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Lisbeth Birgersson 

In touch with place

T H E M E : Tools for Interaction in Urban Planning

I ntroducing the theme Tools for interaction in urban  
planning, Björn Malbert focu-
sed attention on approaches  

in planning practice that explore new tools for inter-
action. One of these is called local action approach. 
The intention of the local action approach is to deve-
lop tools able to empower the users to act and take 
an active part in development projects concerning 
their own place. The cases described in this article are 
examples of this approach.

The first example is about a regeneration scheme 
for an industrial estate in Göteborg. The objective of 
this scheme was to initiate a course of rehabilitation 
taking into account the experience and points of view 
of the businesses and their employees. In this way, it was 
anticipated the limited resources of the local authority 
would be supplemented by what the businesses could 
do. The second example is how a former mill at Tolle-
red, a rural textile community 30 km east of Göteborg, 
was transformed to a centre for small businesses. Also, 
in this case, the approach demanded the businesses to 
take an active part in the development process.

Both are examples of experiments – with links to re-
search – of how to get users to collaborate with local 
authorities. They were carried out during the first half 
of the 1980s. Looking at these cases today, the impor-
tant aspects are how the users developed shared mea-
ning and action. This in turn supports the practice of 
the users, but not always the results expected by the 
local authority, or the researchers. To shed light on the-
se aspects, in this article perspectives and terms from 
design theory are used.

If the aim is to support the development of practice 
at a specific place, the built environment becomes im-
portant as a tool for interaction. The built environment 
is an arena for practice to take place. It is also an arte-
fact that can gradually be formed to support and stabi-
lise the shared meaning and action framing the place. 
In addition, the built environment and its construction 
may be used as a mediator of intentions from the glo-
bal level downwards, and from the local level upwards. 
As such it can be seen as a tool for mutual learning bet-
ween practices at different places, and at different plan-
ning levels, necessary for sustainable development.
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Three decades of attempts     
 to broaden participation in planning
During the 1970s, people gathered on the streets and 
squares and at their workplaces to protest against 
changes affecting their conditions. Residents tried to 
stop the demolition of old established housing areas. 
City dwellers fought to preserve green corridors, and 
stop the development of motorways. Employees cri-
ticised inhuman production environments. Citizens 
protested against the development of nuclear energy, 
and other strategic decisions they perceived as being 
threatening to the eco-cycle that they themselves were 
part of. The common environment became both an im-
portant issue, as well as a scene for protesting against 
decisions on the part of both the authorities and com-
panies, and to formulate alternative solutions.

In Sweden, these actions resulted in changed legis-
lation. Tenants are now able to voice their opinions in 
connection with the refurbishment of their flats. Town 
plans are exhibited for public consultation. Employees 
must approve changes in their working environment etc. 
Parallel in time, research was developed in conjunction 
with the introduction of new methods and processes in 
local authorities and private companies.

This Swedish research tradition     
has continually broadened its focus:
– During the 1970s, research was focused on sup-
porting the users of the built environment as new 
actors in the planning process. The relevant issue was 
how the citizen could articulate his/hers views, and be 
able to express them in dealings with the local aut-
hority and companies. It was a way of working related 
to what in international planning literature might be 
termed as ‘advocacy planning’.1 

– During the 1980s, the task was expanded to test 
methods and processes able to integrate citizens’ ex-
perience with the planning actors in local government 
departments and private companies. The objective was 
to produce broad and ‘well-rooted’ bases for decision-
making. The development work was often carried out 
in the form of pilot projects. This task is often described 
in the planning discourse as a legitimating decision-
centred approach.2  

– During the 1990s, opportunities for creating lear-
ning processes came into the foreground. The objec-
tives were now to by-pass one-off experiments and 
make the broadened processes a part of everyday 
planning tasks, and in the long-term practical sustai-
nable action. These objectives can be seen as part of 
the broad international discourse attending commu-
nication and interaction to promote shared actions in 
situations when no one is in charge.3 

My own research has been part of this history. I have 
worked with the careful renewal of industrial areas in 
conjunction with local authorities. This task has been 
carried out together with fellow researchers in the 
fields of business development and urban planning.4  
In this paper, I present two examples of research pro-
jects typical of the 1980s. These are based on the ex-
perience from the 1970s, and discussed here from the 
perspective of the 1990s.

