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AbstrAct

This chapter defines, explores and exemplifies research at the intersection of people, place and technol-
ogy in cities. First, we theorise the notion of ecology in the social production of space to continue our 
response to the quest of making sense of an environment characterised by different stakeholders and 
actors as well as technical, social and discursive elements that operate across dynamic time and space 
constraints. Second, we describe and rationalise our research approach, which is designed to illuminate 
the processes at play in the social production of space from three different perspectives. We illustrate 
the application of our model in a discussion of a case study of community networking and community 
engagement in an Australian urban renewal site. Three specific interventions that are loosely positioned 
at the exchange of each perspective are then discussed in detail, namely: Sharing Stories; Social Patch-
work and History Lines; and City Flocks.
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IntroductIon

The intersection of urban and new media studies 
is a dynamic field of practice and research. There 
are a number of reasons why this is so. Technically 
these are both highly innovative domains, and the 
rate of change is significant and challenging. Urban 
life and media platforms are both in the midst of 
paradigm shifts. Theoretically, both fields can be 
understood as sites of signification and structuration 
of the social field—and because they both evidence 
such change they are potent laboratories for advanc-
ing understanding. The pragmatic corollorary is 
that policy makers and corporate investors are also 
highly engaged in the intersection.

Apart from the complexity of maneuvering 
through the often differing agendas of researchers 
and practitioners and of private and public sector 
agencies that operate at this intersection, the objec-
tive of advancing understanding is also challenged 
by a plethora of different and sometimes differing 
theories. Yet, universally useful contributions to 
knowledge can only be achieved if urban cultural 
studies, urban sociology, urban technology and 
human-computer interaction, urban architecture 
and planning, etc., overcome language and con-
ceptual barriers. A cross-disciplinary approach 
requires effort to create models which help to 
overcome phenomenologically isolated attempts at 
explaining the city. Such models would ideally be 
cross-fertilised by the findings and insights of each 
party in order to recognise and play tribute to the 
interdependencies of people, place and technology 
in urban environments. We propose the notion of 
ecology (Hearn & Foth, 2007) as a foundation to 
develop a model depicting the processes that occur 
at the intersection of the city and new media.

In the context of the field of urban planning and 
development, the promise of digital content and new 
media has been seen as potentially serving new 
urbanist visions of developing and supporting social 
relationships that contribute to the sustainability of 
communities. As Carroll et al. (2007) have argued, 
recent critiques of assumptions underpinning this 
vision have pointed to the following outcomes as 

‘most in demand’, and simultaneously most dif-
ficult to deliver:

• Community (Anderson, 2006; DeFilippis, 
Fisher, & Shragge, 2006; Delanty, 2000; 
Gleeson, 2004; Willson, 2006);

• Diversity (Talen, 2006; Wood & Landry, 
2007);

• Participation (Hanzl, 2007; Sanoff, 2005; 
Stern & Dillman, 2006);

• Sustainability (Gleeson, Darbas, & Lawson, 
2004; Van den Dobbelsteen & de Wilde, 
2004);

• Identity (Al-Hathloul & Aslam Mughal, 1999; 
Oktay, 2002; Teo & Huang, 1996);

• Culture and History (Antrop, 2004; Burgess, 
Foth, & Klaebe, 2006; Klaebe, Foth, Burgess, 
& Bilandzic, 2007).

It is critical that the emergence of urban in-
formatics as a multidisciplinary research cluster 
is founded on a theoretical and methodological 
framework capable of interrogating all these 
relationships and the assumptions that currently 
underpin them. As Sterne has warned in relation 
to research pertaining to the field of technology 
more generally,

the force of the ‘preconstructed’—as Pierre 
Bourdieu has called it—weighs heavily upon anyone 
who chooses to study technology, since the choice 
of a technological object of study is already itself 
shaped by a socially organized field of choices. 
There are many forces in place that encourage us 
to ask certain questions of technologies, to define 
technology in certain ways to the exclusion of 
others, and to accept the terms of public debate 
as the basis for our research programs. (Sterne, 
2003, p. 368)

In this respect, if we are to promote an analytical 
focus on the capacities and possibilities of digital 
content and new media to meet the challenges of 
community, participation, sustainability, identity 
and so on, it is important to employ frameworks that 
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permit systematic study of these relationships. We 
agree with Grabher (2004) who points to analytical 
advantages in resisting assumptions around pas-
sive adaptation to environments, and permitting 
a focus on networks, intricate interdependencies, 
temporary and permanent relationships and diverse 
loyalties and logics. We propose that these qualities 
are best integrated in an ecological model which 
we will develop in this chapter.

