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Abstract

This thesis focuses on the suburban area of Kannelmäki in Helsinki, and explores 
how to involve residents in a design process aimed at ameliorating the liveability of 
the area through local collaboration. Sustainable development is here considered 
as sustainable wellbeing, where an active form of wellbeing is proposed and people 
are encouraged to actively contribute to the shaping of their living environment. 
Learning how to involve people in local social design projects is one of the areas 
of sustainable design that needs to be developed in order to address real societal 
issues through design. 
 This thesis project is linked to the academic workshop Repicturing Sub-
urban Neighbourhood, organized by the Aalto University, School of Arts, Design 
and Architecture, and held in Kannelmäki in May 2012. In this thesis a series of 
initiatives, referred to as explorations, are described. The explorations were carried 
out before, during and after the academic workshop. The explorations aimed at get-
ting to know the area through the residents’ perceptions, while the ways in which a 
designer can best approach and involve people in a local design process throughout 
its phases were explored. Furthermore, the role of design as a way to bring people 
from an area together in order to catalyse local collaboration was considered. 
 The research method used in the explorations is explorative, practice-
based design research. Based on the insights gained through the explorations, 
guidelines for how to carry out a design process in a local social context are pro-
vided. Participatory design approaches are considered a promising direction for a 
designer who aims to design in a sustainable way. The guidelines represent design 
knowledge that other designers can benefit from and build upon. The design pro-
cess described, and further design processes where the traditional notion of design 
is challenged, contribute to changing the direction of the design practice.

Keywords
Sustainable Design, Participatory Design, Collaboration, Social Wellbeing, 
Practice-based Design Research, Design Knowledge, Kannelmäki
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prologue 

What is worth designing in a world already crammed with objects? During my 
education in the field of design, I have been thinking a lot about the challenges 
related to my future profession. I started studying glass design, then continued 
with industrial design and am now concluding my master’s degree studies in the 
multidisciplinary program of Creative Sustainability. Throughout this education I 
have been concerned with how to justify any new design object in a world increas-
ingly struggling with the burden of pollution and waste. I have been wondering 
how a designer should take into account social and environmental issues, when 
most design projects are carried out in order to make economic profit.  I have 
also been bothered by the fact that even if one tries to be a responsible designer, 
it is hard to know whether one is doing any good when setting out to improve  
existing  circumstances.
 While studying industrial design, I started to question why I should learn 
how to successfully design one more table, chair or cup, when everything I saw in 
design magazines, shops and fairs seemed to be slight variations of already exist-
ing products. I became interested in areas such as service design and design think-
ing. However, moving away from designing objects did not seem to be enough, as 
design beyond objects also to a great extent is design for the market; here the outcomes 
are products too, but only of a different, intangible kind. I started to look into 
responsible and sustainable design. I came across articles and books where an 
alternative agenda for designers was written about in a very convincing way. Many 
authors, such as Manzini, Thackara, Margolin and Fuad-Luke propose a way to 
design, in which the main goal should be to address real societal issues while care-
fully considering how natural resources are consumed. Even though the potential 
of design as an agent for change has been promoted both within and outside the 
field of design, I was faced with the difficulty of knowing how one should act as a 
responsible designer when aiming for positive societal impact. 
 The way I currently think about design is strongly connected to collabo-
ration. Within the discussion regarding sustainable design, collaboration is fre-
quently mentioned, often in the sense that the designer should collaborate with 
other professional fields to be able to carry out projects related to sustainable devel-
opment. The designer can have an important role as an intermediator between 
different professions within a project. Complex problems need to be addressed 
collaboratively by specialists from different fields in order to reach a desirable out-
come. During my studies in the Creative Sustainability program I have had the 
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opportunity to collaborate with students from different fields, in order to be more 
prepared for collaboration with other professionals in the future.  During my Mas-
ter’s degree it has occurred to me that it is not only important to learn how to col-
laborate with other professionals within a design project, but also to explore how to 
involve and work with those who will be affected by the design outcome. For even 
if a group of skilled professionals collaborate in order to improve a given situation, 
the challenge of knowing whether their work has positive repercussions remains. 
 Going through a set of small crises, which in retrospect I can see as a 
learning process or a personal development towards my future profession, I now 
find myself thinking about design rather as a process than as an outcome; seeing 
it as a way of thinking, a set of actions and a way of collaborating with others. It 
seems that people outside the design profession still consider designers as those 
providing style to fancy products or physical environments. This notion of design 
is slowly changing with each design project carried out in a manner that manifests 
an alternative way of designing, challenging the traditional design of products for the 
market and showing that designers can have a meaningful role in the development 
of sustainable societies.
 My thesis project aims to contribute to changing the notion of design, 
while also being to a great extent a personal exploration into how to carry out a 
design process where the goal is to design with people rather than designing for 
them. The process is heavily influenced and inspired by those people who have 
contributed to it. The project relates to collaboration in many ways. It builds on the 
idea that sustainability requires collaboration. By bringing people together new 
forms of collaboration can emerge, allowing for positive impacts both socially and 
environmentally. With an interest in the resources found within interpersonal 
relationships, I have explored the way in which a designer can encourage people 
to take action and improve their own living environment. The project builds on 
the mind-set that the purpose of design should be to collaboratively move towards 
more sustainable ways of living. The first step for me as a designer is to better 
understand how to design with people in a local context and in what ways design 
can encourage new forms of collaboration.





iNTroduCTioN
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1. Introduction 

Designers are trying to find new ways to work in order to reach more sustainable 
ways of designing and dealing with real societal issues, that is, ways in which 
those affected by the design outcome are involved in the design process. This the-
sis focuses on the suburban area of Kannelmäki in Helsinki, and explores how to 
involve residents in a design process that is aimed at increasing the liveability of 
the area. The shift towards sustainable design is on-going; more practice-based 
research is needed in order to better understand how design skills can be applied 
to a wide range of societal issues. Learning how to involve local people in projects 
aimed at improving their living environment is one of the areas of sustainable 
design that needs to be developed. 
 In the beginning of May 2012 a workshop called “Repicturing Suburban 
Neighbourhood” was held in Kannelmäki1. The objective of the workshop was to 
find ways to design proposals for revitalizing the area by involving the residents of 
the area in the design process. This thesis project is linked to the workshop, and 
within this thesis a series of initiatives that the author was involved in prior, dur-
ing, and after the workshop, are described. 

Throughout this thesis project, which began in autumn 2011, the following ques-
tions have been explored;

-How do the residents of Kannelmäki perceive their living environment, and what would 
they like to improve?

-How should a designer approach the residents of an area, in order to involve them in a 
design process aiming at making their living environment more liveable?

-What kinds of initiatives can bring people in a suburban area together, in order to create 
a more socially cohesive neighbourhood?

These questions are explored since sustainability requires new forms of collabora-
tion. One way designers can encourage collaboration is by more widely applying 
design within society. It is important for designers to learn how to approach and col-
laborate with people outside the design profession in order to make the design and 
decision making processes more open. Within this thesis sustainable development 
is seen as the creation of human wellbeing, where the on-going interaction between 
human activity and the environment are taken carefully into consideration.

1 For further information about the workshop see chapter 2.
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On a local level one form of sustainable development can be about increasing social 
wellbeing, moving away from consumer culture towards a culture more focused 
on doing than on having. Social wellbeing can be related to increasing social con-
nections in a neighbourhood and encouraging people to take initiative to improve 
their living environment. Relationships with other people and participation in 
community activities are important for a person’s social wellbeing. Each collective 
action taken within a community can give birth to further forms of collaboration 
that makes the area more cohesive. A socially cohesive community has a better 
capacity to tackle challenges than a fragmented one. 
 The Kannelmäki initiatives described within this thesis can be seen as 
efforts to bring people together, so that new forms of social interaction can emerge 
to strengthen the local community. However, the main objective throughout the 
thesis process has been to try out different methods and explore ways in which 
a designer can enter and get to know an area through the residents’ opinions, as 
well as trying out different approaches to involve the residents in a design process 
that focuses on the liveability of their living environment. The method used is 
exploratory practice-based design research, which is a qualitative research method. 
The design process is described by presenting each step in the series of initiatives 
referred to as explorations. It is explained why and how each exploration was car-
ried out, while evaluating and reflecting upon the findings. By describing the proc-
ess, and by reflecting upon the process-based learning experience, guidelines for a 
participatory process in a local social context are outlined. 
 Since the design process described within this thesis consists of several 
layers, the theories behind it cover a vast field of research. An array of different the-
oretical viewpoints from the fields of design and social sciences has led the author 
to examine the area of participatory design approaches in a local social context. 
These theoretical viewpoints have also affected the way in which the explorations 
were carried out. In chapters 3, 4, 5 and 6 these viewpoints are described and their 
relevance is explained. The theoretical viewpoints are summarised in figure 1.
 The workshop Repicturing Suburban Neighbourhood, to which this thesis 
work relates, is described briefly in chapter 2. Since this thesis project proposes 
one direction for sustainable design, the approach taken to sustainable develop-
ment is described in chapter 3. Within chapter 4 the design theories and ideolo-
gies that have affected the way the author refers to design and have led her to 
carry out a set of initiatives in a local social context, are discussed. Based on the 
ideas presented in chapter 4, participatory approaches are seen as a promising 
direction for sustainable design, therefore this area is described in chapter 5. An 
explanation of the concepts from the field of social sciences is given in chapter 6. 
Within chapter 7 the explorations carried out in Kannelmäki are described, with 
the results being presented in chapter 8. The results and the process are discussed 
in chapter 9, where a set of guidelines based on the explorations, aimed at helping 
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other designers to carry out a design process in a local social context, are outlined. 
Finally, in chapter 10,  conclusions are drawn, while discussing the possibilities of 
building upon the design knowledge attained. In addition, chapter 11 contains a set 
of appendices, where a more detailed description of a design framework presented 
in chapter 6, as well as additional descriptions of two explorations are given. The 
appendices are targeted at readers who are interested in a more through presenta-
tion of the aforementioned subjects.

Figure 1: Theoretical viewpoints
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2. repicturing Suburban 
Neighbourhood 

This thesis project is linked to the Repicturing Suburban Neighbourhood (RSN) course, 
which was held as a workshop in the suburban area of Kannelmäki, Helsinki during 
one week in May 2012. This academic course was one of the courses within Aalto Uni-
versity’s 365 Wellbeing initiative under the umbrella of Helsinki World Design Capital 
2012 (WDC Helsinki 2012 ca. 2012). The RSN-course was also part of the European 
AH-design project called TANGO (TANGO ca. 2012). The RSN–course focused on the 
identity of Kannelmäki, and aimed at finding ways to improve the everyday life of its 
residents. The aim of the course was to revitalize the area by involving those who live 
there. Within the workshop, questions of social wellbeing, sustainability and intergen-
erational dialogue were considered. (365 Wellbeing ca. 2012.)

AH -Design / TANGO

Accessible and Sustainable design were the main objectives within the European cul-
tural project which was done in collaboration between L’École de design Nantes Atlan-
tique, France, Politecnico di Milano, Italy and Aalto University in Helsinki. During the 
project, lasting from 2011 to 2013, workshops considering wellbeing, sustainability, social 
inclusion and dialogue between different age groups were organized by the three design 
schools. The main outcomes from the workshops were exhibited in a traveling exhibi-
tion in Nantes, Milan and Helsinki during the spring of 2013. The workshops and the 
exhibition, under the name TANGO, explored how design can improve people’s every-
day life and living environment while taking sustainability questions into consideration. 
(TANGO ca. 2012.)
 
365 Wellbeing

During the Helsinki World Design Capital 2012, Aalto University organized a program 
called Living+, which focused on creating more sustainable living environments (Liv-
ing+ ca.2012). The 365 Wellbeing initiative was part of Living+ and was mainly carried 
out by the School of Arts, Design and Architecture. There were 12 projects within the 
365 Wellbeing initiative, all focusing on how design can help people to live healthier 
lives. Social issues were addressed and the projects involved people who represented 
those to whom the design outcomes were aimed. Areas such as mental healthcare, 
issues in the lives of elderly, smoking dependence and suburban living were addressed 
within the projects. (365 Wellbeing ca. 2012.) The 365 Wellbeing initiative can be seen 
as an effort to show ways in which designers and design students can collaborate with 
a various range of stakeholders, in order to take more active roles as change makers 
within society.
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3. Sustainable development as 
Sustainable Wellbeing

Within this thesis design knowledge is built through practice based design 
research in a local social context, with the aim of finding ways for the designer to 
contribute to sustainable development on a local level. This thesis demonstrates 
one promising direction for designers wishing to work in responsible and sustain-
able ways, in other words, it shows one direction for sustainable design. In order 
to discuss sustainable design the concept of sustainable development needs to be 
explained. As the concept is very broad and highly contested, the aim here is not to 
give a definitive description of the concept, but rather explain the view upon which 
this thesis work relies. 
 Sustainable development is the process by which we move towards sus-
tainability, whereas sustainability can be defined as the capacity for continuance 
into the long-term future, and should be the primary goal for human beings (Por-
ritt 2005, 21). Sustainable development has been defined in many different ways 
and is a hard-to-grasp concept since the terms sustainable and development can 
both refer to many different aspects. The concept has emerged as a solution to the 
growing concern of the impact of human activities on the environment (Bridger & 
Luloff 1999, 377). The most widely quoted definition of sustainable development 
is that of the Brundtlad report; “Sustainable development is development that meets 
the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet 
their own needs” (WCED 1987, 43). This definition is vague and broad, which has 
led to a variety of interpretations and confusion with regards to what sustainable 
development actually means. 
 Business, governments, social reformers and environmental activists 
have adopted the concept of sustainable development, although they all have their 
own interpretation, each of which is based upon different world-views (Giddigs et 
al. 2002).  Despite the differing views on what sustainable development means, 
the concept can broadly be described as an attempt to combine growing concerns 
about environmental issues with socio-economic issues. A common model for 
illustrating sustainable development is by three separate but connected rings of 
environment, society and economy. (Hopwood et al. 2005.) According to Giddings 
et al. (2002) this model is very limited, as it assumes a separation of the three areas 
and ignores the important connections between them. Instead they suggest a mod-
el where the boundaries between the different areas are broken down, since, as 
economy exists within society, there is no reason to separate economy from other 
human activities. Within their model human activity and wellbeing are intercon-
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nected with the environment. They explain that humanity is dependent on the 
environment, whereas the environment would survive without us. Yet, there is an 
on-going interaction between human activities and the environment where both 
are affected by the other. (Giddings et al. 2002.) Porritt (2005, 22) also describes 
sustainable development in relation to human wellbeing, stating that: “It is a social 
and economic project as much as an environmental project, with the very positive objec-
tive of optimizing human wellbeing.” Porritt's statement refers to social, economic 
and environmental issues, the three areas commonly described as separate when 
referring to sustainable development. Despite this, the statement is not necessarily 
in conflict with the model proposed by Giddings et al. since their model does not 
ignore the economy, but places it within the rest of the human activities.
 Giddings et al. (2002) note that removing the separation of economy and 
society and redefining sustainable development to focus on human wellbeing does 
not fully clarify the confusion related to the concept. There are no clear agreements 
on what values should guide decisions related to human wellbeing, but it is evident 
that sustainable development will force us to change the way we see the world. 
According to Giddings et al. (2005), we can no longer separate the consequences of 
our activities into different areas, since we are part of a web of connections within 
the environment and the society. (Giddings et al. 2002.) The idea that profound 
changes in the way we understand and act within society are needed, is referred 
to as the transformation approach by Hopwood et al. (2005). The transformation 
approach is one of the three main approaches to sustainable development defined 
by Hopwood et al. within the wide spectrum of how sustainable development is 
understood and discussed within different fields. The supporters for the other two 
main approaches, status quo and reform, recognize the need for change but argue 
that adjustments and changes are needed only to a certain degree. The supporters 
of the transformation approach strive towards fundamental changes since they 
believe that the socio-economic and environmental problems humanity faces are 
rooted in the society and in how humans relate to their environment. Structures of 
economy and power within the current society are usually not primarily concerned 
with human wellbeing or environmental sustainability. (Hopwood et al. 2005.) 
 The approach to sustainable development taken in this thesis supports 
the idea that focusing on human wellbeing requires the environment to be taken 
into serious consideration in all forms of decision making. This approach is trans-
formational as there will have to be fundamental changes in order for decisions 
to be made based on a recognition of the continuous interaction between human 
activities and the environment. A fundamental change in how design is practiced 
is also required and will be discussed in the following chapters.
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Figure 2: 
Common three-ring sector view of sustainable development
(Adapted by Giddings et al. 2002).

Figure 3: 
Breaking down boundaries: merging society and economy 
and opening up to the environment (Adapted by Giddings et al. 2002).
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Wellbeing: one way of defining the concept

If sustainable development, as proposed above, should focus on human wellbeing, 
there is likely to be a similar confusion related to the concept of wellbeing, as re-
lated to sustainability. Dodge et al. (2012) explain how, within the research regard-
ing wellbeing, there are multiple different attempts to define the word. In many 
cases frameworks and descriptions are focused upon, instead of finding appropri-
ate and universal ways to refer to the term. The concept of wellbeing is complex 
and multi-layered, and therefore it needs a definition where different aspects and 
the dynamic nature of the concept are taken into consideration. (Dodge et al. 2012.) 
The definition proposed by Dodge et al. (2012, 230) is a figure where a person’s 
psychological, social and physical resources are placed on one side of a see-saw. 
The other side of the see-saw represents the challenges, which also are psychologi-
cal, social and physical. In the middle of the figure is the set-point for wellbeing. 
The figure illustrates the balance between the resources and the challenges, with 
the ideal state being equilibrium between the resources and challenges. However, 
there is no final state since wellbeing is linked to an on-going balance between the 
resources available at a certain moment and the challenges faced at that particular 
moment. (Dodge 2012, 230.)

Figure 4: Definition of Wellbeing. (Adapted by Dodge et al. 2012)
R=Resources, W=Wellbeing, C=Challenges
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4. design theories: 
Turning towards a social agenda

The explorations carried out in Kannelmäki, presented in chapter 7, build upon 
many different design areas. Within this chapter an overview of the different 
design areas that have influenced the explorations done in Kannelmäki, is given. 
The aim is to clarify the underlying ideas and theories for the design process, while 
explaining the way the areas described relate to the project. The different ways 
of thinking about design, which have led the author towards an interest in par-
ticipatory design approaches in a local social context, are introduced. The theories 
described in this chapter overlap to some extent as they are all linked to finding 
alternative paths for designers with goals that are societal rather than commercial 
or economical.

