





Place-Specific Computing: A Place-centric Perspective for Digital Designs

Design Examples of Place-specific
Computing from the REcult Project

It is important to note that the notion of place-specific computing
can neither be stable nor normative. Genres of interaction design,
as suggested by Lowgren and Stolterman (1998, 2004), are
constantly being developed through design practice as well as
research. In our future work, the notion of place-specific computing
will no doubt be elaborated, criticized and re-constructed through
design-oriented research and reflective practice. Here, some
first steps in this direction are presented through the analysis of
selected examples from pilot studies undertaken as part of the
REcult project, which involves conceptual design work in the
genre of place-specific computing. We have deliberately chosen
to conduct conceptual design studies with design students from
universities in the cities studied. By setting up the pilot studies
as projects within university design programs, we could avoid
the requirements for generic design solutions that are most often
imposed on research projects. Instead, engaging design students
allowed us to tap into their knowledge of local city culture and to
focus on the particulars of the selected places, thus maintaining
ecological validity through a better grounding of the design
work in social and cultural practices. A series of six pilot studies
exploring place-specific computing have been completed in
Sweden, Germany, South Africa and Italy. In each pilot study, a
conceptual design project has been carried out in different zones of
the city, in cooperation with students studying interaction design
or product design at local universities. In total, 16 studies of city
zones were carried out in Berlin, Cape Town, Malmo and Rome,
resulting in 36 detailed design concepts. For a full description
of the pilot studies, see Messeter and Johansson (2008). Also,
see the project website: http://www.do-fi.com/REcult/ for a full
description of concepts and sites. In the following sections, three
selected examples from the pilot studies are presented.

Tune-In Music (TIM): Supporting Club-hopping
through Live Music Feeds

TIM, Tune-In Music, is a small handheld device that lets users
listen in to ongoing or future performances at the music clubs
in Observatory, Cape Town, South Africa. TIM was developed
by product design students Ben Bell, Albert Coertse, Ewaldi

Figure 1. The Tune-In Music device.
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Grové and Harriet Kasper at the Cape Peninsula University of
Technology as part of a five-week design project in the third year
of the 3D design program at this institution in 2006. Observatory,
and specifically Lower Main Road, is described by the students
as an eclectic, bohemian neighborhood with a broad mix of
residents and visitors. It is laidback but vibrant. It is artsy and
eccentric, but encompasses a close-knit community. There is a
high concentration of music clubs around Lower Main Road that
makes it a popular place for young people to hang out, listen to
live music and socialize.

The Tune-In Music service uses a local wireless LAN to
provide live feeds from ongoing performances, or announcements
for upcoming events, at local music clubs. The device is simple
to operate and only has two controls, a dial for selecting the
music club you want to tune in to, and a volume control. When
you select a music club, a live feed is streamed to the device
and the street address of the club is shown on a small display.
If there is no ongoing musical performance at the moment,
samples from upcoming bands are streamed together with spoken
announcements. This means that you can tune in to any music
club at any time, thus providing a support for club-hopping at
nighttime as well as for planning an upcoming night out during
the daytime. As the device uses relatively cheap technology, it is
assumed that it can be handed out for free to regular club visitors
in order to create a broad user community in a short time.

Disarming: Technology Rituals in Church

Disarming is a concept developed by Marika Bredler, Edda
K. Sigurjonsdottir, Azadeh Mohammadi, and Nixi Kennedy,
master’s students in interaction design at the School of Arts
& Communication, Malmé University, in 2006. Given an

Figure 2. As part of the Disarming concept, lights on the walls
indicate donations made by visitors.
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assignment to design a place-specific experience, one group
set out to explore the St. Johannes Church in the city center of
Malmé. A field study was carried out that included visits to the
church and its surroundings, observations of visitors and their
rituals, interviews with employees of the church, and a survey
of the church’s history. It was found that upon entering the
church, the visitor first passes through the armory room. In old
and more violent times, weapons were left behind in this room,
the visitor thus putting faith in the protective powers of religion
and also becoming part of a larger entity. Focusing on this in-
between space, the concept developed for the assignment aims
at creating a modern version of the disarming ritual, and in the
process enhancing the personal experience of the visitor. This
way, the concept specifically addresses the border between the
outside world and the inside of the church, on a physical as well as
a social level, and the transformation that one goes through upon
entering the church.