This chapter defines, explores and exemplifies 
our work at the intersection of people, place and 
technology in cities. First we introduce the notion 
of ecology in the social production of space to 
continue our response to the challenge of making 
sense of an environment characterised by differ-
ent stakeholders and actors as well as technical, 
social and discursive elements that operate across 
dynamic time and space constraints (Foth & Ad-
kins, 2006). Second we describe and rationalise 
our research approach which is designed to illu-
minate the processes at play from three different 
perspectives on the social production of space. We 
illustrate the application of our model in a discus-
sion of a case study of community networking and 
community engagement in an Australian urban 
renewal site—the Kelvin Grove Urban Village 
(KGUV). Three specific interventions that are 
loosely positioned at the exchange of each perspec-
tive are then discussed in detail, namely: Sharing 
Stories; Social Patchwork and History Lines; and 
City Flocks.

theoretIcAl FrAmework

Our theorisation is conscious of the extent to 
which technical, social and discursive elements 
of urban interaction work across (1) online and 
offline communication modalities; (2) local and 
global contexts; and (3) collective and networked 
interaction paradigms (Foth & Hearn, 2007; Hearn 
& Foth, 2007). The distinction between online and 
offline modes of communication—and thus, online 
and offline communities—is blurring. Social net-

works generated and maintained with the help of 
ICTs move seamlessly between online and offline 
modes (Foth & Hearn, 2007; Mesch & Levanon, 
2003). Additionally, studies of internet use and 
everyday life have found that the modes of com-
munication afforded by internet applications are 
being integrated into a mix of online and offline 
communication strategies used to maintain social 
networks (Wellman & Haythornthwaite, 2002).

Urban communicative ecologies operate within 
a global context increasingly dominated by Web 
2.0 services (eg., search engines, instant messenger 
networks, auction sites and social networking sys-
tems). The notion of ‘glocalization’—introduced by 
Robertson (1995) and later re-applied by Wellman 
(2001; 2002)—is useful here because it emphasises 
the need to develop locally meaningful ways of 
using this global service infrastructure rather 
than trying to compete with existing global sites 
and content. Studies have highlighted a range of 
opportunities for the development of local (and 
location-aware) services as well as locally produced 
and consumed content (Boase, Horrigan, Wellman, 
& Rainie, 2006; Burgess et al., 2006).

The similarly increasing ease with which people 
move between collective and networked commu-
nity interaction paradigms hints at opportunities 
for new media services that can accommodate both 
kinds of interaction and afford the user a smooth 
transition between the two. Collective interac-
tions (‘community activism’) relate to discussions 
about place; for example, community events, street 
rejuvenation initiatives and body corporate af-
fairs. Networked community interactions (‘social 
networking’) relate to place-based sociability and 
features that for example, seek to raise awareness 
of who lives in the neighbourhood, provide oppor-
tunities for residents to find out about each other, 
and initiate contact.

In the introduction we pointed to the complexi-
ties of the relationships that need to be captured 
in understanding the role of information and com-
munication technologies in the vision underpin-
ning contemporary urban villages. Specifically it 
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responds to recent calls for a more nuanced under-
standing of the patterns of relationships underpin-
ning their uses in urban contexts. As Crang et al. 
(2006) observe research in this area requires a more 
specific focus on the everyday uses of ICTs and the 
interactions of multiple technologies in everyday 
practices. In this respect, we argue that an ecological 
model enables a conceptualisation that opens up 
the possibility of diverse adaptations to a specific 
environment, and the different logics, practices 
and interdependencies involved. However, Crang 
is equally emphatic about the salience of social 
difference in the use of ICTs in urban contexts, 
pointing to research that underlines the episodic and 
instrumental use of them in contexts of deprivation 
and pervasive use in wealthier households (Crang 
et al., 2006). In this respect, we must provide for 
the possibility that different ecological configura-
tions are related to the positioning of social agents 
in the field of urban life.