Perceptions of design

There is not one single definition of the term design (Erlhoff & Marshall 2008, 
104). Design can be seen as a rather confusing term, used in many different con-
texts, representing ways of doing, thinking and acting while simultaneously being 
linked to the act of giving form to physical products. Among professional designers 
it is widely acknowledged that designing contains much more than simply focus-
ing on the physical attributes of products, such as aesthetics or choice of material. 
Outside the design profession it seems that designers are often seen as those who 
are concerned with the physical appearance of the man-made environment. The 
widely quoted phrase by Herbert Simon (1996, 111) “Everyone designs who devises 
courses of action aimed at changing existing situations into preferred ones.” describes 
design as an action aimed at improvement , not only being done within the design 
profession, but as an activity performed by all human beings. Simon (1996, 114) 
sheds light on the difference between the natural sciences and design, the first 
being concerned with how things are and the latter with how things ought to be. 
However both science and design are tools for understanding the world, while they 
also serve as tools for acting (Simon 1996, p 164).
 Design is often seen as a synonym to the development that started as a 
result of the industrialization in the late 18th century, when product development 
was in need of artistic skills in order to give form to the appearance of products 
(Vihma 2008, 10-12). The way design has been understood within society has to 
a great extent been interlinked to industrial production and marketing. Whitely 
(1993) has in his book “Design For Society” advocated for a way of practicing design, 
where design, instead of being market- and consumer-led, should focus on its 
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potential to effect change. Whitley (1993) argues that design should be based upon 
an ideology more profound than that of styling products for the market which are 
produced and consumed in ways that result in severe environmental and societal 
consequences. Whitley’s “Design for Society” makes clear connections to Victor 
Papanek’s “Design for the Real World” which can be seen as one of the early voices 
criticizing the industrial design profession and practice. Papanek (1970) argues 
that design should meet the needs of people instead of their wants. According 
to Papanek (1970, 11) design is fundamental to all human activity and is a con-
scious effort of creating meaningful order within chaos. Despite harsh criticism 
towards how industrial design has been practiced, Papanek (1970) brings forth the 
potential of design to serve a wider purpose than that of mass-producing goods 
for the market. Linking to Papanek and Simon, Thackara (2005, 1) simply states 
that “Design is what human beings do”. Design in this thesis is seen as a process 
and activity that strongly affects our lives, and is considered an agent for positive 
change. Design processes are not necessarily carried out only by trained designers 
but as a collaborative process between designers and various stakeholders.

The notion of design 

How design is understood and discussed within the design field often differs 
from the public notion of design. During the World Design Capital Helsinki 2012 
(WDC 2012) the projects carried out related to the design year provoked discussion 
among the public about what design actually is. The main theme for WDC 2012 
was “Open Helsinki – Embedding design in life”, with the aim of taking a collabora-
tive approach and integrating design in new areas, where sustainability and social 
dimensions remain central (WDC Helsinki 2012 ca. 2012). In an article discuss-
ing a survey done among residents of Helsinki regarding WDC 2012, it is claimed 
that the overall message of the design year remained blurry, while advertisement 
and graphics were visible all over the city (Pöppönen 2012a). Pöppönen (2012b) 
comments on the summary of the survey, stating that the results can be seen 
only later on, as it is still too early to say whether the design year has had positive 
repercussions for the city. While some seem critical towards the actual results of 
WDC 2012, others argue that the year has at least increased awareness of the wide 
variety of projects carried out in the design field. In Pöppönen’s (2012c) essay about 
how the notion of design has changed, he argues that what has been understood 
as Finnish Design until now is linked to prominent names such as Kaj Franck and 
Alvar Aalto, and to the products and buildings designed by them. According to 
Pöppönen (2012c) the design year has challenged the notion of design by introduc-
ing events and activities which have not formerly been linked to design, under the 
umbrella of design. 
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Design is now becoming a difficult term since it can be used in so many different 
ways. This is also one reason for why the design year in Helsinki provoked discus-
sion about what it has achieved to provide for the city’s residents. The editorial in 
Helsingin Sanomat on the 28th of November 2012 points towards a similar direc-
tion as was argued by Pöppönen (2012b); the year can be seen as successful if it 
has managed to provoke new ideas about design within as many sectors as possible 
(Anon 2012). If, as has been argued in Helsingin Sanomat, the design year has 
succeeded in broadening, or at least challenging the public notion of design, this 
can be seen as one step towards integrating design in society to a greater extent. 
In order for the design profession to shift its focus from a market-centred design 
approach towards a societal approach, the notion of design within society needs to 
change. If designers are to find partners outside the traditional domain, a wider 
knowledge about the potential of design and its varied nature needs to reach the 
greater public. This can be done by carrying out design projects where the true 
nature of design is demonstrated. This was done in many of the design initiatives 
within WDC 2012, and was one of the motivations behind the explorations carried 
through in Kannelmäki. 

Responsible design 

Design has long been, and is still today, strongly linked to unsustainable ways of 
producing and consuming. As the far reaching negative environmental and social 
consequences are becoming more apparent, several voices both within the field of 
design and within other fields are now insisting on a change in our current ways 
of producing and consuming. These changes also mean a shift in the focus of how 
designers work. Papanek (1970, 7) argues that industrial design is among the most 
dangerous professions, as there have been severe consequences resulting from the 
products industrial designers have designed. Manzini (2007, 233) also refers to the 
design profession as being responsible for creating the environmental, social and 
economic problems we now have to tackle. Several other authors have argued in 
the same direction. Margolin (1998), Whitley(1993) and Fuad-Luke (2007, 2009) 
among others, have highlighted the relationship between the problems related 
to sustainability and design activities. Even though many problems we are faced 
with today are the results of design decisions (Thackara 2005, 1), designers have 
seldom alone made these decisions. The problem with design is that even small 
actions can have wide reaching consequences (Thackara 2005, 7). What is impor-
tant in contemporary design is to not focus on how design has been practiced in 
the past, but rather to focus on its future direction. Designers need to recognize 
the far reaching consequences design acts can have, and consider more carefully 
their own role within various design projects (Tatum 2004). The above mentioned 
authors, Manzini, Margolin, Whitley and Fuad-Luke, are among those who present 
alternative ways of designing, with a potential for positive change, and also provide 
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examples of design directions where both social and environmental concerns are 
taken into account.
 The power of design and the difficulty of foreseeing consequences linked 
to design brings with it a responsibility that each person concerned with design 
decisions needs to consider. However, design does not only bring a huge responsi-
bility, it also brings a large set of opportunities. (Tatum 2004). These opportuni-
ties are embedded in the nature of design to act as an agent for change, and to the 
wide variety of directions that design projects can take. The notion of design with-
in society relates to what role designers will have in the future. Each new design 
project carries with it a responsibility in shaping the future role of design within 
society. With regards to this thesis project, exploring the area of local social design 
is a way to take a design responsibility. Within this thesis one promising future 
direction for designers is considered, where the design process is based upon col-
laboration, while aiming at catalysing new forms of collaboration in a local context. 
This thesis project can also be seen as a responsible design project as it focuses on 
intangible social resources and already existing frameworks, rather than on find-
ing gaps where new products can be introduced. 

Social Design 

If design is linked to the nature of human beings (Papanek 1970, Simon 1996, 
Thackara 2005) one could claim that all design is to some extent social. Social 
design however, often points towards taking a social responsibility within design, 
where the main motivation is social rather than economical. Papanek (1970) 
strongly promoted the idea of design for a social agenda, contrasting social design 
against design for the market. It has been argued that one reason for Papanek’s 
ideas remaining as an alternative and narrow field in design, as opposed to being 
widely put into practice within the design profession, is due to the overtly simplistic 
way of approaching the development of an alternative design agenda (see for exam-
ple: Margolin 1998, Margolin & Margolin 2002,  Morelli 2007). Instead of seeing 
design for the market and design with a social agenda as opposites, these two 
could be seen as a continuum (Margolin & Margolin 2002, Morelli 2007). Argu-
ing that the main motivation of design should be something other than focusing 
primarily on economic profit does not necessarily mean that design should ignore 
the market entirely. 
 Rethinking design, detaching it from primarily being market oriented 
towards acting both inside and outside the market economy, is essential if the 
design practice is to address problems related to sustainability (Margolin 1998, 91), 
and is what combines projects referred to as social design. The term social design is 
referred to in many different ways and is part of the widening terminology related 
to design. In many cases social design refers to design projects carried out in devel-
oping countries (Miettinen 2007), or design projects for underserved populations 
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(Margolin & Margolin 2002, 29). This thesis project has traits of social design 
as it focuses on social aspects, such as social relationships and wellbeing. In this 
respect focusing on design in a local social context can be seen as social design, 
where the primary agenda for the project is social rather than commercial.

Sustainable Design 

The notion of sustainable design is still commonly linked to how to produce and 
consume in ways that have a smaller burden on the natural environment than 
the current production and consumption-cycle. The way designers have until now 
focused on the triple bottom line or eco-design has had little effect on mainstream 
design (Fuad-Luke 2007, 19-51). According to Fuad-Luke (2007, 19-51) most design-
ers do not focus on sustainable development, and even if they do there seems to be 
a difficulty of knowing what issues to address. In a similar manner to the confu-
sion regarding what sustainable development actually means, designers are faced 
with the difficulty of knowing how to practice sustainable design. As mentioned 
earlier, designers are not solely responsible for the entire design process, there-
fore it can be difficult for designers to carry out a sustainability agenda within 
traditional design projects. Instead of trying to guide traditional design towards a 
sustainability agenda, design should redefine itself and find a new purpose (Fuad-
Luke 2007, 28).
 Manzini (2006, 2007, 2009) has described the transition towards sus-
tainability as a wide reaching and complex social learning process, where we must 
learn how to live better while consuming less of our environmental resources. 
Similarly Fuad-Luke (2007, 37) refers to sustainability as an ambition that needs 
to be both cooperative and societal and where a re-evaluation of societal values is 
required. Manzini (2009) states that the transition towards sustainability requires 
profound behavioural changes in our lifestyles, as well as in the way production 
and consumption are carried out and in the way designers act. The way Manzini 
and Fuad-Luke refer to the transition towards sustainability can be described as 
the transformation approach, identified by Hopwood et al. (2005), in which it is 
argued that sustainable development requires a fundamental societal change. 
In addition, both Manzini and Fuad-Luke argue that the way design is practiced 
should undergo fundamental changes. Manzini (2009) stresses that focusing only 
on eco-efficiency in design is not enough. Designers need to learn new ways of 
designing in a world that is currently undergoing change towards a knowledge 
based network society2, as this change needs to be redirected towards sustainabil-
ity. In order for design to have a role within the transition towards sustainability, 
designers need to reconsider their role within society. Sustainable design should 
no longer be one specific branch, but all design projects should consider sustain-
ability. (Manzini 2009.) Fuad-Luke (2007, 18-51) stresses the importance of design 
detaching itself from economic growth, as it needs to find a new purpose. While

2 Network society: Castells (2000) describes the nature and complex effects of the recent 
Information Technology revolution and refers to the current era as the Information Age. 
In this current era functions and processes are mainly organized around networks. The 
network society is for the time being a capitalist society, where economies around the 
world have become growingly interdependent. (Castells 2000.)
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design has had little impact on sustainable development until now, it is in fact sus-
tainability that gives design an opportunity to create a new vision and purpose for 
itself (Fuad-Luke 2007, 25-28). Giddings et al. (2005) describe sustainable devel-
opment as the development of human wellbeing, while Fuad-Luke (2007, 18-51) 
suggests that the new purpose for design, if it is to have a role within sustainable 
development, could be the creation of wellbeing. 

Sustainable wellbeing

According to Manzini (2007, 2009) designers have thus far promoted a product 
based wellbeing that is founded on consumption, but they should instead be active 
promoters of a new idea of wellbeing. Active wellbeing is how Manzini (2007, 248) 
refers to this new idea of wellbeing, challenging the traditional notion of product-
based wellbeing. The mainstream idea of wellbeing, which is already starting to 
change, is based on the idea of minimizing human efforts by introducing prod-
ucts that will enable the users to do as little as possible. (Manzini 2007, 248.) The 
idea of product-based wellbeing has turned out to be unsustainable in terms of its 
environmental burden, and is rendering people passive while both ignoring and 
underestimating the skills and knowledge of the people being designed for (Man-
zini 2006). Designers should promote an idea of wellbeing where the capabilities 
of people are considered, while the shift in how wellbeing is understood moves 
from the user-centred way of designing towards an actor centred design approach 
(Manzini 2007). Thackara (2005) also speaks in favour of an idea of wellbeing, 
focused on people instead of objects, where the future depends much more on 
services based on people than on technology. 

Design for Conviviality 

“People need new tools to work with, rather than tools that work for them.”   (Illich 1973, 10). 

Illich (1973) criticizes the way people in the industrialized world are taught to 
behave in a certain way, taught to listen to certain institutions and above all are 
overwhelmed with products that are dictating people’s lives. The way in which 
Illich (1973) describes the industrialized society resembles the way Manzini (2007, 
2009) refers to the product based idea of wellbeing. According to Illich (1973) the 
industrialization has turned the whole society into a machine where people are 
no longer expected or even capable of taking care of themselves. There is always 
someone else who can tell them what the best possible way of doing something 
would be, someone to teach people how something is to be done, or a machine 
that can do the work for them. The same people who, when given the right tools, 
would be perfectly capable of handling most things that occur in their daily lives 
by themselves, or amongst themselves. (Illich 1973.) The title of Illich’s book “Tools 
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for conviviality” refers to the new kind of tools that are needed in a “convivial soci-
ety”. These tools are different than the tools within the industrialized society, as 
the way they are to be used is not predetermined, they are to be used by everyone 
and can be used in many different ways, depending on the need or desire of the 
user. The tools described in the book are not only physical tools, but also services 
and institutions, which need to be transformed so that people are not only seen 
as passive consumers, but active participants in shaping their own society. (Illich 
1973.) In a similar manner Manzini (2007) envisions the active wellbeing and the 
actor-centred view on design, where design no longer makes the consumer passive 
but opens up possibilities for people to shape their lives as they want. 
 Sanders (2006a) draws a link to Illich’s “Tools for conviviality” and stress-
es the importance for designers to change direction from designing for people 
to designing with them, so that what we design will be convivial tools instead of 
industrial tools. Illich (1970) points towards the unsustainable industrial pro-
duction and Sanders (2006a) points towards the unsustainable patterns within 
design, they both put forth aspects of production and consumption threatening 
the environment, in addition to the aforementioned social aspects where the ready-
made products and services are making people passive at the cost of their wellbe-
ing. The discontent of being regarded as mere consumers is, according to Sanders 
(2006a), starting to show among those who are designed for. Furthermore she 
states that there are clear signs towards a desire of being a creator among the same 
people who used to be regarded as mere consumers. Designers should use their 
creativity in order to amplify the creativity of others, and invite people to become 
co-creators of their own environment. Design should no longer focus on the mate-
riality of things but on human experience, such as learning, creating, working and 
playing. (Sanders 2006a.) Illich (1970) argues for a de-professionalization, where 
certain tools are no longer prescribed to certain professions. He provides cook-
ing as an example: “Men do not have to be cooks to know how to prepare food” (Illich 
1970, 85). In a similar manner, Sanders’ (2006a) suggestion of using design as a 
tool to amplify the creativity of others points towards a society where designers are 
no longer the only ones who are designing. One does not need to be a designer in 
order to be creative. 

Social Innovation 

Manzini (e.g. 2007, 2009) describes the transition towards sustainability as a 
social learning process, while stressing the importance of social innovation, where 
a wide range of knowledge and capabilities is needed. Social innovations are “new 
ideas that work in meeting social goals” (Mulgan 2007, 8). A broader definition made 
by Murray et. al (2010, 3) refers to social innovations as new ideas that meet social 
needs while also creating new social relationships or new ways of collaboration. 
Compared to business innovations, where the main motivation is economic profit, 
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social innovations are motivated by social needs. Social innovations are often new 
ways of combining already existing things and can result in products, services 
or even in new lifestyles, in which original ways of solving problems are intro-
duced. (Mulgan 2007.) These new ideas are good for society, while simultaneously 
improving society’s capabilities to act for common causes, as they produce new 
social relationships and new forms of collaboration (Murray et. al 2010, 3). Social 
innovation is a dynamic process where human capabilities and collaboration are 
important. Each new social innovation creates a platform which makes it possible 
for further social innovation processes to emerge. Successful social innovations 
usually emerge where actors from different sectors within a society come together 
to collaboratively work towards a common goal. Furthermore, social innovations 
are often grass-roots initiatives (Augustionsson 2011). Caulier-Gris et al. (2012, 
18) have, based on previous research regarding social innovation, made the follow-
ing core definition: “Social innovations are new solutions (products, services, models, 
markets, processes etc.) that simultaneously meet a social need (more effectively than 
existing solutions) and lead to new or improved capabilities and relationships and better 
use of assets and resources. In other words, social innovations are both good for society 
and enhance society’s capacity to act.”

Local initiatives

Within the social learning process towards sustainability, local initiatives will play 
a significant role. (Manzini & Meroni 2007, p 161). According to Thackara (2005, 
86), this is because locality is important for innovations to emerge, as a city can 
be seen as an area full of knowledge, time and attention, embodied in the people 
living in the area. Cases of grass-roots social innovation taking place in different 
parts of Europe were observed within the research project EMUDE – Emerging user 
demands for sustainable solutions, carried out from 2004 to 2006. The cases chosen 
for observation were considered promising in terms of social and environmental 
sustainability. These cases are initiatives taken by active people, who have found 
new ways of dealing with everyday problems. They are for example sharing space 
and equipment, collaborating to reshape social services to better meet their needs, 
and are creating new forms of social networks. (Manzini & Meroni 2007.) The 
groups of people behind these promising initiatives are defined as Creative Com-
munities and described as groups of people who are putting into practice original 
ways of dealing with everyday problems (Manzini & Meroni 2007, 170). The peo-
ple within these creative communities are acting outside the existing frameworks 
and are showing the rest of us that it is possible to move away from the dominant 
idea of wellbeing based on production and consumption, towards a more sustain-
able form of wellbeing based on social relationships and common goods (Manzini 
2007, 237). Many of the examples described within EMUDE are based on reciproc-
ity and trust (Manzini & Meroni 2007). While some level of trust is needed for 
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collaborative local initiatives to emerge, the collaborative initiatives can themselves 
foster trust and enable new forms of relationships to emerge.
 Focusing on collaborative efforts on a local level does not mean that the 
global context should be ignored. Manzini (2004, 20-24) describes what he calls 
cosmopolitan localism where the meaning of local in a globalized world is redefined. 
Localism is no longer seen as a phenomenon in isolated places separated from one 
another, but rather as a sense of place that emerges in locations that are seen as a 
knots in a network. Cosmopolitan localism can play an important role in sustain-
able development. While social forces are gathered on a local level in order to col-
laborate in handling local issues, the global connection is recognized. (Manzini 
2004, 20-24.) It is important to recognize this connection since, as Giddings et 
al. (2002) note, the global and the local are connected and are constantly interact-
ing with one another. The project carried out in Kannelmäki is based on the idea 
that local collaboration is important for the social learning process aimed towards 
sustainability (Manzini eg. 2007, 2009) to emerge.