In the armory room, visitors are invited to disarm by
exchanging their mobile phones for an interactive cross to be used
while inside the church. The cross is made from a 15 mm plexiglass
tube, 2 mm thick, and contains four LED lights powered by a
silver oxide battery, and it allows the visitor to give a donation
to charity by holding the cross next to designated spots inside the
church. This donation act will also leave a light behind as part of
a light installation in each designated spot. Light was chosen as a
key element because of its strong connection with religion. Upon
leaving the church, the visitor reclaims her “armor” and returns
the cross. A message is left on the phone via Bluetooth, thanking
the visitor for the donation and referring her to a website where all
of the lights activated by donations can be viewed in a mirrored
installation.

Kalk.com: Offering Local Services
and Connecting People in Kalk Bay

Kalk.com was developed by product design students Theo
Booyens, George Hugo and Hamish Chilton at the Cape Peninsula
University of Technology as part of a four-week design project
in the third year of the 3D design program at this institution in
2007. Kalk Bay is a small fishermen’s village located on the east
coast of the Cape Peninsula south of Cape Town. It has a mixed
population, ranging from hippies to retired fishermen. There are
numerous antique shops and junk shops along the main road
interspersed with cafés and restaurants. Lately there has been
increased interest by commercial investors to turn parts of the
village into an upscale seaside residential area.

Kalk.com is an information network accessible to people
in Kalk Bay, residents as well as tourists. It connects residents in
the village and allows them to offer local services to each other
as well as to tourists. A number of information terminals are
placed in positions where people frequently pass by, e.g., at the
train station and at the quay in the harbor. The concept involves
two interconnected goals. First, it provides a new communication
layer in Kalk Bay. Since the information terminals are public,
the information network is accessible also to residents without
computers or an Internet connection, a category that includes
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Figure 3. Information terminal for the Kalk.com network.

most fishermen in the village. It allows the fishermen to post
their skills in construction and repair work to local residents. In
addition, they might offer tourists the opportunity to go on reel
fishing trips in their boats. The underlying purpose is to create
new opportunities for fishermen to supplement their income, in
the first case, when they are prevented from fishing by weather or
water conditions, and in both cases, when their fishing quota has
been expended. Finally, in response to the concern of many local
residents that commercial forces may turn Kalk Bay into a “yacht
club,” Kalk.com serves as a communication channel for engaging
people in activities to preserve the genuine cultural identity of the
area as a fishermen’s village.

Reflections on Examples of PSC —
Themes and Directions

The selected design concepts from our pilot studies presented
above are used as a sounding board for reflecting on emerging
themes and issues in place-specific computing and on possible
implications for design. Further research in which examples
of place-specific computing are developed, implemented and
evaluated over time is needed in order to provide firmer ground
for place-specific computing as a suggested genre of interaction
design, but here some tentative issues are presented that should
be viewed as potential directions for further design and research
in the area.

Granularity of Location — Scale and Identity

One of the most obvious observations from these examples is that
place-specific computing can operate on many different scales.
The limited range of electromagnetic waves in a Wi-Fi network
can be turned into a resource for seamful design of place-specific
computing, a notion Chalmers (2005) has used in the design of
games for urban settings. However, scale is not determined by
the designer but by the social and material conditions of a place.
The above suggested construction of place-specific computing
states that place-specific services are developed from local
resources, but how local is local? The philosophically oriented
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geographer Yi-Fu Tuan (1977) has defined place through a
comparison with space that suggests a wide range of scales for
place. Place is about stopping, becoming involved and developing
emotional attachment, whereas space is about openness, freedom
and movement. Thus, space may be regarded as a realm without
meaning that structures and organizes places and thus gives them
subjective meaning, much like time structures everyday life
through events and thus provides meaning. Consequently, place
is something that exists on many scales, according to Tuan — from
the corner of a room to the whole of the earth. However, such an
unbounded definition of place becomes problematic in the case of
place-specific computing.