What is required, then, is a model that can 
capture ecological relationships in the context 
of the production of social difference in urban 
contexts. We extend previous conceptual work 
on ecological models (Adkins, Foth, Summer-
ville, & Higgs, 2007; Dvir & Pasher, 2004; Foth 
& Adkins, 2006; Foth & Hearn, 2007; Hearn & 
Foth, 2007) by exploring Lefebvre’s (1991) model 
in The Production of Space. It provides some 
conceptual tools to locate these ecologies as oc-
curring in the context of different levels of space 
production. A central differentiation in his model 
is between ‘representations of space’ and ‘repre-
sentational spaces’. Representations of space refers 
to, “conceptualised space: the space of scientists, 
planners, urbanists, technocratic subdividers and 
social engineers [...] all of whom identify what is 
lived and what is perceived with what is conceived”. 
Representational spaces on the other hand refers 
to, “space as directly lived through its associated 
images and symbols, and hence the space of the 
‘inhabitants’ and ‘users’” (Lefebvre, 1991, p. 38). 
In terms of this conceptual distinction the object 
of knowledge in the study of urban space,

is precisely the fragmented and uncertain connec-
tion between elaborated representations of space 
on the one hand and representational spaces [...] 
on the other; and this object implies (and explains) 
a subject—that subject in whom lived, perceived 
and conceived (known) come together in a spatial 
practice. (Lefebvre, 1991, p. 230)

The model thus provides a context in which 
urban experience can be understood in terms of 
differential levels and kinds of power and constraint 
in the production of space and the relationships 
between them. Inequities can then be understood 
as involving different configurations of these rela-
tionships. Ecologies of ICT use in this framework 
are then understood in terms of the adaptations and 
interdependencies occurring in specific contexts 
underpinned by relationships of spatial use.

It is now possible to locate the vision of contem-
porary master-planning projects pertaining to, for 
example, ‘community’, ‘identity’ or ‘culture and 
history’, as produced at the level of the way space 
is conceived through planning and development 
practices, at the level of the way space is perceived 
through marketing material and spatial practice, 
and at the level of everyday experiences of residents 
as well as in the interrelationships between them 
(see Figure 1). This provides a framework in which 
the meaning of these visions can vary across dif-
ferent kinds of residents and can conflict with the 
conceived meanings of planners and developers. 
Studying ecologies of the use of new media and 
ICT from this perspective promises to illuminate 
the conceptual connections between these tech-
nologies and the field of urban life.

In the following part of the chapter, we discuss 
three initiatives that combine research and com-
munity development goals. They are positioned 
to facilitate a conceptual exchange between the 
three ecological domains of conceived, perceived 
and lived space, that is, Sharing Stories, History 
Lines and City Flocks. However, before we start, 
we introduce the emerging space of our study.
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THe UrBAn VillAGe

The Kelvin Grove Urban Village (KGUV) is the 
Queensland Government’s flagship urban renewal 
project. Through its Department of Housing, and in 
partnership with Queensland University of Tech-
nology, this 16 hectare master-planned community 
(see Figure 2) seeks to demonstrate best practice 
in sustainable, mixed-use urban development. 
By ‘linking learning with enterprise and creative 
industry with community’, the KGUV is designed 
to evolve as a diverse city fringe neighbourhood. 
Situated 2 km from Brisbane’s CBD, it is based on 
a traditional village design, with a town centre and 
shops on the main streets. Since planning for the 
Village started in 2000 and construction started in 
2002, AUD 1 billion have already been commit-
ted to deliver a heterogeneous design that brings 
together infrastructure with educational, cultural, 
residential, health, retail, recreational and business 
facilities within one precinct.

The following numbers and statistics illustrate 
the progress and development trajectory of the 
KGUV:

• When completed, there will be over 8,000 
sqm (GFA) of retail space and in excess of 
82,000 sqm (GFA) of commercial space 
located throughout KGUV.