Design activism 

Fuad-Luke (2009, 20) has made a preliminary definition of design activism as 
follows; “design thinking, imagination and practice applied knowingly or unknow-
ingly to create a counter-narrative aimed at generating and balancing positive social, 
institutional, environmental and/or economic change”. Furthermore he stresses the 
importance of counter-narrative, where design activism presents alternatives to the 
current paradigm and aims to make a difference in society (Fuad-Luke 2009, 20).  
Design activism can take various different forms (Fuad-Luke 2009, Thorpe 2011), 
for instance, projects within social design and design for sustainability can be seen 
as forms of design activism. Thorpe (2011, 6) has identified four basic criteria 
for design as activism; it reveals or frames an issue, it calls for change based on the 
issue, it works on behalf of a disadvantaged group and it disrupts current ways of prac-
tice. The extent to which the initiatives carried out in Kannelmäki can be referred 
to as design activism varies according to the different approaches taken within 
each exploration. However, the set of explorations calls for change, as proposed in 
the definitions of design activism above. The project carried out in Kannelmäki 
revealed local issues and aimed at changing these issues. 
The counter-narrative suggested by Fuad-Luke, which resonates with the disrup-
tiveness suggested by Thorpe, is created to a different degree in each of the explo-
rations as they take on slightly different objectives. An overall aim has been that 
of challenging the public perception of design, which in itself is a form of disrup-
tiveness. Thorpe’s criteria for design as activism includes the work on behalf of a 
disadvantaged group. In this thesis project the residents of Kannelmäki are not 
considered a disadvantaged group, and neither has the aim been to work on behalf 
of them. While reflecting upon design activism, Lees-Maffei’s (2012, 91) poses the 
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question whether design activism is something that is done on behalf of a certain 
group of people, or whether it is something carried out by the people themselves. 
She suggests that design activism is a grass-roots activity rather than a top-down 
initiative (Lees-Maffei 2012, 91). In this thesis project design activism is seen as a 
grass-roots initiative, aimed at involving the concerned people in the process. The 
aspect of involvement in the design process is relevant with regards to participatory 
design approaches, which have been referred to as design activism by both Thorpe 
(2011) and Fuad-Luke (2009). 

New design knowledge

According to Manzini (2009) the ongoing change towards “a society that calls itself 
network and knowledge based” is turning into a society that is as unsustainable as, 
or possibly even more unsustainable than the previous one. Therefore the ongo-
ing change should be reoriented towards sustainability. If designers are to have a 
role in changing the direction of the change in progress, new design knowledge is 
needed. (Manzini 2009, 4.) Manzini (2009, 12) describes design research as “an 
activity aiming at producing knowledge useful to those who design”, whereas design 
knowledge is the knowledge produced through design research and is represented 
by visions, proposals, tools and reflections. (Manzini 2009, 12.) These kinds of repre-
sentations are best produced by research through design and often bring with them 
a certain level of subjectivity. Design research is neither scientific, where subjectiv-
ity is to be avoided, nor completely artistic, where the research is mostly guided by 
a subjective dimension. Within the design discipline creativity and subjectivity are 
combined with a dose of reflection and arguments on its own choices. (Manzini 2009, 
6.) Manzini (2009, 5) stresses the importance of the design knowledge produced 
to be explicit, discussable, transferable and accumulable. He further explains that the 
knowledge should be “clearly expressed by whoever produces it, discussed by anyone 
who is interested, applied by other designers and should be the starting point that allows 
other researchers to produce further knowledge”. The social learning process required 
for sustainability is generated by and is itself generating new design knowledge 
(Manzini 2009, 8). As the title of this thesis implies, the aim is to produce new 
design knowledge through practice-based design research with the aim of contrib-
uting to the knowledge needed about how to design in a sustainable way. Within 
this thesis knowledge about a design process carried out in a local social suburban 
context is introduced.
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Summary 

This chapter discussed the idea of detaching the designer from the traditional 
notion of design, where designers are mostly concerned with creating consumer 
products and shaping the physical environment. Design can have an important 
role within sustainable development if the focus of mainstream design shifts from 
supporting a product based well-being to that of supporting an actor centred view 
on wellbeing. Within the actor centred view of wellbeing, people are no longer 
considered passive consumers who receive finalized products or services, they 
are instead seen as active contributors in shaping their own everyday lives. When 
design aims at addressing real issues related to the life of the people who will be 
affected by the design process, the design context becomes complex. Designers are 
faced with the difficulty of knowing how to address problems that in their nature 
are both complicated and diffuse. Designers cannot work alone when addressing 
societal concerns, since they do not have enough knowledge about neither the 
issues to prioritize, nor how to address the challenges society is faced with. There 
is a need to consider how best to engage participants in design processes in a way 
that encourages collaboration, both when deciding on what issues to address, and 
when envisioning possible alternatives to current situations. The ways of refer-
ring to design presented in this chapter, have provided the author with an interest 
towards participatory design approaches in a local social context. 
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5. participatory 
design approaches 

In the following chapter an overview of participatory design approaches is given in. 
Furthermore, it is explained why involving people outside the design profession in 
the design process can be a way to move towards more responsible and sustainable 
ways of designing. 

Participatory Design

There is an increasing interest in participatory design approaches, which most 
likely relates to the increasing complexity of the problems that we are faced with 
today (Fuad –Luke 2009, 147). Ehn (2008) describes participatory design (PD) as 
an approach where users are involved in the design process and where the moti-
vation of involving future users comes from the idea of democracy. Those who 
will be affected by the design outcome should be given the possibility to make 
their voice heard within the process. In addition to democracy, involving users 
in the design process is a way to ensure that the knowledge and skills that exist 
among the future users are effectively utilized in the design. (Ehn 2008.) Carroll 
(2006) also describes PD as giving the people who are being designed for “a voice” 
in the process, while pointing out that PD refers to a wide array of attitudes and 
techniques. Brandt (2006, 57) describes PD as active involvement of both those 
designed for and other stakeholders within the process. Her view, shared with oth-
ers within the field of PD, is that one of the cornerstones of designing is organizing 
participation. (Brandt 2006, 57.) 

What is co-design?

Co-design is a process where collaboration is central (Mattelmäki & Sleeswijk Viss-
er 2011, 11). Co-design is referred to and practiced in many different ways (Mat-
telmäki & Sleeswijk Visser 2011, Sanders & Stappers 2008). For instance, Szebeko 
& Tan (2010), who have applied co-design within the healthcare sector, distin-
guish between co-design and other forms of user involvement. According to them, 
co-design implies only those design activities where all stakeholders are equally 
involved in the whole design process. According to Fuad-Luke (2007, 39) there 
is not one single way for how to co-design, but stakeholder involvement is essen-
tial. Co-design can also refer to the setting where the collaborative design activ-
ity takes place, the actual gathering (Kankainen et al. 2011). Whereas Vaajakallio 
(2012, 55) refers to co-design as embracing all the design activities that are based 
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on the mindset that people are creative if they are provided the opportunity to be 
so. These design activities include co-design, co-creation and participatory design 
(Vaajakallio 2012, 55). Sanders & Stappers (2008, 6) use co-design when referring 
to “the creativity of designers and people not trained in design working together in the 
design development process.” The above mentioned authors agree on this as they 
write about co-design; they refer to the involvement of people who are not profes-
sional designers, and to a creative activity. 

Towards empathic understanding

In the Department of Design in Aalto University co-design has been built on user-
centred and empathic design (Mattelmäki & Sleeswijk Visser 2011). Lee (2012, 15) 
underlines that user-centred and human-centred design are often used in overlap-
ping ways. She refers to user-centred design as the traditional usability approach, 
including usability engineering and ergonomics. Traditional usability practices 
were common before contemporary practices, such as empathic design and co-
design. Human-centred design embraces both user-centred approaches and con-
temporary practices. (Lee 2012, 15.) Within empathic design the users are seen as 
people with feelings, instead of mere test subjects (Mattelmäki & Battarbee 2002, 
266). Throughout the last decades there have been different approaches for under-
standing the users within design. It has been common for the users to be seen 
as subjects for investigation when quantitative data is gathered (Vaajakallio 2012, 
47). Within co-design the attention has moved from seeing the user as a passive 
contributor towards being an active collaborator in the process, bringing personal 
expertise and experiences into the design (Sanders & Stappers 2008). This shift 
has resulted in more creative approaches, where the designers are searching for 
an empathic understanding of people’s experiences by considering their subjective 
values, attitudes and desires (Vaajakallio 2012, 50).  

Participatory design or Co-design?

Today many design researchers and designers use the term co-design when 
describing approaches where those who will be affected by the design are acting 
as co-designers within the process. According to Sanders & Stappers (2008, 7), 
what is today described as co-design has existed since the 1970s, but it has been 
referred to as participatory design. PD emerged in Scandinavian countries in the 
1970s when new technology was introduced and there were movements striving 
towards workplace democracy, by letting the workers contribute in the design of 
the equipment they were to use (Ehn 2008). Participatory design and co-design 
tend to be used as synonyms in the Nordic countries, since they both build upon 
a similar mindset and tools (Mattelmäki & Sleeswijk Visser 2011, 3). Despite the 
differences in how co-design is used or whether the activity is called co-design or 
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participatory design, the underlying mindset of these design approaches is central 
when discussing their nature. Mattelmäki & Sleeswijk Visser (2011, 11) have, while 
describing a set of rather different ways to apply co-design, identified a similar 
mindset for the approaches: 

•The mindset emphasises that people can contribute to design when their knowl-
edge and expertise is valued and when they are given the possibility to be involved. 

•The mindset is based on a belief that the collective activity taking place in co-
design creates an exchange of ideas, collective exploration and learning that is more 
valuable than individual reflection.

•The mindset is focused upon exploring and finding ideas, reasons, problems and 
opportunities with the goal of change, rather than understanding a specific phenom-
enon.

Within this thesis co-design and participatory design are treated as synonyms, as 
the reason for applying participatory design approaches springs from the mind-set 
and ideology within the field. When referring to the explorations done in Kan-
nelmäki, participatory design approaches are used in order to avoid confusion since 
co-design in certain cases can refer to a particular kind of setting.

Creativity and changing roles

Sanders & Stappers (2008, 9) shed light on the importance of creativity within 
participatory design approaches. Collaboration with people who are not trained in 
design requires an attitude based upon the belief that all people are creative, since 
the process requires creative initiative from the entire team. This can be challeng-
ing, especially within business where the majority of decisions made still relies 
on experts, and those in power oppose drastic changes. In addition, not all people 
consider themselves to be creative, it can therefore be difficult to involve them 
in collaborative design processes. (Sanders & Stappers 2008, 9.) But as Sanders 
(2006a, 28) notes, people are already showing that they do not want to be merely 
passive consumers, they want to be creators. This can also be seen in collaborative 
efforts in the online world (see for example Leadbeater, 2009) and in the open 
design movement (see for example van Abel et al. 2011). 
 Sanders (2006b) describes the changing field of design and how design 
is already opening up to the involvement of people. The changes in the design 
field challenge the roles of both the people who are being designed for and the 
designers (Sanders 2006a). According to Sanders (2006a) designers should learn 
how to serve people’s creative needs and make use of the expertise found amongst 
these people, who she refers to as everyday people. The everyday people are consid-
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ered experts of their own experience and are therefore important contributors in 
the co-design process. Within more traditional design processes the people being 
designed for have been referred to as consumers, users or adaptors, depending on 
their level of participation and creativity. Everyday people are seen as co-creators 
within the design process, where the role of the designer moves towards harness-
ing the creativity of others. (Sanders 2006a.) 

Levels of creativity

Everyday people are searching for creative experiences, but people are creative to a 
different extent within different areas of their lives (Sanders 2006a, 29). Sanders 
(2006a, 29) distinguishes between four different levels of creativity; doing, mak-
ing, adapting and creating. The different levels of creativity can be described by dif-
ferent ways of preparing food. Doing can be seen as a productive effort where one 
accomplishes a simple task of heating a prepared dish. Making requires a higher 
level of creative input and can be compared with the effort of preparing a dish 
according to a recipe, whereas adapting requires the creative effort of adding or 
changing something in the original recipe. Creating can be described as the effort 
that requires the highest level of creative input out of these four levels of creativity. 
When one is creating there are no predefined descriptions of how the task should 
be carried out. When one prepares a dish while making up the recipe the effort can 
be described as creating. (Sanders 2006a, 29.)

Why are participatory design approaches important in design 
for sustainability?

If design is to move beyond the traditional model of concentrating mainly on prod-
ucts for the market, participatory design approaches are a promising direction. 
Co-design is often applied outside the field of product design (Vaajakallio 2012, 58) 
and the activities aim at new directions, ideas and solutions (Mattelmäki & Slees-
weijk Visser 2012, 2). Co-design serves as a way to collaboratively explore or share 
experiences about a certain area of interest (Mattelmäki & Sleeswijk Visser 2011, 
2). There are strong links between participatory design approaches and design 
for social innovation, as social innovation requires the form of multi-stakeholder 
involvement and collaborative efforts that can be reached through participatory 
design (for example Hillgren et al. 2011; Manzini & Rizzo 2011). As described in 
chapter 4, social innovation often leads to sustainable solutions. 
 The mindset behind Illich’s (1973) convivial tools, discussed in the previ-
ous chapter, is very close to the mindset of co-design, since both rely on consider-
ing people capable of acting if provided with the right tools. Illich (1973) argues 
that people would be capable of doing much more themselves, instead of relying 
on institutions, professionals and machines, if given the right tools. In a similar 
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manner Sanders and Stappers (2008, 12) argue that people can become part of the 
design team when given tools to express themselves, while Fuad-Luke (2007, 46) 
points out that co-design can catalyse conviviality. 
 According to Fuad-Luke (2007, 46) co-design processes can produce 
ideas of how wellbeing needs should be met in sustainable ways. Furthermore 
design moves away from the market-centred approach as in co-design, the whole 
society is considered to be the client. He concludes by describing the purpose of 
co-design as “...the creation of new societal values to balance human happiness with 
ecological truths”(Fuad-Luke 2007, 47).  When involving people in the design proc-
ess, it becomes a mutual learning process. People outside the design field learn 
about design, while designers learn about the people being designed for. (Carroll 
2006, 15; Fuad-Luke 2007, 38; Lee 2008.) When sustainability is seen as a mutual 
learning process, as described by Manzini (eg. 2007, 2009), participatory design 
can serve as a domain where various actors and stakeholders can exchange ideas, 
collaborate and learn from each other. 

The good enough designer

Thorpe & Gamman (2011) draw clear links to both Papanek and Whitley in their 
article “Design with society: why socially responsive design is good enough”. They argue 
that designers should not and cannot be held responsible for everything that con-
cerns a design process addressing societal issues. They suggest that designers who 
are addressing the challenge of meeting societal goals in new and sustainable ways 
should not be considered as socially responsible as has been argued by the aforemen-
tioned authors, but as socially responsive. The title “Design with society” refers to 
the fact that social responsiveness demands collaboration with various stakehold-
ers during the design process. According to Thorpe and Gamman (2011) design-
ers cannot be held fully responsible when they collaborate with others, but they 
need to be responsive to the context in which the design activity takes place, and 
that is good enough. The good enough designer works with the available assets 
and collaborates with other actors when finding ways to address societal problems 
(Thorpe & Gamman 2011). 
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Participatory explorations

The importance of collaboration related to sustainability, especially collabora-
tion within the design process aiming at sustainable social innovation, guided 
the author towards using participatory design approaches in this thesis project. 
Another important motivation for choosing this direction is that of a mutual learn-
ing process among the designers and the people involved in the design process. 
In addition there are many qualities that enable the designer to move away from 
the traditional notion of design, in which the designer provides consumers with 
ready solutions, towards designing with people, where those who will be affected 
by the design outcome are given the possibility to collaborate in the design proc-
ess. Throughout the explorations in Kannelmäki the aim with the participatory 
approach was to search for empathic understanding and inspiration to guide the 
design process, rather than to actively co-design solutions. However, the mind-set 
is similar to that of participatory design and co-design. When designing with peo-
ple the designer should be responsive to the context, therefore the author found it 
important to better understand the social dimensions of a residential area. That is 
why concepts from social sciences will be explored in the next chapter.
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THE SoCiAl CoNTExT:
CoNCEpTS From 
SoCiAl SCiENCES



Figure 5: Social relationships
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6. The social context: concepts 
from social sciences

Because of the importance of local collaboration in generating sustainable solu-
tions, the concept of community and social capital are explored from the perspec-
tive of social sciences. When aiming at carrying out a participatory and collabora-
tive design process in a social context, it is important to understand the ways in 
which people interact and build relationships. Getting familiar with how social 
relationships have been studied within the social sciences helped the author to bet-
ter understand the social context within which the thesis project was carried out. 
This chapter also aims towards explaining why social relationships are important 
within a local area.

Community

Community is associated to the feeling of belonging, togetherness or to a group 
of people having certain interests in common. Community can also be linked to 
a physical environment, such as the neighbourhood. There is no single universal 
definition of community, but it usually denotes relationships within a group of 
people, most commonly linked to a certain place (Bruhn 2005, 11). There are simi-
larities in how the word “community” and the word “culture” are being understood 
and used. These words have both been used very freely and with a presumption 
that everyone knows what the words mean and that the meanings are considered 
important. Community has, since it first appeared within the field of sociology, 
been thought of as an opposite to society, likewise a broad concept. Within the con-
trast between community and society, community represents a softer side, where 
the emotional attachment to place and the ideal guidelines for relationships are 
emphasized. (Bruhn 2005, 29-30.) 

Sociological definitions of community

The concept of community within sociology originates from the theory of Gemein-
schaft and Gesellschaft by Ferdinand Tönnies, first published in 1887 (Bruhn 
2005, p 29). Gemeinshaft and Gesellshaft, are translated as “Community and Civ-
il Society” (Tönnies 2001). Gemeinshaft refers to the kind of social co-existence 
that is “familiar, comfortable and exclusive” while Gesellschaft refers to “the life in the 
public sphere, in the outside world” (Tönnies 2001, 18). Gemeinshaft includes social 
relationships such as families, villages or other closely bound groups of people 
who are tied together by nature, or by a common concern and have a strong sense 
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of togetherness. Gesellshaft describes a competitive attitude where all individual 
actions, also those affecting others in the group, are based on self-interest (Tön-
nies 2001.) Both of the concepts refer to a group of people, but within Gemeinshaft 
these people “stay together in spite of everything that separates them” while in Ges-
ellschaft they “remain separate spite of everything that unites them” (Tönnies 2001, 
52). Within Tönnies’ theory the concepts of community and society are seen as 
opposites, but the theory can also be seen as a way of simplifying and describing 
the different nature of relationships a person may have within the different groups 
he or she belongs to. Within the described theory the relationships between people 
are either based on interaction through the individuals’ self-interest or based on an 
interest in the common good. Most groups of people consist of relationships where 
these qualities co-exist and overlap. 
 Since community was introduced by Tönnies in 1887, it has been referred 
to in a variety of ways within sociology. According to Gusfield (1975) there are 
two major ways of using the term. The first is the “territorial”, where the concept 
is bound to a location, such as the town, the village or the neighbourhood. The 
second is “relational”, where the concept refers to the quality of the relationships 
among people in a certain group, without taking the location into consideration. 
He adds that these two major usages are not always considered separate. (Gusfield 
1975.) Hillery (1955) analysed 94 different definitions of community and found 
that despite the various characteristics the majority of the definitions include an 
area, common ties and social interaction. Wilkinson (1991) gives a similar descrip-
tion referring to sociological definitions where “interpersonal bonds such as shared 
territory, a common life, collective actions and mutual identity” are emphasized and 
underlines the importance of social interaction (Wilkinson 1991, 13). Bridger & 
Luloff (1999) also describe community as a concept that depends upon social inter-
action. Not all communities are bound to a specific place, some can exist in the 
online world or around a certain area of interest where the location is of lesser 
importance. Within this thesis community is considered both as a territorial con-
cept, referring to the area of Kannelmäki, and as a relational concept, where the 
quality of the relationships among the residents and the way in which the resi-
dents interact with each other are considered. The aspect of neighbourhood and 
the sense of community are present in the way the word community is referred to 
within this thesis.