Example one: Kungssten
During a two-year period, between 1985–87, a rege-
neration scheme for the Kungssten Industrial Estate 
in Göteborg was implemented. The objective of this 
scheme was to initiate a course of rehabilitation ta-
king into account the experience and points of view of 
the businesses and their employees. This scheme was 
planned and carried out as a mutual development pro-
ject between researchers at the School of Architecture 
at Chalmers, and local council officials from the Urban 
Planning Department.5 

The main implement used in the process for impro-
ving Kungssten was the so-called work-book met-
hod, which had been developed earlier by the Nor-
wegian Institute for Building Research. This method is 
so named because it is based on a series of illustrated 
manuals. To start with, all users in an area are asked 
to give their views of its problems and assets, and to 
present ideas for improvements. Because everything 
expressed by everyone participating is compiled and 
handed back to everyone concerned in several turns 
of reflection, a common picture of the area gradually 
emerge. The idea is that the dialogues shall involve the 
users in such a way that they are prepared to negotiate, 
and if possible also to take an active part in any chan-
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ges that are decided upon. During the two years this 
experimental scheme was being carried out in Kungs-
sten, a large proportion of the firms in the area became 
involved. 

Some of the proposed measures wanted by the firms 
at Kungssten were implemented; others were not. Ge-
nerally speaking, the improvements carried out were of 
a traditional kind. They were primarily solutions aimed at 
increasing access and mobility. These are conventional 
in the sense of being commonplace in other renewal 
schemes, without the kind of involvement of the bu-
sinesses practised in the Kungssten project. The more 
socially oriented step-by-step solutions proposed by 
the businesses could not be catered for within the 
framework of the local authority planning procedures. 
It is however important to point out that a number of 
measures normally implemented in connection with 
the renewal of industrial zones were not carried out if 
they were against the wishes of the business firms. This 
resulted in increased respect for the work of the local 
authority by the businesses in the area, despite the dis-
appointment over the fact that few concrete measures 
had come about.

As a tool for the users to express a common picture 
of the area and a strategy for what and how changes 
should be carried out, the work-book method functio-
ned well. What was not solved in the Kungssten case 
was how this type of dialogue can be absorbed in prac-
tice and effect actions even after the one-off experi-
ment. The dialogue in Kungssten ended up between 
two different practices – that of the small enterprises 
and that of the local authority. The former knew what 
they wanted, but had no means of carrying out the 
work themselves; the latter could not fit these wishes 
into its practice.

The decision-making process in a local authority 
is based on political representation. The councillors 
themselves were not directly involved in the deve-
lopment process. They supported the experiment 
and allocated resources, but only wanted to support 
changes that could be applied elsewhere in the city. 
Thus, the politicians’ commitment to represent all the 
citizens in their community prevented them from 
supporting the upgrading of the area according to the 

local firms’ intentions. This dilemma was solved in the 
next case presented.

Example two: Nääs
At the beginning of the 1980s, the Nääs Mill at Tolle-
red, a rural textile community 30 km east of Göteborg, 
closed down. What could be done with 14–15000 sq. 
m of redundant floorspace in such a location? With the 
aim of broadening the local council’s industrial and 
commercial base, as well as reducing its dependence 
on Göteborg, the local council at that time was in the 
process of formulating a business development pro-
gramme. This programme became linked to the empty 
mill at Nääs when the idea was coined that the mill pre-
mises could be refurbished for small businesses. This 
concept was suggested by a team of researchers at the 
School of Architecture. Backed up by this idea, the lo-
cal authority business development officer formulated 
a vision for how the cotton mill could be transformed 
into a business centre over a period of 5 years. When 
this vision gradually gained the support of the council-
lors the business development officer opened an on-
site office at the mill.

The refurbishment and letting-out of the premises 
did not follow a conventional course. The emphasis 
was on developing enterprise at the mill, and the crea-
tion of a business environment. For this purpose the 
site and the refurbishment works became useful tools. 
The normally separated processes of design, construc-
tion, letting-out and management were fully integra-
ted and carried out in small stages. In this way the re-
furbishment could be formed according to the needs 
of each tenant. The persons that had time and skill 
could also do work on their own unit and as a result 
get a low rent.