• In 2007, there are 375 residential units (includ-
ing 7 townhouses and 155 affordable housing 
units) in the KGUV. This is anticipated to 
exceed 1,000 two-bedroom equivalent units 
once the Village is complete (including stu-
dent and senior accommodation).

• In 2007, there are 10,800 students and 1,800 
staff based at the Kelvin Grove campus of 
QUT, and a total of 1,663 students and approx. 
150 staff at Kelvin Grove State College.

• In 2006, 22,000 people attended exhibitions 
and performances at QUT’s Creative Indus-
tries Precinct. Additionally, the KGUV-based 
theatre company has presented 137 perfor-
mances to 40,000 patrons plus other events 
and productions in 2007.

Technical connectivity is established by a ‘triple 
play’ (ie., phone, TV, data) fibre-to-the-home and 
fibre-to-the-node network operated by a carrier 
within the KGUV. The services can include low 
or nil cost large bandwidths (for example, Internet 

Figure 1. Embedding an ecology notion in Lefebvre’s triad
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Protocol at 100 Mbits/s) within and between points 
in the KGUV, fibre or wireless network access and 
quality of service management for multimedia 
over Internet Protocol. Internet and world wide 
web access are at commercial broadband speeds 
and prices. Wireless hotspots allow users to access 
the internet in parks, cafés and other locations 
around the Village. The implementation of the 
AUD 700,000 infrastructure investment started 
in 2005. These pipes, wires, ducts and antennas 
provide the technical connectivity, yet the majority 
of the infrastructure and certainly the social effect 
is invisible or unnoticeable. The communication 
strategies and policies in the KGUV master plan 
call for ideas and strategies to enable, foster and 
showcase the social benefits of this infrastructure 
‘beyond access’ (Foth & Podkalicka, 2007).

Our diverse research interests are positioned 
under the collective umbrella of New Media in 
the Urban Village. The Department of Housing 
acknowledges that the strategic design of the built 
environment and access to the ICT infrastructure 
are necessary but not sufficient neither to ensure 

‘effective use’ (Gurstein, 2003) nor social sustain-
ability. Therefore the master plan calls for the 
research and development of appropriate interven-
tions, measures and systems which can provide 
mechanisms to help link the people and businesses 
that ‘live, learn, work and play’ at the KGUV, in-
cluding residents of the KGUV and nearby areas 
(including affordable housing residents, seniors 
and students); university staff and students living 
or studying in the KGUV and nearby areas; busi-
nesses and their customers; and visitors. Our suite 
of research projects are aimed at responding to this 
call. We now introduce some of these projects, 
how they respond to the objectives of the KGUV 
master plan and how they are guided by and feed 
back into our theoretical underpinnings.

new medIA In the urbAn  
VIllAge

The three initiatives discussed hereafter form part 
of a larger research project that examines the role 

Figure 2. Aerial view courtesy of the Kelvin Grove Urban Village development group
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of new media and ICT in place making efforts to 
ensure social sustainability of a master-planned 
urban renewal site. Apart from the projects 
presented in the following section, a number of 
affiliated studies are also underway, for example, 
an international exchange of experiences studying 
urban social networks (Foth, Gonzalez, & Taylor, 
2006), an exploration of health communication to 
understand the link between the design of the built 
environment and residents’ well-being (Carroll 
et al., 2007), and a design intervention to display 
visual evidence of connectivity (Young, Foth, & 
Matthes, 2007). New research trajectories are about 
to start examining ways to use new media to digi-
tally augment social networks of urban residents 
(Foth, 2006) and the role of narrative and digital 
storytelling to inform urban planning (Foth, Hearn, 
& Klaebe, 2007).

sharing stories

What about just the ordinariness of everyday life 
not being thought of as important? People move 
on and then no one is there to take ownership for 
it. So there are no custodians of the evidence. How 
can we change that? (Gibson, 2005)

Sharing Stories (Klaebe & Foth, 2007) ex-
emplifies how traditional and new media can 
work effectively together and in fact compliment 
each other to broaden community inclusion. This 
multi-layered public history became a research 
vehicle used to expand the social interaction far 
beyond that of a community-based history project 
alone, so as to include the possibilities of global 
networks using new media applications. Leverag-
ing opportunity, while negotiating and embracing 
a multidisciplinary new media approach proved 
rewarding for participants and local residents.