Sense of community

McMillan & Chavis’ (1986) definition of the sense of community, which applies 
both to the relational and territorial community, entails four elements. The first is 
membership and refers to the feeling of belonging. The second, influence, relates to 
the degree to which the member has influence on the group and to the extent the 
group has influence on its members. This is a question of considering the group 
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important for oneself and having the feeling that one’s presence in the group mat-
ters. The third, integration and fulfilment of needs, is linked to the balance between 
what the members contribute to the group and what they receive in return. The 
fourth element, shared emotional connection, is created through the common expe-
riences the members of the group have had and will have in the future, which can 
stem from the time that they have spent together, common places or the shared 
history of the group. (McMillan & Chavis 1986, 3-4.) To summarize this defini-
tion McMillan & Chavis (1986, 4) suggest a definition of the sense of community 
by McMillan (1976) : “Sense of community is a feeling that members have of feeling of 
belonging, a feeling that members matter to one another and to the group, and a shared 
faith that members’ needs will be met through commitment to be together.” 

Social cohesion

Within a cohesive society ”all the component parts somehow fit in and contribute to 
society’s collective project and well-being”(Kearns & Forrest 2000, 996).  Kearns & 
Forrest (2000) explore the concept of social cohesion through different dimen-
sions that affect the cohesion of a society, including common values and a civic 
culture, social order and social control, social solidarity and reductions in wealth dis-
parities, social networks and social capital and territorial belonging and identity. All 
of these dimensions are interlinked and influence each other (Kearns & Forrest 
2000). Among the dimensions central to social cohesion noted by Kearns and For-
rest, this thesis focuses mainly on social networks and social capital. Forrest & 
Kearns (2001) note that a socially cohesive community depends upon the quality 
of social capital among people. Social cohesion is about getting on in everyday life, 
a simple measure could be a group of people getting together to defend a common 
local interest. (Forrest & Kearns, 2001.) 

Social capital

“Relationships matter”, are the two words chosen by Field (2003, 1) to summarize 
the main ideas in the theory of social capital, whereas Porritt (2005, 151) chooses 
to describe social capital as “the ‘social glue’ that keeps things bound together”. Social 
capital exists in the relationships between people, and one form of social capital 
can be transformed and appropriated into other forms of social capital when need-
ed. (Coleman, 1988.) As with any form of capital, social capital is not important for 
its own sake, but for what one does with it (Forrest & Kearns 2001). Field (2003, 1) 
explains that people are able to accomplish things by working together with others 
when it would be either hard or impossible to carry out their intent alone. Collabo-
ration requires connections with other people, and these connections are created 
through different social networks, where members of the networks share common 
values. The intangible resources found within a social network can be referred to 



58

as social capital. (Field 2003, 1.) Social capital is a rather new concept and has been 
debated and defined in various ways in recent years. Despite the novelty of the 
concept, the idea that social ties are important for how the community functions 
was considered among sociologists before the recent debate about social capital 
commenced. (Field 2003, 13.) 
 According to Field (2003) Pierre Bourdieu, James Coleman and Robert 
Putnam are the three authors that are seen to have had the most influence on the 
discussion regarding social capital. There are differences, but also similarities in 
how the concept is seen among these three authors. Bourdieu is concerned with 
the unequal access to resources and finds social capital an asset among the elite. 
Coleman considers the relationship between human capital (individual resources) 
and social capital (common resources) and is interested in how social capital can 
serve an individual’s interests. For Coleman human action is mainly based on self-
interest. Putnam’s contribution can be seen as the reason for the wider attention 
the concept has gained, he stresses the importance of associational activity and 
civic engagement for the wellbeing of the individual and the functioning of society. 
Despite the differences in how these three consider the concept, they all describe 
social capital as consisting of social contacts and interaction, while seeing net-
works and relationships as resources. (Field 2003, 13-43.) 

Bridging, Bonding and Linking Social Capital

Putnam (2000, 22-24) distinguishes between two different types of social capital, 
bridging and bonding. Bonding social capital can be described as inward looking or 
exclusive, it reinforces solidarity among a limited group of people. Social capital 
is not only linked to positive outcomes, in some cases it is a positive resource for 
those within the group, but a negative aspect for people who are not part of the 
group. This can be the case with bonding social capital. The worst examples of the 
negative effects of close social relations are linked to extremist groups, where the 
social ties enable groups to carry out actions which can be extremely damaging 
for those who are not part of the group. Bridging social capital refers to outward 
looking, inclusive forms of social relations, where people from different groups 
come together and the social network becomes more diverse. Combining different 
kinds of knowledge or resources, can lead towards remarkable development where 
diverse social groups can benefit from the collaboration. These forms of social cap-
ital should not be considered as either-or, but rather more or less, as many social 
groups might bridge according to certain dimensions and bond according to other. 
(Putnam 2000, 22-24.) A third type, linking social capital has been identified in 
addition to bonding and bridging. Linking social capital refers to social connec-
tions among groups with different status, power and influence in society. (Porritt 
2005, 153.)
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Within this thesis social capital is explored in the context of neighbourhood, 
although, as noted by Forrest & Kearns (2001), a neighbourhood is not the only 
context for social capital. The concept is referred to as a positive resource, as the 
interest towards social capital within this thesis project lies within bridging and 
linking social capital. This is because social innovations usually emerge when 
actors from different sectors come together to collaboratively work towards a com-
mon goal (Augustinsson 2011). The possibility of cohesive groups to have a nega-
tive impact on those outside the group is most likely in the cases of bridging social 
capital. According to Field (2008, 132-156) social capital cannot easily be measured 
nor created, despite various attempts to do so. However, people can be brought 
together and it can be ensured that there are conditions for collaboration to emerge 
(Field 2008, 154). In this thesis, how design can contribute to bringing people 
together is explored, rather than surmising if, or how much social capital is created 
through the conducted explorations. Social capital is seen as a concept that helps to 
clarify why and what kind of social relationships are important within the develop-
ment of a suburban living area.

Why is social capital important?

Research on the benefits related to social capital has been conducted in a wide 
variety of disciplines, with the common idea of social relationships as a resource. 
It has been shown that social networks can have a positive impact on a person’s 
educational achievements. Social relations have been considered important within 
economics and it has been shown that crime rates increase as a result of a sudden 
loss of social capital. (Field 2003, 48-69.) Among the research related to benefits 
of social capital Field also (2003, 63-72) includes wellbeing and health in addition 
to trust and reciprocity. Porritt (2005, 151-152) notes that social relationships can 
have many practical benefits to the people within the network. People can give 
each other support both in terms of helping with practical matters, borrowing 
each other’s belongings or sharing knowledge and know-how among each other. 
(Porritt 2005, 151-152.) Sharing resources can result in smaller consumption of 
natural capital (environmental resources). Natural capital usually wears out while 
being consumed, while social capital usually grows the more it is used. (Roseland 
2000.) In addition, social networks nurture collaboration between people. When a 
society is cohesive, its capacity to collaboratively tackle challenges is stronger than 
within a socially fragmented society. (Porritt 2005, 152.) Social capital can be seen 
as both a private and public asset, as social resources can serve the individual and 
the common good (Putnam 2000, 22).
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Social wellbeing

The social dimension of wellbeing is included as one of the aspects within the 
definition of wellbeing proposed by Dodge et al. (2012, 230) described in chapter 3. 
According to Keyes (1998) social wellbeing is an important aspect in understand-
ing wellbeing, as individuals are embedded in social structures and communities. 
Keyes (1998, 122) defines social wellbeing as “the appraisal of one’s circumstance 
and functioning in society”. Social wellbeing can similarly be described as “people’s 
experiences of supportive relationships and sense of trust and belonging with others” 
(Michaelson et al. 2009, 4). Keyes (1998) proposes a model of five dimensions of 
social wellbeing, including social integration, social contribution, social coherence, 
social actualization and social acceptance. In two studies concerning the different 
dimensions of social wellbeing the findings show that feelings of social integration 
and social contribution are higher among people who have recently been involved 
in their communities than among those who have never been involved. The stud-
ies also show that social integration is stronger among those who have a positive 
perception about their neighbourhood, and those who feel close to others show a 
feeling of security towards their neighbourhood. The good life can have many dif-
ferent meanings and is constructed both in the private and public domain, with 
only some of the factors relating to wellbeing being considered within the five-
dimensions model of social wellbeing. (Keyes 1998.) 

Community development 

Similar to sustainable development and community having different meanings in 
different contexts, the concept of community development is also varied. The com-
munity development foundation describes community development as “...a set of 
approaches undertaken by individuals, informal groups and organisations”. In commu-
nity development people and community groups are encouraged to articulate their 
needs and take action to address them. (CDF n.d.) In the approach taken in the 
explorations, the assets within the area of Kannelmäki are considered important. 
Arefi (2008, 2-3) explains how the asset-based community development approach-
es move from focusing on the needs of a community, to focusing on strengthening 
assets that already exist in the community. Community assets include tangible and 
intangible assets, such as physical, economic, political, human and social capital. 
(Arefi 2008, 2-3.) 
 Sustainable community development is described by Bridger & Luloff 
(1999) as sustainable development on a local level. They argue that the transition 
towards sustainability on a local level is more probable than on a larger scale, since 
the concept of sustainable development thus moves from being an abstract macro-
level hard-to-grasp concept towards being concrete and visible in daily life. (Bridger 
& Luloff 1999.) The way in which community is referred to naturally affects the 
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way in which community development is understood. As community in this the-
sis is seen as both a territorial and a relational aspect, community development 
is referred to as collaboration among the residents of an area. The goal with the 
collaboration is to address issues concerning the area in a sustainable way, while 
strengthening the cohesion by working together. Even though the first step a com-
munity should take when starting a local development process is to recognize itself 
as a resource, there are situations where the community is born because there is a 
project that needs to be undertaken collaboratively (Manzini 2004, 22-24). Com-
munity development is a generative process where the issues to be addressed in 
the local context are dependent on a certain level of social cohesion, whereas it is 
exactly the local development projects that may strengthen the community cohe-
sion. Community development is concerned with addressing local issues collabo-
ratively and with building a more cohesive community through local collaboration.

Designing in a complex world 

When design aims to contribute to sustainable development, in the form of cre-
ating sustainable wellbeing, the context for design becomes more complex than 
when designing a product for the marketplace. Thackara (2005, 211-226) identifies 
seven design frameworks for how to design in a complex world with a constant 
flow. Each framework consists of a contrast between how traditional design is car-
ried through to how what Thackara refers to as the new design approach should be 
carried through.  The frameworks outlined by Thackara (2005, 211-226) are the 
following3 :

-From blueprint and plan to sense and respond. 
-From high context to deep context. 
-From top-down to seeding edge effect.
-From blank sheet of paper to smart recombination. 
-From science fiction to social fiction. 
-From designing for to designing with. 
-From designing as project to designing as service.

These frameworks have influenced the author, and they can be seen as a response 
to how designers should work in order to create a meaningful contribution to sus-
tainable development. These frameworks have within the explorations carried out, 
been appropriated into a local social context. Those who design within the design 
approach described by Thackara (2005, 226) are not only professional designers, 
since he considers everyone to be potential designers.

3 A short description of each framework can be found in Appendix 1, page 166
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Figure 6: Overview of the explorations carried out in Kannelmäki. The curve illustrates the 
nature of the process that was rather generic than linear.



August 2012
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7. Explorations 

The author’s first visit to Kannelmäki was at the end of August 2011. The more 
active phase of getting to know the area started in October 2011. The series of 
initiatives, referred to as explorations, described within this chapter were carried 
out between October 2011 and August 2012. Each exploration forms a step in the 
process aimed at exploring the area and the residents’ perceptions of it, while also 
exploring how to connect with the community when aiming at a local social design 
process. Another objective has been that of exploring designerly ways of creating 
new social connections among the residents, and as ways for new forms of collabo-
ration to emerge in the area. The research questions stated within the introduction 
are explored throughout the process.
 A wide range of people have been involved in the explorations. The par-
ticipation of the residents of Kannelmäki in the explorations has been crucial in 
carrying out the process. Sanders’ (2006a) notion of everyday people is borrowed 
and the residents of Kannelmäki are thought of as everyday people who are experts of 
their experiences, and that is why they were involved in the design process. The aim 
was to generate an empathic understanding towards the residents of Kannelmäki. 
Within most of the explorations there have been other students or staff from Aalto 
University involved in addition to the author. The people involved in organizing the 
described initiatives are mentioned in the beginning of each exploration described.

Helsinki suburbs

Kortteinen (1980) explains how the amount of residents in Helsinki almost dou-
bled between the years 1950-1972, when a growing amount of people moved from 
the countryside to the city as an effect of  industrialisation. The suburbs were built 
in order to rapidly respond to the need for housing. The suburban areas with their 
concrete buildings soon got their specific image and the areas were widely criti-
cized. In many cases everyone seems to know what one means when mentioning 
the problems related to the suburbs, despite the fact that many suburban residents 
do not consider their living areas to be problematic. (Kortteinen 1980.) Currently 
the many attitudes related to suburban living, especially among people who do not 
themselves live in suburban areas, resemble those described by Kortteinen, more 
than 30 years ago. The problems related both to the attitudes towards suburban 
areas and the liveability in the areas, have been recognized and addressed through 
various projects in recent years. Santaoja (2013) describes one notable project  
Lähiö projekti, the suburban project, managed by the city of Helsinki, which is 
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focusing on how to create diverse and liveable suburban areas. Within the project, 
renovation efforts, cultural activities and citizen participation are focused upon. 
(Santaoja 2013.)

Kannelmäki 

Kannelmäki is situated in the Kaarela region of Helsinki, and is the oldest suburb 
in this area. Kaarela was complete countryside until the end of the 1950s when the 
construction of Kannelmäki begun. At the end of the 1970s the construction of 
the railway going from the city centre, through Kannelmäki towards Vantaa, was 
finished and the amount of residents in Kannelmäki doubled in only a few years. 
(Tikkanen & Selander 2011, 72.) Today Kannelmäki can be reached by frequent 
train connection from the city centre in 15 minutes. The buildings in Kannelmäki 
consist out of houses built mostly in the 50s and the 70s, there are both detached 
and block buildings in the area. Services such as schools, day-care centres, service 
houses, a youth centre, a health care centre and a cultural centre can be found in 
the area (Service Map, n.d.). 

Grass-roots initiatives in Helsinki

In recent years there has been an emerging culture of grass-roots initiatives in 
Helsinki where residents organize block-parties, pop-up restaurants and flea mar-
kets as a way to improve their living environment and create new connections 
within their neighbourhood (Hernberg 2012). These positive initiatives, where 
local resources are highlighted, are promising cases of how people can improve 
their living environment within the already existing frameworks by new forms of 
collaboration on a local level. These positive examples have motivated and inspired 
the author to explore how a designer can have a role in catalysing similar initia-
tives. Currently grass-roots initiatives happen mostly in the city centre of Helsinki 
and the most active ones behind these initiatives are young adults working within 
the creative field. However, local resources in the suburbs can be highlighted in 
similar ways and new forms of collaboration can be encouraged. Finding out how 
a designer can encourage people of different age groups and various backgrounds 
living in the suburbs to more actively be involved in affecting their living environ-
ment, and to create their own initiatives where the liveability is improved, needs 
to be explored. 
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Method used in the explorations 

The research method used in the explorations is qualitative, more explicitly explor-
atory, practice-based design research. Qualitative research is a wider area embracing 
a large set of different methods, exploratory defines the nature of the practice-based 
research. In the following section the key characteristics of these methods are first 
described and then the choice of method is justified. 
 Hirsjärvi et al. (1997, 161) explain that the aim of qualitative research is 
to describe real life, based on an understanding of reality as a varied concept. Data 
is typically collected from real situations and people are used as the major instru-
ment for data gathering. One characteristic within qualitative research is that of 
planning the research process as the research goes about. (Hirsjärvi et al. 1997, 
161.) Within exploratory design research, a form of qualitative research, activities are 
focused on understanding the world of the people who are targeted by the design. 
Interest areas are, for example, daily life routines, challenges, needs and desires. 
(Martin & Hanington 2012, 84.) All research where creative work is carried out for 
specific research purposes can be described as practice-based research. It is a way to 
generate new data through experiential activity (Gray & Malins 2004, 104-105). 
 Ideals and theories about how design and designers should change direc-
tion are, as Manzini (2009, 9) states, easy to think and talk about, but not neces-
sarily as easy to implement. This is why new design knowledge is needed (Manzini 
2009, 9). An exploratory practice-based research method was chosen since the aim of 
this research process was to investigate how design in a local social context could 
be carried out in practice. According to Gray and Malins (2004, 25) practice-based 
research in art and design is done in areas which are large and complex, and where 
several researchers’ experiences are needed in order to understand the whole. The 
author chose to explore the area of participatory design approaches in a local social 
context, aware of only being able to produce a limited amount of knowledge, but 
thinking of this contribution as a part of a bigger context. Previously produced 
knowledge is here built upon, while other designers can benefit from the knowl-
edge produced here, and continue the research in different directions. 
 The choice of method as well as the research plan has been based on a 
sum of different opportunities and intuitive reasoning. The specific methods used 
within the explorations will be explained in more detail with each exploration. 
The explorations are inspired by co-design methods used both in service design, 
and product development. Each exploration aims to involve the residents of Kan-
nelmäki, but the level of participation in each exploration differs according to the 
method. 



Figure 7: Research method visualized.
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Exploration 1: First impressions
October - November 2011

During the first exploration the author worked together with Aslihan Oguz, also a stu-
dent of the Creative Sustainability program at Aalto University. Oguz was involved in 
the beginning of the Repicturing Suburban Neighbourhood -project. When referring to 
“the research team” in this section, the author refers to Oguz and herself.

The preferred living environment 

Kannelmäki has many traits in common with other suburban areas in the 

Helsinki region, providing basic services for the residents, having easy access 

by public transportation to the city centre and being located close to green 

areas. In a survey among residents in Helsinki, presented by Kortteinen et. 

al. (2005) aspects which are important within the residents’ living environ-

ment and aspects that could affect their willingness to move elsewhere, were 

investigated. living in detached houses was the preferred way of living among 

a majority of the respondents. Tranquillity, good transportation connections, 

good recreation possibilities, the beauty of the area and the proximity to 

nature, good commercial services as well as the reputation and appreciation 

of the area, were listed as the five most important aspects. (Kortteinen et al. 