The development officer and his team started off 
from a rudimentary, and at the same time somewhat 
vague vision as to what constituted a business cen-
tre, and a complex of old mill buildings. Externally this 
simple vision was easy to advertise. The historical built 
environment was used to promote the vision in a con-
crete way. Internally the vagueness and uncertainty as 
to the ‘end result’ became a positive challenge. The vi-
sion had to be brought about by the combined efforts 
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of the individual tenant enterprises together with the 
development team.

Tenants turned up from the region around. They be-
came enthusiastic initially relating themselves to the 
historic setting, then to the way the business centre 
gradually took shape. Especially the events that were 
organised at the mill and the artists that moved in, 
together with the jumble sales and small shops that 
were set up, kept up the interest for visiting the mill to 
see what was happening there. As the development 
team was based in the mill buildings, it could canalise 
the enthusiasm to new ventures. A large proportion of 
the small firms that established themselves in the mill 
were newly started.  

In this case, the local authority allowed the site-ba-
sed ‘free’ process to take place independently of the 
normal planning procedures. This was accomplished 
by means of what I now term as ‘boundary regulating 
instruments’. These stipulated, for example, how re-
gulations that applied generally within the area of its 
jurisdiction, such as public safety factors and what was 
democratically acceptable, were to be applied within the 
project, without demanding detailed drawings and calcu-
lations in connection with each stage of the refurbish-
ment works. Examples of such ‘bridging instruments’ 
were the politically elected executive group and a 
working party of council officials. The task of the latter 
throughout the course of the project was to discuss 
priorities and uncertainties with the development 
team at the mill. Another such boundary-regulating 
instrument was the basic ‘letting-out’ plan formulated at 
the beginning of the project. In this, certain principles 
were set out as to how the two divergent rationalities 
of action – within the mill and within the local autho-
rity administration – should co-operate.  

As anticipated, it took roughly five years to fully 
transform the complex into a business centre with 
about 65 different firms. The project attracted quite a 
lot of attention, and many visited the centre. Those of 
us who were involved from the beginning became in-
creasingly confounded by how difficult it was to com-
municate what we consider to be the most significant 
factors in a project of this kind.6 

What can be learnt from these examples?
I was involved in both cases described above as a re-
searcher. As a result of the Kungssten case I anticipated 
refurbishment works to upgrade the area. As a result 
of the Nääs case I expected a business centre that 
could provide a basis for a new way of working in the 
region. The aim of my research was to show how the 
methods used could be used again with similar results. 
In this way, I would be able to contribute to the discus-
sion of tools able to empower the tenants/users to take 
an active part in developing their own places of work.

However, neither of these cases could be described 
as I had anticipated. The methods used did not relate 
directly to the anticipated results. And for this reason 
I have continued to study and write about these pro-
jects. I have been searching for both a good way of de-
scribing these examples, and to find the concepts that 
can carry my experience forward.

The important result as I see it today, looking back 
again at the process at Kungssten, was not the refur-
bishment work as such. It was the shared view or mea-
ning of the place itself that the dialogue created. The 
excitement of getting to know each others views pro-
bably also generated the interest that carried the pe-
ople in Kungssten through the work needed to fill in 
the workbooks and attend all the meetings. Kungssten 
became more appreciated as a working area than 
before, both because the workbooks showed that it 
functioned well for most firms, and because the people 
involved came to know each other better. Moreover, the 
programme they came to an agreement about made 
them confident about the future. They knew what they 
wanted, and they formed a business association to ma-
nage negotiations with the local authority and further 
dialogues within the area.

The important results of the Nääs example, as I see it 
today, is how shared actions could establish a new 
practice and thus create a new place – in this case a 
business centre for small firms – in a village that for 150 
years had been dominated by one single company. The 
local authority provided the conditions and resources 
needed to initiate this development process. It could 
eventually run by its own, and after 5 years ‘break even’. 
The development team, situated in the mill, used the 
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resources of the historic place, and the new vision to 
gradually build up the networks that established a new 
local entrepreneurial culture. The networks of civic in-
volvement in the local area became at the same time 
means and outcomes of the project. The representa-
tive decision-making processes in the local authority 
were thus both able to frame and encourage the up of 
relationships building needed for such a venture.

In both the Kungssten and the Nääs cases the re-
levant task was not to make knowledge or visions as 
such explicit, but to make them accessible in such a 
way that they could function as tools for interaction, 
which in turn would be able to generate practice. This 
way of working is characteristic of design. Designers 
explicitly make something that will, at its best, directly 
and implicitly be used. Design theory both describes 
the way of working when designing, and the deve-
lopment of its methods. Here I shall briefly present 
design theory, and use some of its terms to highlight 
my examples.