Kelvin Grove has always been a gathering 
point. While never densely populated, the land 
was once a meeting place for Indigenous clans, 
and in the last century, significant military and 
educational institutions were located there. In 1998 
with the closure of the military barracks, the land 

was purchased by the Queensland Department of 
Housing. Together with QUT, planning began to 
transform the site into a creative urban village, 
lucratively located only two kilometres from the 
CBD that would include a mix of commercial, retail, 
university and residential land use. A triple bottom 
line approach was embraced as core to the master 
plan—incorporating economic, environmental and 
social sustainability.

Genuine creativity involves the capacity to think 
problems afresh or from first principles; to discover 
common threads amidst the seemingly chaotic and 
disparate; to experiment; to dare to be original; 
the capacity to rewrite rules; to visualise future 
scenarios; and perhaps most importantly, to work 
at the edge of one competences rather than the 
centre of them. (Landry, 2001)

The Sharing Stories history project was planned 
as a social engagement strategy that would become 
a longitudinal component of the development from 
the outset. Its purpose was to collate the history 
of the site itself, to give a reference point and a 
context to future residents, to capture ‘history in 
the making’ as the ethos of the development was 
cutting edge and furthermore, it was also essential 
to embrace the communities adjacent to the site, so 
they too were taken on the journey as their physical 
surroundings were to change so dramatically. 

New technologies in communication are alter-
ing both the form and the content possible for his-
torical discourse, with the processes of transmission 
arguably becoming less conventionally text-based, 
and instead offering visual and progressively more 
individuated options. Increasingly, visual life-story 
alternatives are being explored. Sharing Stories 
predominantly is an exercise in augmenting a 
participatory public history. This type of project 
and online visual display of the content created is 
still a relatively new approach to local community 
history and even more groundbreaking as a social 
engagement strategy to be incorporated in urban 
development. Sharing Stories engaged with the 
community using ‘on the ground’ interaction, seek-
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ing to be as inclusive as possible with its approach 
to participatory involvement. By accessing exist-
ing local social networks (schools, clubs, alumni 
groups, etc.) the profile of the project was raised 
and then underlined through public broadcasting 
coverage (local television and newspaper stories 
throughout the three year period)—all of which 
contributed to a ripple effect that continually drew 
more interest and contributions to the project as 
a whole.

Digital storytelling (Burgess, 2006; Klaebe 
et al., 2007; Lambert, 2002) was an innovative, 
alternative way of using new media to engage 
community in the Sharing Stories project. In 
the context of this project, digital storytelling is 
a combination of a personally narrated piece of 
writing (audio track), photographic images and 
sometimes music (or other such aural ambience) 
unified to produce a 2-3 minute autobiographical 
micro-documentary film. Traditionally, digital sto-
ries are produced in intensive workshops and this 
was the strategy employed in 2004. Commonly, the 
thinking behind advocating this type of approach 
to create digital stories is to allow participants 
without access to new media the opportunity of 
using the technology in a hands-on way, so as to 
become part of the production team that produces 
their aesthetically coherent, broadcast quality story 
to a wider, public audience.

A one-to-many strategy included staging regu-
lar public events, so as to take the community on 
the journey of change in their locale, as the urban 
development process commenced. The primary 
aim of the Sharing Stories project was to capture 
the history and so a website was created to house 
content, as an evolving ‘living archive’ that would be 
accessible to interested parties locally and beyond. 
Fragments of the oral history and photographic 
collection, together with short story narratives 
produced from the historical research that was 
concurrently underway was seen as a strategic 
approach to keeping the community interested, 
informed and involved over the subsequent years of 
the development. Public events could be promoted 
online and afterwards, portions could be archived 

on the website. Public events held included: pro-
fessional and local school visual art exhibitions, 
digital storytelling screenings and photographic 
exhibitions.