2005). Similar to many other suburban areas, there tends to be a negative 

reputation linked to the area of Kannelmäki, which in many cases is related 

to how the area is presented in the media. Suburban areas in the Helsinki 

region are mostly talked about when something negative happens, and an 

impression of being far more restless than perceived among the area’s resi-

dents is easily given. The aspects that could affect the reason for wanting to 

move, were within the survey strongly tied to social issues in the current living 

area, such as restlessness and perceived feeling of insecurity (Kortteinen et 

al. 2005). The coherence of a neighbourhood depends on a continuous inter-

action between the social characteristics of the people living there and the 

external opinions of the area. The external perceptions influence the behav-

iours and attitudes of the residents, which continuously influence the reputa-

tion of the area. (Kearns & Forrest 2000, 1013.)
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Purpose 

In the beginning of the design process the aim was to get a first impression of 
Kannelmäki, its strengths and weaknesses, and create initial connections with the 
local residents. Having some background information about the area and about 
the aspects that people living in Helsinki value in their living environment, there 
was a need to find out more about Kannelmäki, in order to get started with the pro-
cess. From the very beginning of the process one main goal for the research team 
was to get to know the residents’ opinions about the area, rather than simply draw 
conclusions themselves about what it might be like to live in Kannelmäki. Another 
objective was to let people living in the area know that a project concerning their 
living environment was about to start, since the team aimed to involve residents 
in the process.

Method 

The first and very natural step when concerned with a specific area was to sim-
ply visit the area and find out more about the place and about what the residents 
think of their living environment. The process was started by visiting and walking 
around in the area, taking pictures and making notes about what was encoun-
tered. This was a way to get to know both the physical structure and to get a first 
impression of the atmosphere of Kannelmäki. After a few visits the research team 
approached people in the streets, and asked simple questions such as “Do you like 
living in Kannelmäki?”, “What are the good and bad sides in the area?” and “How 
would you describe Kannelmäki for someone who has never visited the place before?” In 
order to attract peoples’ attention and to show the residents that someone is cur-
rently trying to find out their opinions about the area, notes with questions similar 
to the above mentioned “What do you think about Kannelmäki?” and “Is Kannelmäki 
a good place to live in?” were put up around the area.
 During the first exploration different resources within the area were 
mapped. This was done in order to know what already exists, and in order to find 
channels through which it would be possible to reach the local residents. Some of 
the resources, such as local associations, seemed to be possible collaborators later 
on in the process. Kannelmäki had been one of the target areas in a community 
development project called Caddies, which was mainly carried out during the year 
2010 (Caddies ca. 2010). During a meeting with the coordinator of the project, 
information about previous initiatives in the area, in addition to a contact list of 
services and organizations found in Kannelmäki, was provided. As advised by the 
Caddies’ project coordinator, certain active individuals in the area were contacted 
in order to get more information about local organizations and initiatives. Active 
local individuals can be referred to as key people, these individuals can be seen 
as important nodes in a social network and usually know how things in the area 
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work. During meetings with a few local key people their personal opinions about 
the area were solicited, in addition to further information about different initia-
tives taken within the area. These people also told general things about the area, 
such as where people meet each other and what the most important information 
channels in the area are. 

Findings 

The residents describe the area as being divided into two main parts, “old Kan-
nelmäki” and “new Kannelmäki” with the division of the area made by the railway. 
The new part is on the same side of the railway as the square Sitratori and there are 
block buildings built mostly in the 70s and later. There are city rental apartments 
and student apartments located on the new side. According to some residents’, 
people tend to live in this area only for a limited amount of time, whereas in the old 
area people live in the same place longer. On the old side of Kannelmäki, the block 
buildings have been built mostly in the 50s and most of the detached houses in the 
area are found here. There is an old mall on the old side of Kannelmäki, although 
most of the services have moved from there to the large and recently renovated 
shopping center called Prisma. Today there are mostly bars and a few small gro-
cery stores left in the old mall. 
 The residents of Kannelmäki, whose opinions about their living environ-
ment were solicited, seemed mostly satisfied. They said that they have the ser-
vices they need in their daily life close to where they live, that they are able to 
easily access the city centre by train and bus, and most of the people emphasized 
the importance of the green areas found in Kannelmäki. The survey presented by 
Kortteinen et al. (2005) regarding preferences in living areas among residents of 
Helsinki, showed similar results, in which people find the services in the area and 
the proximity to nature important. The majority of those the research team spoke 
with mentioned restlessness in certain parts of the area, especially around Sitra-
tori and the railway station, in some way during the discussion. They described 
this as an unpleasant characteristic of Kannelmäki. This is important to take into 
account, since reasons for wanting to move from one’s current living environment 
are, according to the survey presented by Kortteinen et. al. (2005), related to ques-
tions of perceived safety and social issues. 
 When starting the process Kannelmäki was an unfamiliar area to the 
research team, even though it in many ways resembles many other suburban areas 
in the Helsinki region. When arriving to Kannelmäki by train, the first thing 
one encounters is the square called Sitratori, surrounded by block buildings, two 
shops, a flea market, several small bars and the cultural centre. The cultural centre 
Kanneltalo is a great resource in the area. In addition to the cultural centre there is 
a library, an adult education centre, a café, and a youth centre in the same building. 
Next to Kanneltalo is a building with empty office spaces. During the observation 
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phase the research team was told that there had been an initiative taken by a group 
of local residents to create a community house in the empty space. They had envi-
sioned a space where local organizations could have their offices with a space open 
for anyone, that would serve as a living room and where events could be hosted. 
So far, unfortunately, the initiative had not received financial support from the city 
of Helsinki. The quest for a community house within the area reoccurred several 
times throughout the series of explorations.

Helsinki

Tuusulan
väylä

Kehä 1

Malminkartano

Kannelmäki

City Centre Kannelmäen Peruskoulu (School) Train Station

Chuch Kanneltalo
(Cultural Centre)

Figure 8: Map of Kannelmäki.
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Reflection 

By walking around and observing the surroundings at different times of the day, it 
was quite easy to get a feel about the atmosphere of the area, in addition to where 
different services are situated, and where the places that residents visit can be 
found. Listening to the residents’ opinions was a way to understand what kinds 
of problems and advantages there are within the area. Posing simple questions 
in the streets was an easy way to make the first encounter with the residents. It 
did not require too much preparation, and in some cases the short questions led 
to valuable discussions. However, coming from the outside and asking questions 
about the area seemed to give many residents the impression that the inquiries 
were due to a certain kind of predefined image about the area. As mentioned ear-
lier, many suburban areas in Helsinki have a negative reputation. Those who were 
approached in the streets seemed aware of the fact that Kannelmäki is not always 
regarded as a desirable area among people living in other parts of Helsinki. In 
many cases it seemed that they wanted to reassure that those living in the area are 
mostly satisfied. Many of the residents who were approached by the research team 
wanted to give as positive an image as possible. Only a few people seemed to have 
been waiting for someone to ask for their opinions in order to have the chance to 
talk about the things they do not appreciate.
 Turning up spontaneously and posing questions about the area seemed 
to cause some confusion among those who were approached. There was a need 
for an explanation of why the research team was interested in the area and what 
the project in question was about. This was quite challenging since the intention 
was that the information gathered throughout the process would guide the pro-
cess further. A short explanation that the team was studying at the Department of 
Design in Aalto University and was involved in a project related to Kannelmäki was 
enough for most of the respondents. There were also those who wanted to know in 
greater detail what the goals for the project were. To these people the team honestly 
explained that they were, at that point, only trying to get to know the area, and that 
the nature of the project would shape according to what was found out. 
 The question notes, which were put up in the area to attract people’s atten-
tion, served as a bridge between the passers-by and the research team. When people 
saw the team attaching these notes, it was more natural for the team to approach 
them and pose the same questions. There were also people who approached the 
team and were curious about what they were doing. Throughout the latter phases 
of the process there were several occasions when people referred to the notes, tell-
ing that they had seen the notes and asked whether the notes were related to the 
Repicturing Suburban Neighborhood -project. This proved that the notes had served 
as a way to attract people’s attention, both immediately, as a bridge between the 
passers-by and the team, and as a message to let people know that something was 
currently going on in the area. 
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The information provided through the Caddies project was very beneficial for the 
continuation of the process. The contact list provided was used when setting up 
events during the process and the active individuals provided valuable informa-
tion about the area. One of the people met had been involved in developing a local 
webpage for Kannelmäki during the Caddies project and was now the editor for 
the local webpage. Throughout the process the events organized were advertised 
on the local webpage. In addition,  other key people were involved and consulted 
throughout the series of explorations, in various ways.  

Synthesis

At the beginning of the first exploration the research team only knew very few 
things about Kannelmäki, such as where it is situated, how it can be accessed and 
the time the area originates from. In order to find out more, a first impression of 
the area was formed by simply going there and exploring. The first impression 
was formed both based on being present and observing the surroundings and 
by approaching the residents. People on the streets and active individuals were 
engaged with in conversation. These conversations gave insight into how the area is 
perceived by its residents. The conversations were useful, but as mentioned above, 
at times it seemed that people thought that the team was looking for problems to 
be found in the area. This resulted in an impression that the residents wanted to 
protect their living environment by mostly telling the team positive things about 
the area.
 Being present in the area in addition to approaching people can be a good 
start when designing in a local social context. However, in order to get a more 
profound understanding about the residents’ perceptions of their neighbourhood, 
more than simple questions to passers-by is needed. During the first exploration 
it became clear that most of the people living in Kannelmäki are satisfied with the 
basic infrastructure in the area, but there are shortcomings in how well people feel 
at ease in all the parts of the area. Based on what was found out, the research team 
decided to explore further how the residents relate to their living environment, and 
what the concept of neighbourhood means to them.
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Exploration 2: Syö & Kerro 
Finding out residents attitudes towards their neighbourhood
Event 19.11.2011

The Syö & Kerro event was planned and carried through by Aslihan Oguz and the 
author. They collaborated with café Voilá in the cultural centre of Kannelmäki. Dur-
ing the event they were supported by doctoral students Tatu Marttila and Tjihen Liao, 
design student Anja-Lisa Hirscher and architect student Niamh Ní Mhóráin from Aalto 
University School of Arts, Design and Architecture. In this chapter “the research team” 
refers to Aslihan Oguz and the author.

Neighbourhoods as social systems

There is no single way to describe or interpret the word neighbourhood, it 

serves a set of different functions and varies in meaning according to indi-

vidual needs and expectations. Certain urban settings provide certain func-

tions for its residents. (Kearns & parkinson, 2001.) According to richardson 

& mumford (2002) neighbourhoods are forms of social systems, sometimes 

described as communities, and can be evaluated through their social infra-

structure. Social infrastructure in a neighbourhood is made up of the services 

and facilities, as well as the social organization in that particular area. In other 

words the social infrastructure consists of people and place. These features 

both affect each other and are important in making up feasible neighbour-

hoods. (richardson & mumford, 2002.) Forrest & Kerans (2001) note that 

while many aspects of social life are being transformed, so too is the role of 

the neighbourhood. Certain activities that used to be carried out in the neigh-

bourhood are now being done in the home or in places that are not part of 

the immediate neighbourhood. It is therefore suggested by Forrest & Kearns 

(2001) that the neighbourhood becomes more important for social purposes 

and its role for recreation and leisure increases. They further suggest that the 

neighbourhood may take a greater role as a source of comfort and security 

through social interaction and familiar landmarks. In addition, the neighbour-

hood plays an important role in shaping a person’s identity. Yet there are of 

course many other venues in addition to the neighbourhood where people 

socialize and shape their identity. (Forrest & Kearns 2001.)
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Purpose

Exploration 1 gave the research team a first impression of Kannelmäki. Choosing 
a direction for the project required a more profound understanding about the resi-
dents’ attitudes and expectations towards their neighbourhood. The research team 
wanted to engage with the local residents and get an insight to what their view 
of an ideal neighbourhood would be, while simultaneously learning more about 
the residents’ perceptions of their current living environment. During the discus-
sions with people on the streets during Exploration 1, the research team gained 
useful information. However, in comparison to the conversations they had with 
certain active individuals during pre-arranged meetings, there was a difference 
in the amount and depth of the information gained. The research team wanted to 
arrange a setting where they could have longer discussions with the residents, and 
where anyone interested was welcome to take part. 

The event: Syö & Kerro

An open event which was called Syö & Kerro, “Eat & Tell”, dealing with the topic 
neighbourhood was organised. During the event the research team was going to 
interview residents while soup was served. The event was set up during Restau-
rant Day, which is a food carnival where anyone can set up a restaurant for one 
day (Restaurant Day, n.d.). Restaurant day is a public event that first occurred in 
May 2011 with rapid popularity, and has since been organized several times. The 
food carnival is one example of emerging grass-roots initiatives in Helsinki, where 
residents of the city are involved in initiatives where their own living environment 
is affected in a fun and easy way. 

Event set-up:

When setting up the event, issues such as the location, the timing, distribution 
of information prior to the event and how the attitudes and opinions would be 
gathered during the event needed to be planned carefully. The event was set up 
in the café of Kanneltalo, the cultural centre of Kannelmäki, since this place had 
already become familiar to the research team and since they knew that it is a place 
frequently visited by a wide variety of people. Information about the event was 
distributed via posters and flyers, through the local webpage and invitations were 
sent to local associations. 
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Event & methods:

During the event the visitors of the café were asked to participate in a directed story-
telling session regarding the topic neighbourhood. The session was called interview 
as people were asked to participate, since the research team thought that this term 
is more familiar to them. The prompts used within the interviews were questions 
in addition to pictures, which were used to facilitate the storytelling. The method 
used during this event differs from the Storytelling Group in that the stories were 
told individually, and not used as a way to design solutions together with the par-
ticipants. Directed storytelling was used as a way to gather insight in the residents’ 
experiences and dreams in order to form an empathic understanding based on the 
residents’ stories. The data gathered through the stories was analysed qualitatively 
and was used as a way to move the process further. 

The main questions in the interview were the following;

1. How would you describe the word neighbourhood?
2. Can you choose the picture that best describes, or that you associate with your ideal 
neighbourhood?
3. Can you choose one picture that describes, or that you associate with your current 
neighbourhood?

The interviews were held on a small stage in one corner of the café. The inter-
viewee saw the pictures when arriving at the interview venue, but was asked to 
choose pictures only during the question 2 and 3. The pictures were aimed at help-
ing the participants to associate to memories, emotions and attitudes about the 
neighbourhood and to get answers resembling storytelling instead of short answers 
to simple questions. The pictures for the interviews were chosen based on themes 
that had emerged during the discussions with residents during Exploration 1. The 

Storytelling: 

directed storytelling allows designers to gain information about the par-
ticipants’ experiences in a short amount of time. The storytelling starts 
with a prompt from the person gathering the data, and ideally the data 
should lead directly towards design decisions (martin & Hanington 2012, 
68). Gray & malins (2004, 9) state that stories are powerful and memo-
rable means of making sense of the world. While describing a co-design 
method called Storytelling Group Kankainen et al. (2011) argues that story-
telling can encourage participants to envision a dream situation. 
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research team took some of the pictures themselves, other pictures were selected 
from online image archives. In addition to the interviews there were notes to fill 
in, people were asked to mention one good thing and one bad thing about Kan-
nelmäki, and they were also asked to describe Kannelmäki with one sentence. 
When the question notes were filled in they were attached to a board, so that people 
could see each other’s answers. 

Data gathered during the event: Question notes

The answers to the questions about Kannelmäki were quite similar as in the inter-
views and the earlier discussions with people on the streets. People valued the 
basic services, the public transportation and the closeness to nature. The most 
reoccurring negative aspect was the area around Sitratori, the square in front of the 
cultural center, next to the train station. 
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Data gathered during the event: Interviews 

During the event 15 interviews were conducted with people visiting the cultural 
centre, 8 of these interviews with people who were living in Kannelmäki. The 
interviews were first made in Finnish and then translated into English. Only the 
interviews with people living in Kannelmäki are referred to in this thesis. The 
main topics from the interviews are described below, bringing forth mainly those 
aspects that have affected the continuation of the process. For a more thorough 
description of the interviews, see appendix 2, page 168. 
 The first question “How would you describe the word neighbourhood?” was 
confusing to many of the interviewees and needed clarification. Out of the eight 
interviews summarized here, the answer to the first question was relevant to all 
but one of the interviewees. In some of the answers it was possible to see the 
direct association to the current neighbourhood, even though the answer reflected 
how the person understood the word. Most of the interviewees talked about the 
other people living in their neighbourhood as a positive trait, they emphasized the 
importance to have good neighbours, to care for one another and to experience a 
sense of community. 
 The second question involved the pictures that were chosen to facilitate 
the storytelling interviews. With regards to the questions planned beforehand, the 
question was articulated as: “Can you choose the picture that best describes, or that you 
associate with your ideal neighbourhood?”. In many cases the participants wanted 
to choose several pictures, therefore the question was reformulated slightly, into: 
“Could you choose some of these pictures that somehow describe your dream or ideal 
neighbourhood?” Pictures 1 and 15 were most frequently chosen during the inter-
views. These pictures were chosen in 3 of the interviews. The pictures 2, 6 and 10 
were chosen in two interviews each. The balance between having your own space, 
being able to mind your own business, as opposed to having the possibility to inter-
act with others when desired, became evident within many of the interviews. 
 The third question, “Can you choose one picture that describes, or that you 
associate with your current neighbourhood?” was, as the previous question, reframed 
in most of the interviews as, “Could you choose some of these pictures that somehow 
describe, or that you can associate with your current neighbourhood?” The picture 
that was chosen most frequently was number 21, being chosen in four of the eight 
interviews. Pictures number 4, 14 and 20 were chosen in two interviews each. 
The participants’ favourite, picture 21, emphasized the greenery, the closeness to 
nature and walking and biking lanes close to where they live. Most of the inter-
viewees spoke rather positively about their neighbourhood, describing the close-
ness to nature, the tranquility and peacefulness. The restlessness and the large 
quantity of pubs were negative aspects raised by several interviewees.
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Reflection: Interviews data 

The question “How would you describe the word neighbourhood?” causing some con-
fusion might be due to the difficulty of defining the word in a simple manner. As 
Kearns & Parkinson (2001) remark, neighbourhood cannot be interpreted in one 
single way and different areas serve different functions while different individu-
als have different expectations of their neighbourhood. The interviewees gener-
ally associated neighbourhood with people, in many cases they also referred to the 
physical area close to their homes. Neighbourhood is related to the place where 
one lives, and is therefore based on personal perceptions. The interview answers, 
where neighbourhood is described as an area through both physical and social 
aspects is in line with how Richardson & Mumford (2002) describe neighbour-
hood as a social system, consisting of both people and  place.
 The interviewees’ ideal neighbourhood is similar to the findings made by 
Kortteinen & al. (2005), where tranquillity and nature were among the five most 
important aspects in the living environment among the residents of Helsinki. Sim-
ilarly, as in the first question regarding what the word neighbourhood means, the 
interviewees emphasized the importance of social contacts, social cohesion and a 
sense of community when choosing pictures regarding the ideal neighbourhood. 
It is worth mentioning that several of the pictures displayed during the interview 
did show people, often doing things together, which might of course have affected 
the extent to which the interviewees chose said pictures. On the other hand pic-
tures related to neighbourhoods naturally entail people, since neighbourhoods are 
forms of social systems. According to the findings made by Kortteinen & al. (2005) 
the reason for willingness to move to another area, among residents of Helsinki, is 
related to perceived restlessness and insecurity. This relates to how one perceives 
one’s neighbours and to what kinds of relationships one has in the living area. As 
Forrest & Kearns (2001) suggest, the neighbourhood may have an increased role 
as an arena for comfort and security. If this holds true, the quality of the social 
relations among neighbours becomes even more important. In many cases the 
reason for experiencing the feeling of insecurity might arise from the unknown. 
Doing things together and knowing your neighbours, which were emphasized in 
the interviews, can be seen as a link to the feeling of security. A sense of belonging 
also contributes to this feeling.
 Themes that emerged from the interviews with regards to both the ques-
tions of ideal and current neighbourhoods, were nature, various social activities, 
togetherness and social cohesion. It can be seen that the interviewees value doing 
things together, carrying out community efforts and meeting around common 
interests. On the other hand, they also find it important to protect their privacy and 
peace, with the possibility of being able to connect with others when they desire. 
The aspects within the findings described by Kortteinen & al. (2005) regarding 
an ideal living environment, according to the residents of Helsinki, reflect similar 
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attitudes as those attained from the interviews conducted during the Syö & Kerro 
event. The importance of tranquillity and perceived security is linked to how one 
perceives the social aspects in the living environment and how one relates to one’s 
neighbours. 
 The social aspect is an important part of evaluating one’s neighbour-
hood. The social capital, which exists in the relationships among people (Cole-
man, 1988), has an important role within a neighbourhood. As Forrest & Kearns 
(2001) state, the social capital is important not for its own sake but for what one 
does with it. The importance of social contact between people in a neighbourhood 
is not to be underestimated, even if neighbours might not be as dependent on 
each other as might be the case in a less wealthy society. Nevertheless the quality 
of the neighbourhood is perceived by its residents depending on the quality of the 
social contacts within it. The social capital in a neighbourhood is related to aspects 
of collaboration. The neighbourhood can be looked after in cooperation among 
the residents, for example through community efforts. Social capital within the 
neighbourhood is also related to the cohesion of the neighbourhood, how well the 
residents collectively tackle challenges and to the quality of social contacts.