The different scales found in the selected examples provide
some idea of how far we can stretch the scope of /local and still
conceive of something as place-specific. Being confined to use
inside a church, the “Disarming” service has a clear and obvious
locality, with the walls of the building as a highly present material
border. However, it should be noted that the armory room, where
the disarming act is performed, is in fact a place within a place
(the church). Outside the armory room, the use of the cross is
intermingled with other rituals and practices within the church.
In addition, making donations by using the cross obviously has
consequences outside the church’s walls, underlining the fact that
place-specific computing is always potentially connected to ever
expanding socio-technical networks. The locality of TIM has a
different character, as it serves an area of a size we would refer
to as a neighborhood or a quarter. As pointed out by Cresswell
(2004), naming is an important part of the social construction of
a place and its identity. To younger Capetonians, “Obz Lower
Main” does not merely connote the location of Lower Main Road
in the Observatory district in the eastern part of inner Cape Town.
It demarcates a strip about three blocks in length along the lower
main road where there are eight live music clubs and a number
of drinking holes, bustling with activity at night and attracting
a younger, slightly bohemian and artsy crowd. Alongside the
music, there are also poetry readings and other cultural activities.
To the crowd hanging out in Obz, this is a most definite place
with a clear boundary and a distinct cultural identity. The place-
specific character of the TIM concept is very closely connected
to the scale of place. It is the close proximity of the music clubs
that affords the kind of spontaneous club-hopping that takes
place and provides the social and cultural grounding for TIM as a
place-specific service. The cultural identity of Obs Lower Main is
therefore captured and reflected in the use of TIM for tuning in to
and hopping between clubs at night, or in the daytime for finding
out what’s on on the upcoming night. TIM becomes meaningful to
Obz visitors through being part of the ongoing social construction
of the identity of Obz Lower Main as a place.

Places maintain their identity through shared perceptions of
their specific culture as part of their on-going social construction.
The scale of place, and the scope of place-specific computing
concepts, is therefore strongly rooted in identity. Consequently,
designing place-specific computing requires an understanding of
identity. In our pilot studies, we have relied on conventional field
study methods, such as observations and interviews. The use of
sonic moodboards, on which collages of images are combined
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with recorded sound from a place, has been one example in our
search for new ways to convey identity of place. Another example
of new methods for portraying place is Ciolfi’s (2004) participant
walk-throughs, in which a place is presented to the researcher
by a person who knows the area. For place-specific computing,
there is a strong need to continue developing new approaches
for understanding the social and material conditions of specific
places.

Designing in Place

The stance we take as designers towards place-specific computing
is very much dependent on how we conceptualize place. One
possible position is to conceptualize place from the perspective
of radical human geography. The critical human geographer
David Harvey claims that place is in essence a social construction
(Cresswell, 2004, p. 29). In line with a progressive political
agenda, places can be done and redone by people in power or
through subversive means. This essentially makes place the object
of design. There are many examples of radical gentrification in
modern cities, and in our pilot studies, perhaps Cape Town
provides the most extreme cases of politically enforced place-
making, e.g., the forced removals in District Six in the late
1960s. It is not difficult to envision PSC as part of the political
power struggles around the social construction of place. Kalk.
com has implicit interventionist elements that could be viewed as
part of a larger political agenda. However, I do not view radical
reconstructions of place as the main endeavor of PSC. The notion
of PSC is not about creating entirely new places, but rather about
having digitally mediated interactions integrated into the social
and cultural practices of a place. Thus, PSC has the potential of
changing social practices in a local context.

Other geographers resist the reduction of place to something
being constructed by either social, cultural or natural forces.
Cresswell (2004) refers to geographers like Robert Sack who, like
philosophers of place Edward Casey and J. E. Malpas, argue for
a much more fundamental role of place in life. They see society
as inconceivable without place. According to Sack, the social has
no privilege in discussions of place. Rather, bringing together the
worlds of the social, cultural and natural produces the fundament
for place, and these worlds are in part produced by place. In the
same vein, the philosopher J. E. Malpas claims: “It is within the
structure of place that the very possibility of the social arises”
(Cresswell, 2004, pp. 35-36). In this view, place is a necessary
construction. Unlike social constructionists, who claim that the
meaning as well as the material structure of places are constructed
by humans, Malpas and Sack argue that place is primary to the
construction of meaning and society. We cannot construct anything
without first being in place. According to Cresswell (2004), place
is “the experiential fact of our existence” (p. 32).