Throughout the Sharing Stories project it was 
noted that both ‘real’ and ‘virtual’ contact and 
exposure were critical in producing an effective 
participatory public history. The website stimulated 
interest in the public participating in the project and 
attendance at public exhibitions and similarly, the 
locally produced ‘on the ground’ activities created 
content and interest in the online representation. 
The project is thus an example of an initiative 
which combines opportunities for research data 
collection and analysis with community develop-
ment outcomes. It was funded at the planning 
and development stages as a vehicle to inform 
the representations of space whilst preserving the 
history and heritage of KGUV. The local and his-
torical knowledge that Sharing Stories produced 
has informed the marketing and PR material and 
technical documentation of KGUV, but has also 
found its way into tangible representations of space 
in the form of for example, plaques embedded 
in the foot paths and other signage with historic 
anecdotes and citations.

history lines

With the Web, you can find out what other people 
mean. You can find out where they are coming from. 
The Web can help people understand each other. 
(Berners-Lee, 2000)

An urban development does not occur over-
night. A locale undergoing reformation rapidly 
changes shape. While the Sharing Stories phase 
concluded in December 2006, a new phase of 
rejuvenation is already beginning to occur. It was 
only in the latter months of 2006 for instance that 
new residents began to reside in the Kelvin Grove 
Urban Village. Thousands more are expected over 
the next few years, all of which will be living in 
apartment style accommodation. Research around 
social sustainability in urban developments turned 
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its attention to capturing the migrational churn of 
the people coming into the neighbourhood. What 
are their stories? Where are they from and why are 
they moving to an inner-city location? And more 
importantly for some researchers, how can new 
media applications be used to engage the incoming 
population, so that the locale becomes their story 
and their emerging history?

As the new population grows, the Kelvin 
Grove Urban Village attracts researchers who are 
grappling with these issues. Their backgrounds 
diversely combine to possess sociology, anthropol-
ogy, history, education, health, IT, media/commu-
nication, and cultural studies. These researchers 
work together informally to share ideas and data, 
as well as to conduct joint workshops and focus 
groups, reducing ‘research fatigue’ of new residents. 
Applications developed by some of these research-
ers (Klaebe et al., 2007) in the ‘Social Patchwork’ 
project, include History Lines and City Flocks as 
two examples which we discuss here.

The Social Patchwork project involves trans-
lating narratives into formats that are Web 2.0 
amenable. Researchers aim to develop applications 
that are useful in the urban development, as well 
as build historically orientated prototypes that 
encourage socially sustainable community engage-
ment, to build and strengthen local communities 
and identities within community. Narrative based 
applications for example that can support intercre-
ativity, as opposed to conventional interactivity 
(Meikle, 2002). New media approaches, guided by 
interpretive narratives, can utilise shared networks, 
shared interests and can be linked to measure the 
migrational churn of the suburb.

History Lines brings a cross section of new 
residents together in an activity using narratives, 
digital maps and location markers pinpointing 
where they have lived during the course of their 
life (see Figure 3). Participants can map their life 
journey thus far by recording personal narratives 
of place, while also narrating their relationship 
with past communities. When stories and locations 
are collated together, overlapping and common 
lines of location emerge. The material can be used 

anonymously as content for an exhibition, as well 
as a link on a neighbourhood portal to stimulate 
interest in community networking.

Weyea & Geith, in their chapter in this book, 
call for research to ‘identify effective information 
tools to enable citizens to shape what their commu-
nities look like’ and ‘use community data, locative 
media and social software to enable effective local 
action’. Our objective with History Lines aligns 
with this research agenda in that it can be an aid in 
measuring the migrational churn of participating 
residents and become a tool for urban planners 
to give them a better understanding of why and 
where people have lived throughout their lives. 
Our experimental design is positioned to feed ex-
periences of the lived space into the planning and 
development process of to be conceived space. We 
think it can thus deliver a better understanding of 
the role of narrative-based new media innovations 
to support a more participatory urban planning 
process (Foth, Hearn et al., 2007; Foth, Odendaal, 
& Hearn, 2007).

city Flocks

City Flocks—developed by Mark Bilandzic (Bi-
landzic, Foth, & De Luca, 2008)—is a mobile 
information service for public urban places. The 
system is managed by local urban residents and is 
designed to tap into their social tacit knowledge. 
City Flocks (see Figure 4) allows participants to 
operate their mobile phones or computers to leave 
and access virtual recommendations about com-
munity facilities, making them easily accessible for 
other people using user-generated tags. Residents 
can also voice-link to other residents, as participants 
can choose to nominate the mode of contact and 
expertise they are willing to share. City Flocks 
also allows users to plot their life’s journey, but is 
primarily a rich resource for travellers and/or new 
residents to an urban location.