Evaluation of the Storytelling Interviews

By listening to the stories of the participants the research team could form an 
empathic understanding of the experiences, perceptions and dreams of those resi-
dents who participated in the storytelling session. The pictures worked well as a 
way to encourage the interviewees to associate to feelings and memories.
During most of the interviews the negative aspects of the area were raised at the 
end of the interview, in some cases even after the recorder had been switched off. 
As was noticed already during Exploration 1, residents seemed to be aware that 
there are negative rumours and attitudes towards Kannelmäki, but they wanted 
rather to highlight the positive sides of the area. This also became apparent during 
the interviews.
 At the end of one interview the interviewee stated; “it is a calm area, even 
though people keep saying bad things about Kannelmäki.” (man, 65 years old) the wife 
of this man had come to sit beside him and concluded, “It is evident that each one 
is defending their own home, home district.” This relates to the link between the area 
belonging to those who live there and the feeling of belonging, or attachment to a 
place. As mentioned by Forrest and Kearns (2001), the neighbourhood plays a role 
in shaping one’s identity. Therefore the neighbourhood can become something 
quite personal and it is evident that people do not want their neighbourhood to be 
talked about in a negative way. 
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Evaluation of the Syö & Kerro event

The popularity and attention of Restaurant Day provided a good occasion for the 
public event Syö & Kerro, combining the intention of listening to opinions of the 
residents with setting up an event that brings people from the area together in 
a casual and enjoyable way. As the event was public anyone was free to join the 
interviews or to fill in the question notes. In this way people could themselves 
decide whether to participate or not and the research team was not deciding who to 
approach or invite, as had been the case during Exploration 1. 
 Despite the efforts in spreading information prior to the event, the 
research team realized during the event that most of the participants were visiting 
the cultural centre for other reasons, only a few came because they had received an 
invitation or seen the event posters. The café in the cultural centre was a suitable 
venue for the event as there were people visiting the building throughout the day. 
People’s attention was drawn when they noticed that something out of the ordi-
nary was happening. Most of the people did not spontaneously arrive to participate 
in the interview, but most of those who were asked to participate, when it was 
explained what the event was about, did agree to either fill in the question notes or 
to be interviewed. The question notes served as a way to collect input from those 
who did not want to, or did not have the time to participate in the interview. The 
board where the filled-in question notes were attached attracted passers-by to stop 
and read the answers.
 One challenge during the event, similar to Exploration 1, was to describe 
the project of which the event was a part of. Since the research team wanted to 
remain open-minded and let the data gathered from the residents guide the pro-
cess further, they did not know exactly what the further steps in the process would 
be. They shortly explained that the event was part of a design project focusing on 
Kannelmäki and part of their master’s studies at Aalto University. Most of the peo-
ple were satisfied with this explanation and participated because it was a project 
organized by students. Others wanted to know more precisely what the research 
team was aiming for. As during Exploration 1, the research team tried to be as hon-
est as possible, explaining that the progression of the process would take shape as 
they found out more about the area and the residents’ perceptions about it. The 
research team also mentioned that one motivation was to find ways to improve the 
living environment in collaboration with the residents. 
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Synthesis 

People described “neighbourhood” as both the area where they live and the people 
living there, most of them giving a strong emphasis on the neighbours. The ideal 
neighbourhood was often described as a place with good social contacts, where neigh-
bours do things together, where nature is close, where you can find your own time 
and space, but where you can also reach out to others when you want to. The current 
neighbourhood was often described rather positively, in similar ways as people had 
described Kannelmäki during Exploration 1, pointing out the good connections, ser-
vices and green areas. People also mentioned negative things, such as restlessness 
and untidiness in certain parts of Kannelmäki. The interviewees showed an interest 
in building social capital within the neighbourhood while simultaneously stressing 
the importance of tranquillity, peace and nature. The interviews served as a source of 
inspiration and comprehension of a rather multi-layered topic, enabling the design 
process to be taken further. The overall outcome of the event was successful as valu-
able data was gathered, which helped the research team to take the process further.
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Exploration 3: 
Hyvän Arjen Kannelmäki 
Collecting ideas about how to improve a problematic area
Workshop 4.2.2012

The workshop was planned and carried out by three art education students and the author. Art 
education students Saara Kähönen, Lotta Kauppi and Elisa Jablonowska participated in set-
ting up the workshop as a part of their Museum Pedagogy -course.

Idea / purpose 

The area of Sitratori, that is, the square situated by the train station of Kannelmäki, in 
front of the cultural centre Kanneltalo, was frequently mentioned to be a restless and 
unpleasant area during discussions with local people. Residents said that they avoid going 
to the area, and do not enjoy spending time at the square. As described by Tonnelat (2010) 
the public space should be accessible to all. This was not the case with Sitratori. The 

Public space 

landry (2008, 119) describes public space as a multifaceted concept with an impor-

tant role within innovative urban areas. It is a physical setting as well as an arena for 

exchange, where the spaces serve as meeting places in both formal and informal 

ways. (landry 2008, 119.) Tonnelat (2010) notes that public space has historically 

been referred to as the open spaces in urban planning, including streets, parks and 

squares. In sociology public space has mostly been evaluated based on its acces-

sibility, and whether it guarantees free circulation of persons and goods or not. 

Accessibility for all of the residents also contributes to the possibility of producing 

collective images of the city. public spaces are often considered important for urban 

renewal and development related to aspects such as wellbeing, the image of the 

city and conviviality. The success and need of public spaces depends on the way in 

which accessibility and communication are brought together. The right amount and 

balance between these two are essential if issues related to the urban area are to be 

addressed collectively. public spaces can be everything from open to all to exclusive 

and from communitarian to anonymous. (Tonnelat 2010.)



square has potential to serve as a public space fitting Landry’s (2008, 119) description of 
an arena for exchange and a meeting place. Currently it was however an area associated 
to a certain group of people and to a certain kind of behaviour that many residents expe-
rienced as threatening. Therefore Sitratori was focused upon, and local residents were 
invited to ideate around how the area could be improved.

Workshop: Set up

The workshop, Tango – Hyvän arjen Kannelmäki, “Good everyday life in Kan-
nelmäki” was organized during the WDC 2012 weekend during which design 
events were organized throughout the Helsinki metropolitan area. The workshop 
was more directly advertised as preparation for the upcoming Repicturing Subur-
ban Neighbourhood -workshop and as being part of the TANGO project and the 365 
wellbeing initiative, than the previous event in Exploration 2. The workshop was 
set up in Kanneltalo, since the location had proved to be suitable in reaching for 
the opinions of the residents during the previous exploration, and because it was 
natural for the workshop to be located close to the area which was the subject of 
the workshop. 

Workshop: Method 

Generative tools 

Within generative design research participants are involved in creative work, 

and are given the possibility to express feelings, thoughts and desires that 

would be difficult to express only verbally (martin & Hanington 2012, 94). 

There are several different kinds of generative tools, the main idea is that the 

participants make designerly artefacts, in some cases these artefacts are col-

lages (Stappers & Sanders 2004). When using collage as a generative tool the 

collage kit is typically designed with a limited amount of pictures and words to 

use on a blank sheet of paper, while the participants often have the possibility 

to add words and images by writing and drawing (martin & Hanington 2012, 

34). The visual generative tools are often used in addition to a verbal conver-

sation among the participants and the designers to form a common design 

language (Sanders 2006, 6). These methods can also be referred to as make 

methods as they let the designer observe not only what people say or do, but 

also what they make. The tools enhance the creativity of everyday people while 

the artefacts they create inspire the work of the designer. (Sanders & William 

2003, 145-156.)
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Inspired by the generative tools and the design probes the author decided to use col-
lage making as a method to gather ideas from the residents of Kannelmäki about 
how to improve the area around the train station. The method has similarities with 
the methods described above, but was not implemented in the exact same manner 
as either of these two methods. In this case there was no designed collage toolkit 
with a limited amount of building blocks. Instead the participants were given the 
freedom to use a wide range of different coloured paper and pictures they them-
selves chose from magazines and newspapers that were brought to the workshop. 
The residents were given an unlimited amount of building blocks, but the sheet 
the collage was to be built on was prepared in advance. The author took a set of 
different photos of the area around the train station. The photos were printed on 
black and white paper and the participants could choose one of the photos avail-
able. They could then build their ideal view of what the place could be like upon the 
photo, by using the materials provided during the workshop.
 The motives for applying the collage method were similar to those 
described in relation to generative tools and design probes. The idea was to let the 
workshop participants express their dreams and desires in a visual way, since it 
can often be hard to express such things verbally (Martin & Hanington 2012, 94), 
while the reasons for applying probes; inspiration, information, participation and 
dialogue (Mattelmäki 2005, 87) also motivated the author to use the collage meth-
od. The author was mainly interested in inspiration for what could be done, infor-
mation about what the people desire, while offering the residents an opportunity to 
participate in the idea generation process regarding ways in which to improve the 
area. The author thought of dialogue as a side-product, which would be generated 
spontaneously during the workshop, and indirectly between the residents and the 
workshop’s organizers through the visual material. 

Design Probes 

Design probes, used within user-centered design, are tool-kits designed and 

usually sent to the participants for self-documentation (mattelmäki 2006). 

There are similarities between design probes and generative tools in that they 

invite people from outside the design field to participate in the design pro-

cess by bringing their personal experiences and perceptions into the design 

process, usually with the aid of visual tools. By looking at cases where probes 

have been applied, mattelmäki (2005, 87) identifies the following reasons for 

using probes: inspiration, information, participation and dialogue. 
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For those who were not eager to express themselves visually, question notes with 
three simple questions about the living environment and Sitratori were prepared. 
The following questions were asked; “What kind of things in your living environment 
make you feel good?”, “What kind of things in your living environment bother you?” and 
“Describe Sitratori with one sentence.”

What was found out 

Analysing the material

Mattelmäki (2006, 89) has proposed that the techniques for analysing user-data 
within concept development presented by Jääskö & Keinonen (2003); applying 
interpretation models, interpretation in the terms of the material, condensing and com-
bining, and direct interpretation can be used when analysing probes. Within direct 
interpretation the material is interpreted without a structured analysis and acts as 
a source of inspiration while generating ideas and insights (Mattelmäki 2006, 94). 
The collages represented one form of user data, even though the residents are here 
referred to as everyday people, instead of users, and the data was analysed by direct 
interpretation. This technique was chosen since the main idea of the workshop 
was to get inspiration from the residents for what could be done in order to improve 
the area around the train station.
 When using generative tools the visual material is usually supported by 
verbal presentation of the material and by conversation among the participants, 
the dialogue then affects how the material is analysed. During this workshop there 
was not a facilitated presentation nor conversation, but in some cases the people 
told the workshop facilitators in greater detail about their ideas, other preferred to 
let the material speak for itself. Dialogue was created both among the residents 
and among the workshop facilitators and the residents, but the dialogue did not 
guide the direction of the process as strongly as the visual material. 

Data: The collages

Many of the collages made proposed colours at the walls of the buildings, more 
flowers, trees, greenery and traces of nature to be visible at the square. A few peo-
ple proposed different kinds of lights to either decorate the buildings or to light up 
the area. In many of the collages it was possible to find a wish for an alternative to 
the bars. There were suggestions, such as cafés, markets, music and events. There 
was a suggestion that one of the empty buildings next to Sitratori could be used for 
art and culture and a few people suggested that the train station could be moved. 
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Data: The question notes

Those who participated in the workshop by filling in the question note often 
referred to other people and nature when answering what makes them feel good in 
their living area. They were most often bothered by negative attitudes among other 
people and restlessness, while Sitratori was described both positively as a meeting 
place and negatively as an unpleasant area. 

Evaluation 

Having set up one event the preparations for the second one went smoother, as 
from experience the author knew who to contact and which information channels 
to use. Since most of the participants came to the previous event because they 
happened to be at the cultural centre, the amount of time and energy spent on dis-
tributing information prior to this event was smaller than prior to the Syö & Kerro 
event in Exploration 2. The workshop facilitators counted on having people who 
happened to visit the building participate in the workshop, and there were people 
by the workshop table throughout the day.
 The collage technique, which was used to describe ideas about how to 
ameliorate the area, was a quick and easy way for people to show their ideas visu-
ally. The task being easy and letting people decide for themselves how much time 
and effort to put into it lowered the threshold for people to participate. The possi-
bility to leave a written response served as a good alternative as all people were not 
comfortable with expressing themselves visually. Certain participants, especially 
the younger ones, enjoyed the task very much and stayed by the workshop point 
for quite a long time. Some of the participants discussed the area amongst them-
selves, and exchanged opinions and ideas about what the current situation in the 
area is, and what could be done to improve it. 

Synthesis

The collage technique was an effective tool for the residents to describe their ideas 
about how the area could be improved. The workshop participants proposed alter-
natives to the current situation in the form of a more colourful area with more of a 
garden feeling than the current concrete square, and with cafés rather than bars. 
They also suggested that there could be events with music happenings and mar-
kets. The workshop served as a venue to bring people from different age groups 
and with different backgrounds together to propose ideas for how to deal with an 
issue of common concern.
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Exploration 4: Tärkeä paikka
Creating intergenerational connections 
through important places in the neighborhood
Project March - April 2012

Purpose

After the two events organised in Kanneltalo the author wanted to do something 
outside the cultural center and connect with a group of people for a longer period of 
time. The objective with the postcard project was to create connections between the 
adolescents and older people living in Kannelmäki through reflecting over which 
places are important in their neighbourhood. The author was interested in knowing 
what kind of places in the area are important for the residents of Kannelmäki and 
what kind of attachment they have to said places. Reflecting upon important places 
in the area could be a common interest that could connect people of different ages 
living in the same area.

Sense of place 

despite the fact that our society in the information age is increasingly orga-

nized around networks, Castells (2000, 458) points out that “…people do still 

live in places”. The places people live in still have a central role in contempo-

rary society. places can contribute to community building, even though plac-

es are not always communities (Castells 2000, 455).  As explained in chapter 

6, there are many different kinds of communities. In this thesis community is 

discussed related to a location and the relations among those living in a spe-

cific location. Social cohesion within a community is related to place attach-

ment and identity (Kearns & Forrest 2000). Sense of place relates to how 

a person experiences a place and to the extent to which a person identifies 

or belongs to a place. These aspects in turn are related both to the physical 

environment and to the people who live there. (dempsey et al. 2011, 296.) 

According to relph (1976, 47) the identity of a place consists of the physi-

cal environment, the activities taking place and the meanings that people 

associate with the places. despite the meanings being rooted in the physical 

environment or the activities, they are based on human experiences or inten-

tions. relph (1976) argues that the feeling of belonging to a place can be as 

important for a person as close relationships to other people. He concludes 

his book, Place and placelessness, by stating that there is a profound human 

need for attachment to places. 



108

Method

The author developed a method she called Tärkeä paikka, important place. Within 
this method young people in the area were to choose places they for some reason 
find important, and then portray the place on a self-made postcard. The card would 
be sent to an elderly person living in the area and the elderly would respond to the 
postcard.

Description

The author visited Kannelmäen peruskoulu, the compulsory school in Kannelmä-
ki, during a period of 5 weeks. During the art classes of a group of 13 years old 
pupils, the author facilitated the postcard project, where the students were encour-
aged to reflect upon their living environment. During the lessons the students did 
postcards of places in Kannelmäki that they found important. Each student chose 
a place in the area and then decided by him or herself in which way to present 
the place in the postcard. Many of the pupils photographed the places they chose, 
others made drawings. The students wrote on the back of the postcard about why 
they chose the certain place and in which way the place is important to them. Each 
card had a question, either regarding the chosen place or inquiring about a place in 
Kannelmäki which is important to the elderly person. Some of the students made 
two postcards, the second one for the elderly to send back to the student.
 Most of the cards were sent to persons who are part of an association 
for retired people in Kannelmäki called Kaarelan eläkeläiset. During a visit to 
their weekly meeting the author collected contact information from those who 
were interested in participating in the project. Some of the postcards still needed 
respondents, so the author visited an elderly home in Kannelmäki. The seniors 
from the elderly home responded to the postcards, while discussing how long they 
had lived in Kannelmäki, what they think about the area, which places are impor-
tant and about memories related to the area.