I regard this position as more valuable than radical human
geography in considering the conditions for designing place-
specific computing. The object of design for place-specific
computing is not place in itself. Neither are the functions, services,
artifacts or infrastructures the object of design. Whether we adopt
a perspective from radical human geography or a perspective
from philosophers like Casey and Malpas, the digital artifacts are
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not the gravity center of the design process but rather it is the
interactions and mediations these artifacts provide that create this
center of gravity. Starting from human geography, place becomes
the basis for the social practices we as designers can intervene in.
Kalk.com is intended to mediate meetings between people in Kalk
Bay, creating new opportunities for fishermen to supplement their
income, as well as connecting and engaging people in activities
aimed at preserving the genuine cultural identity of Kalk Bay as
a fishermen’s village. Disarming is an exploration of how place-
specific computing can transform old customs into new practices
in a setting heavily constrained by established rituals. In contrast,
TIM has a less intervening character, as it mirrors a culture already
in place by supporting club-hopping in Observatory.

Arguably, the main concern for place-specific computing is
to enhance places through digital media and technology that are
grounded in the specific socio-material circumstances offered by
aplace. The purpose of introducing place-specific computing is to
explore mediations of place that open the way for new meaningful
opportunities in the meeting between people, technology and
place. These interventions in turn will potentially change social
practices and interactions among people —in effect, changing place.
Consequently, place-specific computing is not a once-off process
of delivering new opportunities for interaction. Or, in other words,
PSC is not about designing for place. Arguably, place-specific
computing becomes part of the continuous construction and re-
construction of place, supporting established social practices but
also adding to the potential to shift meanings and interactions so
that places can develop in new directions. In short, PSC is about
designing in place.

Transgression and Dynamics

In conceiving place-specific computing from a design perspective,
the results from our pilot studies indicate a potential range
between, on the one hand a more conformist view of designing,
in which PSC as an intervention is embodied within the existing
culture of place and serves to enhance its practices, and on the
other hand a more radical and transgressive view of designing, in
which interventions are aligned with the existing culture but aim
to introduce change based on an external agenda. On this scale,
TIM is a conformist concept that reflects a sensitivity in design
to the culture of club-hopping in Obz, and enhances this culture
by letting people stay connected with the whole music scene
of Obz. In contrast, Kalk.com is an example of PSC in which
design, starting from a problem-framing that is grounded in the
culture of place, suggests a transgressive intervention with the
goal of changing things for the ‘better.” Kalk.com starts from a
shared concern voiced by people in the village regarding external
stakeholders aimed at turning Kalk Bay into a fashionable seaside
resort, and with the objective of counteracting these forces by
strengthening the community around the local fishing culture. By
the same token, Disarming starts from the generally perceived
potential of mobile phones to cause disturbance in peaceful
places, and introduces a modern version of an old practice in a
designated place, the disarming in the armory room. Again, this
is a transgressive intervention aimed at improving a perceived
problematic condition. However, the ritual and practice that is
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embodied in the armory room as a place is long forgotten, and it
can be argued that this grounding of a design concept in a place has
more to do with design rhetorics than sensitivity to local practices.
Nevertheless, today’s armory room is in general an empty space
that lost its function centuries ago — in essence, a non-place. Using
it for a place-specific design also simply brings attention to the
persistence of our material surroundings, and perhaps also to the
fact that the strongly inscribed rituals and practices of a place can
make some material structures less subject to change than others.
This stands in contrast to the malleability of digital materials. The
resources for our pilot studies have been limited, and a long-term
engagement with the people and practices of the places studied
may have led to designs radically different from those presented.
However, they suggest that the transgressive potential of place-
specific computing is a complex interplay between the social and
material conditions of place.

As described above, place-making is an ongoing dynamic
process, and if we regard place-specific computing as part of
this process, a design approach not only should be grounded in
deep field studies of place and its social, cultural and material
conditions, but must also account for the dynamics of place
that continually change these conditions. On one level, place
has a dynamic lying in its own everyday life through its flow of
people and activities. More important, if we recognize place as
something in continuous social reconstruction, it follows that
social and material conditions may change, with new needs and
possibilities emerging. Consequently, we cannot regard place-
specific computing as a finished design, but rather as something
constantly open for reconfiguration and reappropriation. This
underlines the potential in place-specific computing for building
long-term relationships among people, places and place-specific
information resources.