Both History Lines and City Flocks share 
networks and these shared interests can be linked 
using folksonomy tagging as opposed to traditional 
taxonomy directories (Beer & Burrows, 2007) so 
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that they can be utilised by participants both glob-
ally and locally. Each application can also be used 
to encourage connections in the ‘real’ world. For 
instance City Flocks encourages users to contact 
fellow residents who have local knowledge of their 
neighbourhood and are happy to be contacted by 
newcomers either by email, SMS or by telephoning 
in order to gain first-hand tacit advice ‘in person’. 
Groups that share ‘history’, for instance participants 
who have lived in Sydney and now live at Kelvin 
Grove, can find and contact each other to meet 
socially at a local café, thus using virtual connec-
tions creatively to meet in the ‘real’ world. This 
application is similar to many other social network-
ing applications including peuplade.fr, placebase.
com, communitywalk.com, theorganiccity.com, 
urbancurators.com and nearbie.com. However, 
City Flock’s focus is to broaden the scope of the 
interface to include mobile devices and encourage 
users to interact directly with each other, rather 
than mediated via a website. Within the conceptual 
framework of the social production of space, we 
see City Flocks as a tool to link and balance the 

spatial practices in the perceived space of KGUV 
with the actual experiences of the lived space.

conclusIons

While both History Lines and City Flocks are in 
early stages of development, feedback from focus 
groups, urban developers and social planners has 
been encouraging. Whether this kind of online 
narrative-based testimony will be historically 
significant in the future is unclear; what is clear 
however is the fresh inter-creative way in which 
participants can freely leave their ‘mark’ on a 
geographical location virtually. Sharing Stories 
represents an exercise in interactivity, both on and 
offline. The content created offline could be later 
used and reflected upon in an online environment. 
City Flocks and History Lines comparatively dem-
onstrate online and offline intercreativity, but in 
these examples the offline connection experience 
can augment more local, personal or face-to-face 
interaction. Communicative ecologies are both 

Figure 3. History lines
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the enabler and outcome of the capacity to share 
interests, to ‘find each other’ and continue a virtual 
connection in reality. The use of these applica-
tions represents new configurations of online and 
offline relationships enabled by ICT that enhance 
the capacity of residents to appropriate represented 
space through their own representational practices. 
Together, however, they raise the question of the 
extent to which different kinds of users are able 
to assert their role in representational space and 
assert a level of agency over the represented space 
of the village. There is a key role for communicative 
ecologies to investigate the extent to which these 
services are amenable to use by people from differ-
ent kinds of backgrounds—pervasive or episodic 
users, for example (Crang et al., 2006)—drawing 
attention to the configuration of relationships and 
interdependencies that enable people to assert a 
position in representational space.

We employed the notion of ecology to establish 
a holistic framework which allows us to differen-
tiate interdependencies between forms of social 

interaction, technologies used by urban residents, 
as well as contextual and discursive aspects whilst 
at the same time keeping the bigger picture in 
mind. The design goal of the Urban Village to 
achieve and maintain a steady-state equilibrium 
of social sustainability requires further analytical 
and empirical work. Are there some features that 
are necessary and sufficient to maintain a socially 
sustainable equilibrium in a communicative ecol-
ogy? Are there other factors which are detrimental 
and cause a gradual withering away of social rela-
tions and connective tissue? The interpretation of 
the various ‘ingredients’ which make up the Urban 
Village invokes a coming together of people, place 
and technology in an urban environments which 
is an inbetween, that is, not solely random, seren-
dipitous, accidental, yet not solely master-planned 
and socially engineered either. The ecology notion 
points at an organic process which Gilchrist (2000) 
describes as ‘human horticulture’.