Postcards & Places 

The places chosen by the students were locations they visit in their daily life, such 
as the school, the shopping centre Prisma, the football field and Sitratori. One 
student chose her own balcony, this was the only private place portrayed in the 
postcards, all the other places were public. It was possible to see that some of the 
students were influenced by their friends, and chose the same or a similar place 
as the person sitting next to them. Many of the students asked the recipients what 
their important place is. One elderly person answered that the service house, Rum-
pupolun palvelutalo were he lives, is his most important place in Kannelmäki.
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Evaluation

Carrying out a project where the author met the same group of people for several 
weeks gave her the opportunity to develop a more complex process than during the 
previous one day workshops. Involving certain groups, such as the school class and 
the elderly from the service centre, also meant that she could count on the people 
being there at an agreed time, in contrast to the one day events when there was no 
way of knowing beforehand how many people would arrive and who these people 
would be. Despite the advantage of meeting the same group of students recur-
rently, the author found it challenging to work with the adolescents, it was dif-
ficult to get them inspired about the project and to create a connection with them. 
Despite the challenges each student made a postcard and many of the postcards 
were responded to by the recipients. 
 When the author contacted the school she thought that the contact created 
during the spring could lead to involving the school class in some event linked to 
the Repicturing Suburban Neighbourhood-workshop. This succeeded to some extent 
but the author had hoped for a stronger connection with both the students and the 
teachers in the school. The fact that the project was done during the school day 
probably also affected the attitude the students had towards the project. Neverthe-
less, creating a connection with the school made it possible for the author to reach 
teenagers who would most likely not have been aware of the Repicturing Suburban 
Neighborhood-workshop and the events related to it.
 The method used in this exploration could be used within other areas as 
a tool in getting to know what places in an area the residents have a special attach-
ment to. This could be useful for a designer or a community worker who is aiming 
at carrying out a project in a certain area. The tool can simultaneously be used as 
a way to encourage reflection and discussion among residents concerning their 
living environment and their personal opinions about specific places.

Synthesis

The postcard project Tärkeä paikka served as a way to encourage residents to reflect 
upon which places in the neighbourhood they find important, while the postcards 
sent created an indirect connection between residents from different generations. 
The method served as a tool for the residents to explore their own and others’ ideas, 
opinions and images of different places in the neighbourhood. It was also a tool for 
the author to get to know more about what kinds of attachments people living in 
Kannelmäki have to specific places. 
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repicturing Suburban 
Neighborhood 
workshop & exhibition 
May 2.-8.5.2012

The exhibition was planned and built by the author, in collaboration with Kirsi Niin-
imäki and Sandra Viña, who were teaching and coordinating the Repicturing Sub-
urban Neighborhood  -workshop. This part of the process is not considered one of the 
explorations, but as an initiative to which the explorations relate to.

The workshop Repicturing Suburban Neighborhood (RSN) was held in Kanneltalo 
during one week at the beginning of May 2012. The data gathered throughout the 
explorations prior to the workshop was exhibited during the workshop and served 
as background material for the students participating in the course. The workshop 
was run in an exhibition space, where the residents of Kannelmäki could follow 
the work. Exhibiting the data collected during the process was a way to show the 
residents what had been found out during the process. In this way the findings 
could portray how the area is seen among those who had participated in the pro-
cess. Showing the findings was also a way to create discussion among the resi-
dents, raise new questions and make them think about their living environment 
in new ways.
 The post card project was exhibited during the workshop week, and all 
the students and elderly who had been involved in the project were invited. Here 
the young and the elderly met for the first time and the students participating in 
the RSN-workshop had their first encounter with residents from Kannelmäki. The 
places chosen by the students were marked on a map attached to the wall, and 
the comments about these places were displayed. Those who visited the exhibition 
space during the workshop could add their own important places to the map and 
write down comments about these places. In this way an indirect form of com-
munication about the area among the residents of Kannelmäki was created. In 
addition, exhibiting the postcard project and collecting additional input through-
out the workshop-week served as a way for the students participating in the RSN-
workshop to find out what kinds of places are important to the residents.
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Exploration 5: Block party 
A proposition for how to ameliorate the existing situation
Event 5.5.2012

The event was set up in collaboration with residents and organizations from Kannelmä-
ki. The coordination and planning of the event was done by the author with help and 
support from Kirsi Niinimäki and Sandra Viña who were instructors at the Repicturing 
Suburban Neighbourhood-workshop, and Henna Harri who was coordinator for the 
TANGO-project.

Purpose 

During the workshop week in May 2012 a block party was organized at Sitratori, 
the square in front of the cultural centre. The event was a response to the data 
gathered during the previous steps. During the Syö & Kerro event (Exploration 2) 
people talked about the neighbourhood by mostly referring to other people and 
to the importance of having the possibility to interact with others when desired. 

Interactional approach to community development 

Bridger & luloff (1999) propose an interactional approach to sustainable 

community development. This approach is based on the idea that commu-

nity depends upon social interaction. Sustainable community development, 

described as sustainable development on a local level, depends upon the 

community’s capacity to act. recognizing social interaction as an imperative 

for a community to exist makes it possible to envision strategies for how to 

strengthen local capacity and forms of social organization. Within most local 

communities there is a variety of different social fields, with their own inter-

ests and values. The interactional approach to community development sug-

gests that groups with different interests can be brought together by a com-

mon concern in the local area. different social groups in the area have their 

own reasons for being interested in a certain location. Finding overlapping 

interests at a certain site among the groups that operate within a local com-

munity can serve as a starting point for developing mutual understanding 

and trust among the different social fields. This can serve as an effective way 

of strengthening the community’s capacity to act, as collaboration among the 

different social fields within the community is crucial for sustainable commu-

nity development. (Bridger & luloff 1999.)
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They also talked about doing things together with their neighbours, with the ideal 
neighbourhood being described as a place where neighbours organize commu-
nity efforts and parties together. During the Hyvän arjen Kannelmäki -workshop 
(Exploration 3) people suggested that there should be events, markets and cafés at 
Sitratori instead of bars, restlessness and litter. While the event was organized in 
response to the previously gathered data, it was also aimed to be a way of provid-
ing a temporary setting as an example for the residents of how they themselves 
can affect the atmosphere at the square. The common concern, suggested as a 
starting point for sustainable community development by Bridger & Luloff (1999), 
was in this case Sitratori. By inviting different groups and individuals to an event 
that would have an impact on how the square is perceived, new relationships and 
mutual understanding among the residents would hopefully emerge, and lead to 
further collaboration essential for sustainable community development. An addi-
tional objective was that of gathering the residents of the area to a social event, 
in order for the students participating in the Repicturing Suburban Neighborhood 
-workshop to easily get in touch with the local residents.

Preparations

During one of the art classes with the students from the local school involved 
in the postcard project (Exploration 4) the author held a workshop were ideas for 
what could be done during the block party were collected. The students proposed 
things such as music, dance, games, bingo and a café for the event. Local actors 
and organizations were contacted and invited to perform or to organize activities 
during the day. A notice about the event was put on the local web page of Kan-
nelmäki in order for the residents to suggest activities for the day, and e-mailing 
lists were used to inform organizations and individuals about both the upcoming 
event and about the possibility to get involved in setting up the event. Closer to the 
block party, posters were put up at central places in the area. Invitations were sent 
through e-mailing lists, posted on the local web page and added to the web page of 
the cultural centre, Kanneltalo. 

The event

There was a variety of different performances and activities during the day. A local 
band consisting of teenagers performed, an art therapist was in charge of a paint-
ing workshop that lasted throughout the day, a local association for retired people 
organized bingo, the library was selling old books and the lady from the café in 
Kanneltalo had a coffee stand at Sitratori during the event. There was a zumba 
performance with the instructors from a local gym and people were invited to par-
ticipate in the fitness session. A group of people practicing falun dafa had several 
sessions throughout the day and they also taught a thai chi-resembling lesson to 
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others while giving out information about their group. A knit-graffiti workshop 
was by coincidence held in the youth centre during the same day and their works 
were attached at different places around the square. A few activities were organized 
inside the cultural centre as well. Short movies that were made by adolescents 
living in Kannelmäki were shown, and in the gallery one of the librarians was 
hosting a session where people could play different board games. There was an 
installation of flowers at the stairs of Kanneltalo, and at the end of the day people 
could collect the plants and take them home. 

Evaluation

The immediate feedback from those who were involved in setting up the event, and 
those who visited Sitratori during the day, was very positive. Despite the weather 
being rather grey and cold, people were enjoying the ambience which was much 
more alive and less hostile than what is usually the case in this area. People were 
not rushing from the shops or the train station to get away from the square as soon 
as possible, instead they stayed and either observed what was happening or took 
part in the activities. The event was visited by a wide variety of people. Some par-
ticipants happened to pass by while others knew about the event beforehand and 
came to Sitratori because of the event. Some of the visitors had seen the posters, 
others had heard about it as the people who were involved in organizing activities 
for the event had spread the word about it among their friends and acquaintances. 
This was an effective way to get people interested as they could associate the event 
with someone from the area, instead of only getting information through the post-
ers and the local information channels.
 Compared to the previously organized events this event reached a broader 
audience. As it was organized outside the cultural centre the threshold to partici-
pate was lowered, especially for those who do not usually visit Kanneltalo. The 
people who normally spend time at the square, mostly those who sit in the bars or 
the youth who hang out without anything in particular to do, also participated in 
some of the activities during the block party. The painting workshop was especial-
ly very popular, as people could just go to stands where paper was already attached 
and take colours from a table and start painting. The performances, especially the 
zumba and the music played by the local band, also attracted the attention of those 
spending time at the terraces of the bars. 
 Having organized some of the initiatives inside the cultural centre was, 
in addition to having a back-up plan in case of bad weather, also a good way to 
get people inside the cultural centre and towards the gallery where the exhibition 
and workshop was held. The students participating in the Repicturing Suburban 
Neighborhood workshop could speak with the residents and ask them to partici-
pate in different tasks that they had prepared in order to get more insight into the 
residents’ opinions about the area. Some of the students took their prepared ways 
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of gathering data outside the cultural centre and used the block party as an oppor-
tunity to get answers to various questions addressed to the residents.
 The flowers were very popular and many people who had visited the event 
earlier during the day came back to pick up a few plants at the end of the block par-
ty. This was a good way to say thank you to both all the people who were involved in 
organizing, and to the people who visited the event. In addition, the flowers served 
as a way to temporarily decorate the area around the square and as a memory for 
the residents as they could take the flowers with them and plant them somewhere 
else in the area. In a symbolic way the flowers represented the seeds we planted in 
the area and hoped for the residents to look after. 
 As the students from the local school had been involved in planning the 
event they were invited and could see that some of their ideas had been realized. 
Setting up the event together with local people and representatives of different 
organizations was a way to demonstrate the resources that already exist in the area. 
The event was a proposition of one way to make the area less hostile, by taking 
ownership of the area and making something positive happen with local collabora-
tion. In this case the initiative to organize the happening was taken by the author 
and the other persons involved in planning and coordinating. Setting up the block 
party was a way to show that quite small efforts can impact the atmosphere in the 
area. It was also a way to show the residents that they can themselves make similar 
initiatives in order to make their living area more enjoyable. 
 When setting up the event as a proposition of how to improve the current 
situation, the intention was not to point towards certain behaviour, nor to blame 
certain groups for making the area seem hostile among others. The event was 
rather a way to show that the perceived feeling of safety depends on how the public 
space is used. All forms of collaborative events can have a positive impact on what 
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associations are made to the area in question. In this case Sitratori does not any 
longer need to be considered as a restless and unpleasant area, but as an area where 
residents can organize events, meet each other and enjoy their neighbourhood 
through efforts related to resources that already exist in the area.

Synthesis

It was important to not only carry out a project for trying to find out perceptions 
of the living environment while exploring how to approach and create connections 
with and among local residents as a designer, but to also set up an event where the 
data that had been gathered was responded to, and where the residents actually got 
something in return for their involvement in the previous explorations. The meth-
ods for gathering data, used during the previous explorations, were influenced by a 
variety of design methods. Organizing the event as a proposition for improvement 
was a way to show that a design process can lead to a temporary real-life setting 
in the form of an event. The event served as a way to show that small initiatives 
can have an impact on how the living environment is experienced, and that it is 
quite easy to make such an effort. The event demonstrated the possibility of using 
public space and making it more vivid and enjoyable. It also served as a way to 
get local people together around a common concern in a fun and positive way, 
while resources found within the area were highlighted. The block party brought 
together a variety of local actors and was a catalyst for the emergence of new forms 
of collaboration. It also made the area less hostile and demonstrated that the area 
does not only belong to certain groups of people, but can be used by everyone if 
the setting is right. 
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Exploration 6: Benches 
Co-creating and highlighting places
May 2012

.

Purpose

Benches were built and placed in the area as a way to create something tangible 
in the spirit of a creative community effort, where the effort would leave a trace in 
the area. The benches were intended to highlight certain places in the area and to 
create new meeting places, while acting as subjects for conversation.

Idea

The author had been inspired by the creative community efforts, such as those initiated 
by Raumlabor Berlin and Dina Zende. The idea was to carry out a project where people 
from the area would be brought together through an effort where they would build some-
thing that could be used during the block party, and then placed at different locations 
in the area. The plan was to invite people to bring old chairs that they no longer use to 
the square one day prior to the block party and to paint the chairs together. The painted 
chairs would be combined into benches, requiring that each person would have to find a 

Creative community efforts

raumlabor Berlin, a Berlin based collective of architects, exercise what they 

call experimental architectural practice. In many of their projects they col-

laborate with people living in a specific area and create temporary settings 

through creative community efforts that they refer to as situated narratives 

or interventions. (raumlabor Berlin n.d.) FIT – The Filling station for creative 

spirit is a project by artist dida Zende that started in Berlin, but has now 

taken place in many different parts of the world. In the project abandoned gas 

stations are restored through friendly takeovers and transformed into social 

sculptures. At each location where a gas station is taken over and restored, 

local people are invited to participate in the restoration, while also planning 

what kinds of activities should take place in the venue. The gas stations serve 

as event venues, where the people living in the area create the events. (FIT 

n.d.) The creative community efforts initiated by raumlabor Berlin and dida 

Zende, serve as ways to bring people together while creating something tan-

gible that can be used as a way for further social encounters to take place.
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pair for the project. After combining their chairs into a bench, the pair would then decide 
where to place the bench. Building the bench and placing it somewhere would create 
new contacts between people while the benches would serve as meeting places.

Method

Through experience from the previous events the author knew that it would be 
hard to make sure that someone would eventually turn up with a chair that was no 
longer in use. The author decided to test the idea by bringing the chairs herself and 
inviting a certain group of people to paint the chairs. The author brought chairs 
from the recycling centre, boards for building the chairs into benches, and colour-
ful paint to Sitratori. The students from Kannelmäen peruskoulu, that had been 
involved in the postcard project came to the square with their teacher to practice 
handicraft and spent a few hours in the afternoon painting the chairs. This took 
place the day prior to the block party. When the chairs were dry they were built into 
benches and during the block party people were able to suggest where the benches 
should be placed. The benches were  then placed at a few different locations sug-
gested by the locals as a way to highlight these places and to create possible meet-
ing places and subjects for conversation. 

Evaluation & Reflection

By painting the chairs at Sitratori the attention of passers-by was drawn and they 
could be told about the project and invited to the block party. People who would not 
normally go into Kanneltalo to see what is going on, were reached while painting 
and building the benches. When the chairs were dry and the author was building 
them into benches, she got useful advice about how to proceed by a few local people 
enjoying a Friday beer at Sitratori. This was the first time the author had direct 
contact with some of the people who often spend time around the square. It was a 
valuable connection, and the next day some of the same people joined or followed 
the Block party.
 When placing the benches at the locations suggested by the residents the 
author got interested in methods for finding out how the benches would be per-
ceived by the residents. The author started to reflect upon the way in which the 
project could be developed in such a manner, that the highlighted places could 
more actively encourage new encounters among residents. The author also thought 
about different options for involving the residents more actively in the project, e.g. 
by letting people modify or leave messages at the physical meeting place. During 
the summer the author went back to the places where the benches had been placed 
a few times. Some of the benches had disappeared while one had been slightly 
modified. One chair was missing, instead someone had fixed the bench by plac-
ing the end without a chair on a stone. This showed that someone had noticed the 





126



127

bench and also taken care of it when it was broken. As there was not any hint left 
for the residents about where the benches came from, nor what project they were 
a part of, there was no way for the author to know what had happened to the other 
benches nor whether they had worked as a subject for conversation.

Synthesis

Painting the chairs and building them into benches in public was an effective way 
to attract attention. The community effort served as a way to connect with passers-
by, rather than create connections among people while making the benches as 
suggested in the original concept. Placing the benches at different locations in the 
area was a way to leave a mark in the environment and hopefully served as a way to 
provoke positive associations for those who had seen the benches during the block 
party. For those who did not know where the benches came from, they most likely 
served as a way to provoke curiosity and were subjects of conversation with other 
residents. As the author was interested in knowing the way in which the residents 
relate to new and surprising objects in their environment she decided to explore 
the question further.
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Exploration 7: 
Kuutio, a mobile café
Creating temporary meeting places 
August 2012

The cube project was developed and carried through as collaboration between the author 
and architect student Tuula Mäkiniemi from Aalto University. Mäkiniemi and the 
author are within this chapter referred to as “the project team”. During the events design 
student Hesam Pakbeen from the Creative Sustainability program at Aalto University 
documented the project through video recording.

The third place 

oldenburg (1999) writes about the importance of informal public gathering 

places in his book “The Great Good Place”. He distinguishes between three 

different types of places which are essential for a healthy everyday life in urban 

environments. The first place is home, the second place is work and the third 

place is where people from the neighbourhood can gather without any spe-

cific reason, but for the purpose of enjoying each other’s company in a relaxed 

setting. The third places can be cafeterias, taverns, park benches or hair 

salons, but all such places are by no reason always considered to be a third 

place. Said locations serve as third places only in certain cases, where spon-

taneous encounters among local people take place, where local people get 

to know each other and where both opinions and knowledge are exchanged. 

According to oldenburg the informal public meeting places, where conversa-

tion is practiced, are central to local democracy and community vitality. The 

third place unites the neighbourhood, since it welcomes a vast majority of 

people. Not everyone who visits the third place needs to like one another, 

but getting to know the other people in the neighbourhood makes it easier to 

accomplish things together. oldenburg claims that the sense of one’s belong-

ing to a community is highly connected to a membership in a third place. In 

oldenburg’s “The Great Good Place” community is discussed as community 

of place, and is seen as something that exists within a neighbourhood. How-

ever, as described in chapter 6 communities can form around aspects other 

than place.
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Purpose

Kuutio, the cube, is a mobile café that visited a series of places in Kannelmäki dur-
ing August 2012. The purpose of Kuutio was to create a project in collaboration 
with the residents, in the spirit of a community effort, where the creation of the 
project could bring people together and create new social contacts within the area. 
The reason for creating a mobile café, was to create temporary, informal meeting 
places in the area. Bringing the cube to a certain place would emphasize the loca-
tion and show it a different light.