Design theory as a tool for creating practice.
The word design refers to the act of creating; giving 
shape to something, and the notion that moves this 
act forward. In an action where something is changed, 
the intention is displayed in what is created, in the arte-
fact. The artefact may be a product or something else 
created by a human being. Research on and for design 
has its origins in the post World War II period with its 
increased manufacture of products. It is based on a 
desire to both rationalise the design work and propa-
gate for the creative element.7  

To start with work was concentrated on develo-
ping systematic methods for a logical design process 
(1st generation). Later a new generation of design 
theorists evolved where the focus was on the issue of 
managing diffuse, complicated and value-loaded pro-
blems, so called ‘wicked problems’ (2nd generation). A 
later generation primarily drew attention to the way of 
working and the competence of the designer, and that 
design may be regarded as a specific way of thinking 
(3rd generation).8 

How does design come about? Donald Schön has in 
a well-known example monitored how an architectural 

student sets about the task of designing a school. To as-
sist her she has an experienced architect in the studio.9  
With this example Schön shows how the architect tries 
out different solutions by sketching on paper, it is like a 
reflective conversation with the situation. The task is to 
get involved in and be able to deal with a complicated 
and value-loaded situation. The example shows how 
the architect as a designer tries to find an organisatio-
nal principal to provide the situation in question with 
a meaning, and to make the problem manageable. In 
this manner the situation becomes framed, and it be-
comes possible to test various principle solutions wit-
hin the framework of a certain rationality, a means of 
seeing the situation as if... The solutions are tested in 
the form of sketches. Every such enables the architect 
to take a step back and allow the expression of the new 
situation to answer back. In this manner the architect 
is able to judge if the situation must be re-interpreted, 
and the search for new principles and solutions carried 
further, or if the solution in question is able to provide 
a basis for further work.

Such dialogues with the situation and different de-
sign proposals involve changing between steering a 
proposal and being open for all the aspects, between 
a deliberate reasoning and an interpretation based on 
observation with all senses. By allowing the proposal 
to answer back, the non-intended and the non-con-
trolled can be brought forth. Indeed, one might say 
that it is first when the proposed idea answers back 
that the originator of the idea knows what he/she has 
achieved and is working towards.10 

Schön regards the dialogue with the situation as 
an ‘art of practice’ common to professions. Through 
such dialogues knowledge-in-action is created. When 
changes occur or when new routines are being imple-
mented, the knowledge and routines in use will have 
to become more explicit in the form of reflection-in-
action and reflection-on-action. In this way, the art 
of practice can be seen as a theory of knowledge in 
which design practice and design theory are useful 
tools in a consciously effort to develop practice.

Practice as a mutual design process
I have above given design a broad meaning. I have con-
nected it to the art of practice. I try to use it as a means 
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of describing and developing practice. Practice is not a 
creation of one man. It is generated inter-subjectively 
in action between people and objects within reach of 
each other. It can, using design terms, be described as 
a situated mutual design process. Reflections are used 
in such a design process as inner indicators to help di-
rect the process. Apart from cognitive reflections, the-
re are also reflections around aesthetical and ethical 
questions.11 

The Kungssten example in this perspective may be 
seen as a design process that created a mutual pictu-
re of the area, that supported the existing users and 
strengthened their relationships. The Nääs example 
may be conceived as a design process for new users, 
knowledge and objectives being developed along the 
road. It involved communication in its broadest sense, 
everything from legislative agreements to what the in-
dividual is able to experience with all senses and as a 
part of a cultural community. Reflections were carried 
out in the form of series of dialogues, each ‘seeing the 
situation as if…’ and each focusing on artefacts that 
could transform the situation to a new one. Such ar-
tefacts were the buildings themselves, their refurbish-
ment and entrepreneurship as a cultural form. After 
being in focus for the design stage, they became impli-
cit tools in the following stages, holding the meaning 
and relationships together.

