each digital
tool under examination.

Another study from Germany showed that within e-
participation processes, some residents have an urge to
visualise their perceptions and ideas or visions of urban
spaces (e.g., via uploading photos, photo collages, or
drawings, etc.), even when an e-participation platform
doesn’t provide tools dedicated to visualisations. Thus, it
may be deduced that the use of digital visual tools in com-
municative planning may result in positive features for
residents. The final article delves into the matter of plan-
ners’ trust in citizens while depicting a case in Sweden,
which finds that trust must be established through in-
stitutional measures in order to minimise the gap be-
tween planners and citizens. This study offers new in-
sights concerning the ways in which the adoption of new
(digital) forms of participation could be used as a vehi-
cle for expanding opportunities for experimenting with
trust-building arrangements.

Looking at the various contributions to the Thematic
Issue, it is apparent that mediatisation and digitalisation
processes in urban design and planning have significantly
changed the ways in which urban futures are visually de-
picted and, in turn how they are communicatively con-
structed. What we can also see, is, that depending on
the context, there are quite different—and sometimes
even contradictory—findings with regard to the positive
or critical aspects concerning the use of (digital) visual
tools. This suggests that further research is still needed.
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