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concept of designing responsive urban space 

Can we improve public domain qualities by 
creating responsive urban space? 

2-year action research 
in Co-creation 
with three 
disciplines

Co-creating responsive urban spaces

ABSTRACT
Public spaces are the places where the continuous production of society takes place. People meet, interact and 

experience places, both individually and collectively. These interactions and experiences fuel the process of 

identity formation, a sense of belonging and the con�guration of collective values. The physical fabric plays an 

important, yet complex, role in conditioning and facilitating public places to perform as public realm. Moreover, 

scholars emphasize the overall erosion of the public realm, due to trends of individualization, commodi�cation, 

commercialization, safety measures and digital media. Technology plays a double role in these developments, 

as they create �telecocoons� and catalyze individualization, but also offer new ways to create new urban publics. 

Especially the industry of interactive installations and sensor technology seems promising. However, these 

technologies are currently embedded in the domain of the art or in the neo-liberal and ef�ciency orientated 

smart city industry. What is needed, therefore, is the transmission of these technologies and concepts from the 

arts into the praxis of urban design. Hypothetically, public spaces could become more responsive, meaning, they 

can adjust more real time to its users and shape conditions to improve the conditions of public spaces as public 

realm.

Empirically, it builds on our 2-year action research Co-ReUs: co-creating responsive urban space, in which we 

explore how interactive installations could be transmitted and operated into the design of responsive public 

places. As a case in point, the ArenA Boulevard in Amsterdam is selected. This focus makes it possible to combine 

a methodology of research for design and research by design. The methodologies are connected by employing 

a research-strategy of co-creation and the construction of a dedicated interdisciplinary consortium, containing 

urban design-companies, interactive concept-development-of�ces and several local companies.

As this poster shows, a triangulation of spatial physical analysis, pedestrian pattern analysis and urban 

sociological analysis uncovers the ArenA Boulevard as a public realm, and its shortcomings. The �ndings are 

translated into a program of demand as well as building blocks for solutions and prototyping. Moreover, best-

practices of interactive installations from Europe and Northern America are collected and analyzed to provide 

a deeper understanding of their mechanisms and the installations interactions with users. The analysis is 

synthesized into four typologies, which are another set of building blocks for the scenario�s and prototyping. 

Finally, multiple simple prototypes are drafted, selected, designed, built and tested on site.   

We conclude, the construction of responsive public space is promising, but also faces barriers on disciplinary, 

collaborative and practical levels. Our research concludes with a discussion of the implications for the profession 

of urban design, interaction designers and new strategies for affordances of public places. 

www.responsiveurbanspaces.amsterdam

First findings
- public domain qualities start by getting people out of 
their purposive walking mode

- combined Spatial and social analysis translates 
interactive installations into a tool and part of spatial 
design 

- responsive space invites designers to think beyond 
designing adaptive space

- Interactive installations need to be translated into 
coping with open space conditions and need to be designed 
to ‘unlock’ pedestrians;

- the three involved disciplines in co-creating solutions 
need to create a new playing field, only bringing a 
selection of their usual skills 
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2-year action research on the transmission of interactive 
installations into the praxis of urban design, aimed to improve 

public domain qualities 
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- Spatial analysis- Social analysis- Use pattern analysis- Persona analysis- Conditions of weather etc.

EXISTING SITUAT
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ANALYSIS PHASE

- Diagnose of problem
- Program of Demand
- Building Blocks for design

DESIGN PHASE 

- Designing, prototyping 
- Testing  
- Spatial interactive 
installation solutions

URBAN SPACE
(SQUARE, STREET)

Lack of public domain 
qualities. Shared urgencies 
or ambitions for substantial 
improvement

- Typology of interactive 
installations

- Deconstructing their 
mechanisms

- Translating into possible 
solutions

- Spatial analysis
- Social analysis

- Use pattern analysis
- Persona analysis

- Conditions of weather etc.
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