As the development team was based in the mill it-
self, its deliberate steps to steer the process could be 
combined with openness for new ideas and for the 
opportunities any new situation could bring about. De-
liberate reasoning existed besides observations with 
all senses. Relationships between people and objects 
were constantly being constructed and reconstructed 
around aesthetic experiences, in meetings of neigh-
bours and colleagues and the ongoing creation of the 
business centre. Intended actions were allowed time 
and space to listen to the reflexive answers of people 
and objects. Reflections were thus situated in practice. 
Practice in turn is reflexive: it needs reciprocal nearness 
between people and artefacts to create the knowled-
ge and meaning necessary to constitute itself. 

Such learning was also built into the way the prac-
tice of the local authority framed and encouraged the 
developing practice of the small business at the mill 

through the regulating instruments. The local autho-
rity was both able to control that general standards and 
democratic demands were fulfilled, and at the same 
time able to support an open and locally based deve-
lopment process. The bridging instruments framed 
time and space in such a way that trust and respect for 
each other’s actions was generated. 

I consider these instruments, if tried out for a longer 
period, could have been developed as regular tools 
for interaction and transition of the practices invol-
ved. They can be regarded as good examples on how 
to plan processes that generate practice. They show 
how time and space may be provided for building rela-
tionships at specific places where people and objects 
regularly come into touch by each other. They show 
how such every day practice can interact with overall 
structures regulating shared meaning and actions with 
broader ranges in time and space. Such interaction is a 
key element in the building of a sustainable society.

Buildings as tools for transactions
Ecological changes sometimes become manifest 
– for example, when seals or birds die – but often need 
to be transformed from vague abstract global tenden-
cies down through several levels to the local level in 
order to become comprehensible and possible to be 
considered in terms of concrete action. Often we think 
of written words and figures as mediators affecting our 
practice. However, a very strong influence on our every 
day actions comes from artefacts, especially the built 
environment. In the Nääs project, the level of com-
munication that took place through the restructuring 
of walls in the mill was very strong. Very few formal 
papers and plans were produced for communicative 
purposes in this case, but there was a lot of talking 
about what to do next to transform the environment. 
This created shared meaning and action. Moreover, 
the built environment can be said to have conveyed 
intentions backwards and forwards between the aut-
hority and the local place.

Lena Falkheden, in a study of three Danish examp-
les, highlights the importance of expressing intentions 
in the built environment in order to influence and in-
spire more sustainable actions at the local level.12  She 
points to the possibilities of a strategy that departs 
from the local situation, but that at the same time 
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extends over it, and connects global and local cour-
ses of events by means of bridging links. Falkheden 
argues that the transmission of generally recognised 
knowledge to concrete situations should not be regar-
ded as a form of general technology to be impressed 
on the landscape, but as an artistic task. The creation 
of new artefacts, for example, a new purification plant, 
constitutes a tangible medium for new actions. They 
can make tangible what is beyond our reach in time 
and space. Such artefacts can be designed in order to 
encourage further design activities. If the sustainable 
dimensions are clearly manifest in the new artefact, 
they can be reinforced still further in subsequent trans-
forming actions.

Falkheden’s examples, and my own examples, all 
show the importance of artefacts that touch us in our 
daily practice.13  The built environment constitutes a 
room and a medium for the building up of new pat-
terns of action and ways of life. Continuous construc-
tion, as we saw in the case of Nääs, can be an asset sup-
porting the building up or strengthening of practices 
at the local level. Buildings and their constructions can 
also mediate intentions from the global level down-
wards, and from the local level upwards. This medi-
ating ability was used in the Nääs case. It is strongly 
emphasised in Lena Falkheden’s interpretations of the 
three Danish examples.

Richard Sennett, as early as the 1970s, criticised 
the urban planners’ fixation on the homogeneous 
neighbourhood, which had a tendency to obscure the 

view of the unique opportunity of the city as regards 
to the development of community life. He belongs to 
those that today maintain the importance of rejecting 
the concept of ‘the whole’, both when it comes to the 
individual and urban planning. Uncertainty,and the in-
complete, should constitute tha rule. He means that 
these differences should overlap each other – as dis-
sonances in a collage. The built environment should be 
able to stand continuous change, and various ways of 
life.14  

I should like to end this article in support of this 
view. The built environment seen as an incomplete 
and diffuse expression is a tool for interaction able to 
encourage and stabilise the building of practices and 
places. It can also be seen as a tool for mutual learning 
between practices at different places, and at different 
planning levels. The task is to design the collage in such 
a way that there is sufficient time and space for inter-
preting and reacting on each other’s expressions in 
order to create shared meaning and action.
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