Conclusion

Developments of use through the increased connectivity, mobility
and computing power of today’s mobile IT users warrant a renewed
concern for how we relate interactive technology to context of use,
and more specifically, to the concept of place. In this article, Place-
Specific Computing (PSC) is suggested as a genre of interaction
design that categorizes a class of digital designs whose functions,
as well as the information these functions provide, are inherently
grounded in and emanating from the social and cultural practices
of a particular place, accounting for the structuring conditions of
this place — social and cultural as well as material. In essence, PSC
addresses the shaping of interactions between people and place-
specific resources, mediated by digital systems and services, and
connected to global socio-technical networks. PSC is introduced
with the intention of clarifying the relationship between
interactive digital systems and services and the concept of place
for interaction design, informed by research in human geography.
However, digitally mediated interactions as an element in the
enactment of place have received little attention in place research.
Therefore, as urban geography is becoming increasingly digitally
networked, the hope is that place-specific computing may be an
informative concept also for research on place, possibly providing
links from place research towards interaction design.
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In current interaction design research, location-aware
systems are the stream that most closely relates to place from a
broadened view of use context. However, rather than tapping into
the social and cultural practices of particular places in order to
inform the functionality of a design, most location-aware systems
restrict the focus to different mechanisms and strategies for efficient
matching of place-specific information to broad user needs. In
contrast to this user-centric perspective of current location-aware
systems, PSC implies a place-centric perspective for the design
of digital systems and services, in which place is foregrounded in
the design as a primary concept for understanding the contextual
conditions that shape digitally mediated interactions between
people and place-specific resources. Importantly, a place-centric
perspective for digital designs does not make users and their needs
less important to design, nor does it contradict a user-centered
perspective in design. It merely suggests that the range of users is
determined by the place for the design, rather than being defined
as a target group disconnected from place. It should be regarded
as a complementary perspective for interaction design, reaching
beyond the user-centric and geometric notion of place in location-
aware systems, and allowing design to be driven by local social,
cultural and material conditions of place rather than generic needs
of broader user groups.

The theoretical grounding for PSC is located in the meeting
between conceptions of place in human geography and recent
research in interaction design. Central themes in this grounding
revolve around place and its relation to embodiment, practice, and
mobility, as well as the social, cultural and material conditions for
the enactment of place. From this starting point, two central issues
have been identified for place-specific computing: (1) to develop
an understanding of practiced place as developed under the
specific structuring conditions of (a particular) place; and (2) to
understand what roles applications of place-specific computing can
play as part of such practices, and consequently as part of a larger
social process of place construction. Results from a series of six
pilot studies, which involved conceptual designs of place-specific
computing across sixteen urban settings, have substantiated the
potential of PSC as a concept, and in this article three selected
design examples from these studies have been discussed in relation
to the above issues, evoking tentative directions for informing
PSC design. First, regarding the understanding of practiced place,
the identity of a place is maintained through shared perceptions of
the specific culture that is part of the on-going social construction
of place. Thus, successful design of place-specific computing
requires approaches for understanding place identity. Furthermore,
the digital artifacts are not the gravity center of the design process
but rather it is the interactions and mediations that these artifacts
provide that create this center of gravity. Starting from human
geography, place becomes the basis for the social practices
that designers can intervene in. Thus, place-specific computing
becomes part of the continuous construction and re-construction
of place, supporting established social practices but also adding
potential to the shifting of meanings and interactions and to the
development of places in new directions. Consequently, PSC
is not about designing for place, but rather designing in place.
Secondly, regarding the potential role of place-specific computing
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in practiced place, if we regard place-specific computing as part
of an ongoing dynamic process, a design approach should not
only be grounded in the social, cultural and material conditions
of place construction, but should also account for the dynamics
of place that continually change these conditions, resulting in
new needs and possibilities emerging. As an intervention in the
construction of place, PSC may induce change in the practice of
place. However, this relationship is reciprocal, and the inherent
dynamics of practiced place also change the conditions for PSC.
Consequently, PSC is never a finished design, but rather one that
is constantly open for reconfiguration and reappropriation. This
underlines the potential in place-specific computing for building
long-term relationships among people, places and place-specific
information resources.

To conclude, in conceptualizing place-specific computing
as a genre of interaction design, it is important to recognize that
the concept is neither stable nor normative. Rather, it raises an
array of questions that need to be further researched concerning
how digitally mediated interactions can be understood as
elements of practiced place. Arguably, research should explore
transgressive design that can open new possibilities in the meeting
ground of people, technology and place-specific resources. It
should also further explore new design approaches in which place
is foregrounded, evoking a deeper understanding of the social,
cultural and material structuring conditions for place-specific
computing.
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