In the introduction we chalked out a field of 
‘difficult to deliver’ desires surrounding commu-
nity, diversity, participation, sustainability, iden-
tity, culture and history. Reflecting back on these 
challenges, the ecology notion and the associated 
interventions which we trialed in this study prompt 
a critical and ongoing rethinking of the concept 
‘community’ and its relation and contribution to the 
desired image of an ‘Urban Village’. It is imperative 
to unpack the facets of the term ‘community’ and 
their individual meaning for different stakeholders 
and purposes at different times and places. One 
of the principles which guided the design of our 
interventions was the consideration of the diversity 
of the urban environment, both in socio-cultural 
as well as built environment terms. Rather than 
attempting an umbrella approach which would 
have regarded the residents of the Urban Village 
as a collective group united by their collocation, 
we tried to draw on their diversity, history and 
individual ability to express themselves creatively. 
Our preliminary observations and experiences 
allow us to argue that nurturing individual identi-
ties in this manner does support a local culture of 

Figure 4. City flocks screen
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participation, interaction and engagement which 
is conducive to engendering a sense of an urban 
village atmosphere. This culture of shared expe-
riences which combines some traditional place 
making efforts (Walljasper, 2007) with novel 
ideas employing new media, digital storytelling 
and social networking fosters the emergence of a 
socially sustainable urban development.
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key terms

Communicative ecology, as defined by Hearn & 
Foth (2007), comprises a technological layer which 
consists of the devices and connecting media that 
enable communication and interaction. A social 
layer which consists of people and social modes 
of organising those people—which might include, 
for example, everything from friendship groups to 
more formal community organisations, as well as 
companies or legal entities. And a discursive layer 
which is the content of communication—that is, 
the ideas or themes that constitute the known social 
universe that the ecology operates in.

Master-planned communities are urban develop-
ments guided by a central planning document which 
outlines strategic design principles and specifica-
tions pertaining to road infrastructure, building 
design, zoning, technology and social and com-
munity facilities. They are usually built on vacant 
land and thus in contrast with the type of ad-hoc 
organic growth of existing city settlements.

Collective interaction is characterised by a shared 
goal or common purpose, a focus on the community 
rather than the individual. The interaction is more 
public and formal than private and informal, and 
resembles many-to-many broadcasts. The mode of 
interaction is often asynchronous, permanent and 
hierarchically structured. Technology that supports 
collective interaction includes online discussion 
boards and mailing list.

networked interaction is characterised by an 
interest in personal social networking and a focus 
on individual relationships. The interaction is more 
private and informal than public and formal, and 
resembles a peer-to-peer switchboard. The mode 
of interaction if often synchronous, transitory and 

appears chaotic from the outside. Technology that 
supports networked interaction includes instant 
messengers, email and SMS.

Digital storytelling refers to a specific tradition 
based around the production of digital stories in 
intensive collaborative workshops. The outcome 
is a short autobiographical narrative recorded as 
a voiceover, combined with photographic images 
(often sourced from the participants’ own photo 
albums) and sometimes music (or other sonic am-
bience). These textual elements are combined to 
produce a 2-3 minute video. This form of digital 
storytelling originated in the late 1990s at the 
University of California at Berkeley’s Centre for 
Digital Storytelling (www.storycenter.org), headed 
by Dana Atchley and Joe Lambert.

Triple play infrastructure combines broadband 
internet access, television reception and telephone 
communication over a single broadband connec-
tion, usually a fibre optic network. It is a marketing 
term which refers to a business model which offers 
a bundle package of all three services accessible 
over the same network infrastructure.

local Knowledge: Knowledge, or even know-
ing, is the justified belief that something is true. 
Knowledge is thus different from opinion. Local 
knowledge refers to facts and information acquired 
by a person which are relevant to a specific locale 
or have been elicited from a place-based context. 
It can also include specific skills or experiences 
made in a particular location. In this regard, local 
knowledge can be tacitly held, that is, knowledge 
we draw upon to perform and act but we may not 
be able to easily and explicitly articulate it: “We 
can know things, and important things, that we 
cannot tell” (Polanyi, 1966).
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