Background

During the course Repicturing Suburban Neighbourhood, the author got familiar 
with Tuula Mäkiniemi, an architect student from the Aalto-university who par-
ticipated in the course that was held in Kannelmäki in May 2012. Mäkiniemi and 
the author had similar ideas about building something physical together with the 
residents in the spirit of a community effort where the construction could serve 
as a social space. People would be brought together, first by the effort of building 
something that could serve as a social space, then through events and activities 
organized in the venue. During the workshop week in Kannelmäki, Mäkiniemi 
had, with her group members, ideated about a mobile café as one part of a system 
(footnote 365 service) that would activate residents to make initiatives to improve 
their living environment. The author was thinking about how to develop the 
bench-project into something where residents could have an opportunity to leave 
messages and where the highlighted places could more actively serve as temporary 
meeting places. By combining their ideas, Mäkiniemi and the author, developed 
the cube concept, Kuutio. The concept was developed in June 2012 and the project 
was carried out in August 2012.

The concept

When creating the concept the main idea was that it will be a mobile café that is 
created in collaboration with the residents. The project team decided that Kuutio 
would arrive to Kannelmäki for approximately one week towards the end of the 
summer and visit a series of places in the area. Temporary meeting places would 
be created in the places visited by Kuutio and in each place a trace would be left to 
show that the cube had been in that particular place. Those visiting the café were 
to have a possibility for leaving messages and art work in the café, and this would 
result in slight modifications of the cube throughout the week.
From the very beginning the cube was envisioned as a mobile café around which 
meeting places would be created, but the first plans pointed towards a construc-
tion that would resemble a mobile kiosk and would fold out as a terrace. The intent 
was to build the cube in collaboration with the residents. When discussing about 
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the goal and the main intention with the project it became evident that the physi-
cal construction was not as important as the event itself. The purpose of the cube 
was to act as a platform and the meeting places were to be created in the locations 
visited by the cube. The project team decided to simplify their idea in order for the 
concept to be tried out in practice, within the limits of time and resources that were 
available. 
 Finally the cube was designed as a foldable coffee table that was to be 
built by the project team, while leaving possibilities for the café visitors to finalize 
the table surface throughout the week. The cube would be transported on a two-
wheeled barrow, of the same model which formerly was used to transport milk. In 
this way the project team created a simple structure beforehand, with a possibility 
for the residents to leave their marks on the cube. 

Preparations: July 

The project team wanted to let the residents of Kannelmäki know that something 
was about to happen, but decided to start spreading the word without giving too 
much away about the project. A blog4 with basic information about the cube was 
created. The project was advertised by spreading origami cubes with the blog 
address attached around Kannelmäki. The cubes acted as flyers and were aimed at 
catching people’s attention and curiosity. Simple posters were also spread around 
the area, informing residents that the mobile café Kuutio will arrive to Kannelmä-
ki in August. Approaching the actual event-week, more detailed posters with the 
schedule and a list of locations the café was to visit, were distributed.
 

Preparations: August

Prior to the event week in August the project team contacted several different 
actors that supported them in different ways during the event week. The café-
keeper in Kanneltalo let the project team make coffee in her café and the team 
got permission to keep the trolley with the cube in the lobby of the cultural centre 
in-between the events. The recycle centre, Kierrätyskeskus supported the project 
with a small sum for which the team got to choose material. Bookshelves and legs 
from old tables were found at the recycle centre and then used as building material 
for the cube.

4 kannelmakikuutio.wordpress.com
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The event-week

Saturday 18th of August 
Opening; painting the cube at Sitratori

During the opening the cube was painted in public and passers-by were invited to 
participate. Some passers-by were curious about what was going on, while others 
were not too eager to participate. There were people who approached the project 
team spontaneously with questions about the cube, but there were also many who 
did not dare to ask anything, instead they observed the painting operation from 
a distance. There were also some people who already knew about the project, as 
they had either seen the posters or the cube in the lobby of the cultural centre, and 
approached the team in order to get additional information.

Sunday 19th of August Restaurant day

During Restaurant day5 Kuutio visited three different places in Kannelmäki in 
rainy weather. The first spot for the café was in a park area, in-between houses, with 
trees as shelter from the rain. There were only a few customers at the first location, 
most likely due to the weather. When Kuutio arrived at the second spot, there were 
already a few young customers waiting for the café to open. The last spot of the 
day was at the terrace by Mätäjoki, a small creek passing by Kannelmäki. During 
the visit at the terrace the café got several visitors. Most of them had received the 
information through the webpage of the Restaurant day, where the event had been 
registered. Towards the afternoon the rain stopped and more people were outside, 
and this resulted in more customers than at the beginning of the day. 

Thursday 23rd of August Visit at the elderly home

Kuutio visited Kannelmäen palvelutalo, a service house for the elderly in Kan-
nelmäki. The project team had contacted the service house beforehand, while also 
inviting a group of children from Vanhaisten päiväkoti, a kindergarten nearby, to 
the service house. The elderly and the children were first told about the project, 
and then invited to make pictures and messages that would be attached to the table 
surface of the cube. The artwork was done by drawing and cutting pictures from 
magazines and by writing short messages.

5 restaurant day: www.restaurantday.com
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The Night of the Arts, Kanneltalo

On the 23rd of August, The night of the Arts , an annual event when there are art 
and cultural events all around Helsinki, took place. The project team had planned 
to be at the terrace by Mätäjoki and have a workshop where people could make ori-
gami boats that would be put to float in the river. Due to the unstable weather the 
project team agreed with the cultural producers of Kanneltalo, that Kuutio could 
be in the lobby of the cultural centre and the project team would participate in the 
cultural centre’s event for The night of the Arts. During the evening people were 
invited to leave artwork or messages that were attached to the table surface, and 
they could also learn how to make origami cubes. During “The night of the Arts” 
people were told about the project and encouraged to visit the last event day, called 
finissage, which would take place on the upcoming weekend.  

Friday 24th of August Surprise visit

The day before the finissage a surprise visit was made to the terrace by Mätäjoki, 
with the intent of making the origami-boat installation, which had not been pos-
sible the day before. The weather was again quite unstable, so no paper boats could 
be made. There were however a few visitors and good conversations by the coffee 
table during the few hours’ stay by the river. A friend of the author, who was inter-
ested in the project, took his accordion with him and played a few pieces of music 
during the surprise visit.

Saturday 25th of August Finnissage

Throughout the week the residents could leave suggestions for where the last visit 
of Kuutio should take place. One of the suggestions given was the playground locat-
ed close to the church of Kannelmäki. The Kuutio-café was placed at a crossing of 
pedestrian roads beside the playground. The weather was sunny and quite warm 
so there were people walking by the café throughout the day. Most of the people 
who stopped by happened to be out walking or were on their way to the playground, 
but a few had followed the café with help from the posters and the blog, and had 
explicitly come out for a walk in order to visit the café. While drinking their coffee 
the visitors were looking at and reading the different messages left in the table and 
many of them also made their own artwork. 

6 The night of the arts: http.//www.helsinginjuhlaviikot.fi/en/
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Reflection, day by day 

Starting the event-week by painting the cube in public served as a way to attract the 
residents’ attention, while the collective painting also served as a way to give the 
residents a feeling of ownership related to the cube project. The project team did 
not want Kuutio to be something that was served to the residents of Kannelmäki 
entirely finished, but that residents, at least to some extent, would contribute to the 
process of making the cube. Deciding to start the journey of Kuutio at Sitratori was 
a way to relate to the previous steps of the explorations, demonstrating that simple 
activities at the square can make the atmosphere less hostile. This was again a 
method for creating an alternative way for the residents of Kannelmäki to consider 
Sitratori as a place for encounters and activities, rather than as a place to avoid due 
to its reputation.
 The second day of the event week was the international Restaurant day. 
Using the established event Restaurant day for the cube café was a way to reach 
people who had not noticed the posters or the origami cubes. It turned out that 
many of those who visited the café during this day had seen the notice on the 
webpages of Restaurant day. In a similar way the established event The night of the 
Arts, served as an occasion for the cube project to reach a wider audience. Having 
the opportunity to be in Kanneltalo during The Night of the Arts was a way to be 
involved in the cultural centre’s activities. Since the cube had been stored in the 
lobby of Kanneltalo in-between the café events it was now appropriate to let those 
who visited the cultural centre frequently to see the coffee table folded out. 
 The visit to the service house was a way to reach a group of residents that 
would otherwise most likely not have been in contact with the Kuutio-project. By 
inviting the children from the kindergarten the project team was able to create 
direct contact between different groups of the area. In this case the meeting cre-
ated dialogue between different generations. Doing something together, that both 
the children and the elderly enjoyed, created a good atmosphere and a feeling of 
collaboration among the participants. The artwork served as a source for conver-
sation, the creators of the artwork were asking and telling each other about their 
work. The initiative to bring Kuutio to the service house and to invite the children 
from the kindergarten, seemed appreciated both by the residents of the house and 
the personnel.
 During the surprise visit the music played on accordion attracted the 
attention of passers-by and created a nice atmosphere around the coffee table. One 
initial idea with the cube-project was to encourage local actors or organisations 
to set up activities or performances in relation to the temporary meeting places. 
Bringing a performer, in this case a musician, was a way to have a more vivid set-
ting, even though the musician was not a local actor. There were people visiting 
the café throughout the week, but the last day of the series of events was, accord-
ing to the project team, the most successful one. The weather played a great role 
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in making it possible for people to stay at ease by the table. The location was good, 
since there were people passing by throughout the day. People from different parts 
of Kannelmäki and of different ages gathered around the table and it was obvious 
that the initiative was appreciated by the participants. 

Overall reflection

The project was realized with a desire of testing a concept in practice. The project 
team was curious to see in what way the residents of Kannelmäki would relate to 
the cube and whether it would be possible to create temporary meeting places with 
the help of a mobile café. Many of the choices made both during the planning 
phase and during the realisation, were combinations of thoroughly planned ideas 
and pure coincidence. Everything did not go exactly as planned, but the nature of 
coincidence was one important character of the Kuutio-project. Similarly as in the 
whole series of explorations in this thesis project, the intention with the Kuutio-
project was to let the situations and the people who happened to be part of the 
events shape the nature of the explorations.
 During the week the project team noticed that many of the café visitors 
had seen the origami-cubes and posters that were put up in the area during the 
summer. When the origami-cubes were spread, passers-by asked about the cubes 
and this served as a possibility for the project team to tell the local residents about 
the upcoming event and spread the word about it. When the team walked through 
Kannelmäki with the trolley they got quite a lot of attention, but only a few people 
asked what the cube contained. When the coffee table was folded out the team 
noticed the same thing, people approached the café mostly when the team mem-
bers themselves were active and welcomed passers-by to have a coffee. The team 
realized that clear signs close to where the table was folded out, expressing that 
Kuutio is a mobile café open for everyone, would have been a way to make it easier 
for passers-by to approach the café. 
 Even though the initial plans for Kuutio were simplified and all of the 
events were not carried out exactly as planned due to weather conditions, the team 
was satisfied with the project. Most of the people, who either came to drink a cup 
of coffee, talk for a while or to paint the cube, were very positive and encouraging 
towards the project. By testing the idea in practice the team could see that informal 
meeting places are possible to create by bringing something out of ordinary into 
the area. One of the main ideas with the project was to bring people from the area 
together, and this was partly done in an indirect way, by collecting the artwork and 
messages which would later be visible to others who came in contact with Kuutio. 
The help the team got from various stakeholders in the area made it easier for the 
team to carry out the project, while the different stakeholders served as channels 
through which the project team could reach local residents. A way to ensure that 
there would be visitors and participants at the events would have been that of get-
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ting a certain group involved in the project at an early phase. This could also have 
strengthened the feeling of ownership among the residents. However, the way the 
project was carried out did not link the project to a specific group in the area. This 
can be seen as an effort to reach as wide an audience as possible.

Synthesis

The third place that Oldenburg (1999) describes as an informal gathering place 
in a neighbourhood is a place that exists over a long period of time. A place that 
serves as a regular meeting place in an area needs to be developed over time, as 
there has to be the possibility for people to return and get familiar with each oth-
er during recurrent visits. The Kuutio-project was a temporary setting, a form of 
experimentation, to try out an idea in practice. It was a way to explore if people can 
be connected through a café, which is mobile and which encourages participation. 
During the event week temporary meeting places were created around the mobile 
café, where encounters among the local residents took place and the reception of 
the café was positive. Kuutio served as a way to demonstrate the possibility and 
need for informal meeting places in Kannelmäki. 
 The temporary informal meeting places created around the mobile café 
provoked discussion among the visitors about the already existing meeting places 
in the area and about the lack of informal meeting places. The quest for a com-
munity house in Kannelmäki, which was first learned of during Exploration 1, was 
discussed by certain café visitors. The positive reception towards the mobile café 
revealed an interest among the residents for having a location that can serve as a 
meeting place that unites the neighbourhood. Kuutio demonstrated a temporary 
setting that could be developed into something more permanent if there was a 
fixed location where people of different ages and backgrounds could gather. Olden-
burg (1999) discusses the importance of social connections and relationships that 
are born within local meeting places and their impact on the neighbourhood com-
munity. Within this light and based on the insights throughout the set of explo-
rations the social capital within Kannelmäki is likely to grow if the residents are 
offered the possibility to create a permanent informal meeting place.
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8. results

This thesis project consists of different layers in which the aim has been to explore 
the area of participatory design approaches in a local social context, while get-
ting to know the area based on the residents’ perceptions and exploring ways to 
bring people from the area together in order for new forms of collaboration to 
emerge. Throughout the project the aim was to gain knowledge of how to carry out 
a design process where the residents of an area are involved and where the project 
is focused on the residents’ living environment. In this chapter the research ques-
tions explored throughout the project are answered.
 In order to get familiar with the area based on the residents’ percep-
tions, and in order to choose a direction for the process the following question was 
explored:

1. How do the residents of Kannelmäki perceive their living environment, and what 
would they like to improve?

Most of the residents that were involved throughout the series of explorations relate 
to their living environment in positive terms. They are aware of negative attitudes 
towards the area, but confirm the validity of these attitudes only to a limited extent. 
The residents consider Kannelmäki a pleasant living environment and they are 
satisfied with the basic services provided in the area. Positive aspects consequently 
mentioned by residents are the closeness to the centre of Helsinki and the easy 
access to different parts of the city by public transportation. People appreciate the 
green areas and the closeness to nature, while they also appreciate the cultural cen-
tre and the library situated in the building called Kanneltalo. There are however 
feelings of insecurity related to certain parts of the area. Among the different parts 
of Kannelmäki, the area around the railway station, which includes the square 
in front of Kanneltalo called Sitratori, is most frequently described as one of the 
unpleasant areas. The area is described as restless, and people avoid going there 
because of the insecurity related to the place. Among the aspects residents would 
like to improve, issues such as more possibilities for social encounters and the 
reduction of restlessness in certain parts of Kannelmäki were raised. This ques-
tion was answered mainly through the data gathered during explorations 1 and 2. 
In addition, the quest for a community house in the area reoccurred throughout 
the explorations.
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While getting familiar with Kannelmäki and finding ways to improve the area in 
collaboration with the residents, the aim was to build design knowledge through 
practice-based design research regarding how to carry out a design process in a 
local social context. The following question looks for answers regarding how this 
should be done in practice.

2. How should a designer approach the residents of an area, in order to involve them in 
a design process aimed at making their living environment more liveable? 

There most certainly is not one single way to carry out a participatory design pro-
cess in a local social context. In the explorations done in Kannelmäki the aim was 
to get to know the area based on the residents’ perceptions, then find issues that 
could be improved according to the opinions of the residents and finally, in col-
laboration with the residents, take action to change the current situation. Based on 
the explorations a set of guidelines is presented as a suggestion of how a similar 
design process can be approached. One apparent aspect of the guidelines is to 
approach the residents step by step, where the relationship between the designer 
(or the design team) and the residents is given time to develop. Involving people 
in a participatory design process concerning their living environment requires 
trust to be built between the designer and the residents, flexibility and openness to 
respond and adapt to events and situations throughout the process and sensitivity 
towards the opinions and attitudes of residents. The guidelines add several addi-
tional aspects to be taken into account, and serve as a set of practical advice for the 
designer or for a design team when carrying out a participatory design project in 
a specific area. 
 Social relationships within the local context where the design process is 
carried out are considered to be an important asset when sustainable development 
is understood as the creation of human wellbeing, and when the transition towards 
sustainability is seen as a collaborative effort. The capacity of the local community 
to tackle issues collaboratively depends on the social cohesiveness in the area. Each 
initiative where residents from the local area are brought together can bring about 
new social relationships and new forms of collaboration in the local setting. There-
fore the following question was focused upon throughout the explorations:

3. What kinds of initiatives can bring people in a suburban area together in order to cre-
ate a more socially cohesive neighbourhood?

Initiatives highlighting or dealing with a common concern, are an effective way to 
bring people from an area together. When attempting to create a cohesive neigh-
bourhood with the aim of building capacity to tackle challenges, it is important 
not to strengthen the social capital within small inward looking groups, but to 
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instead focus on relationships between different interest groups. Small inward 
looking groups focusing on their own interests can be damaging for the rest of 
the residents of an area. Therefore an open form of cohesiveness, where different 
actors and interest groups can combine their resources, is central when aiming 
at creating a socially cohesive neighbourhood. The assets within different groups 
can be combined, as collaboration among different local actors can bring about 
results which could not have been achieved by working in isolation. The subur-
ban area serves as a residential area and an area for recreation for the majority of 
people, only a small amount of people work in the area or regularly visit the area 
even though they do not live there. Therefore it is beneficial to focus on initiatives 
where aspects occurring in the residents’ spare time are affected. Initiatives that 
raise issues that a wide variety of people can relate to, and that the residents con-
sider important or meaningful in their everyday life, are effective ways to bring 
people together.
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9. discussion 

As proposed by Manzini (2006, 2007, 2009) and Fuad-Luke (2007), the transition 
towards sustainability should be seen as a collaborative effort. When sustainable 
development is understood as the creation of human wellbeing, as suggested by 
Giddigs et al. (2002), it becomes imperative to explore the concept in a local set-
ting, since wellbeing can have rather different meanings in different contexts. The 
approach to wellbeing proposed within this thesis is an active form of wellbeing, 
which, according to Manzini (2007, 248), considers people as actors rather than 
passive subjects. These viewpoints led the author to consider participatory design 
approaches in a local social setting to be a promising direction for how to carry out 
a design process within the area of sustainable design. Even though many design 
researchers agree that stakeholder involvement is essential in sustainable design, 
there is a lack of examples of how the involvement is to be done in practice, espe-
cially when the design project focuses on a specific local context. The explorations 
were carried out with the intention of gaining an understanding of how to put the 
promising ideas into practice. The aim was to understand the ways in which a 
designer could collaborate with people in a local social setting. 

Open versus focused

Throughout the explorations, the main objective was to find ways in which to involve 
the local residents in the design process, and to create something with the residents 
rather than for them. The process started out with an open approach, where the aim 
was to get familiar with the area and understand its characteristics, while involving 
the residents in an early phase of the process. Gradually the initiatives were focused 
towards certain directions, based on what was found out. It was challenging to find the 
balance between how open or focused the approach should be. When local people were 
involved in the process, they wanted to know what the design process was concerned 
with. This was difficult especially in the beginning of the process, since the aim was to 
remain open and let the input from the residents guide the process further.  In many 
cases it was enough to explain that the explorations were related to a design project in 
Aalto University, in which the area of Kannelmäki was focused upon. Some people 
wanted to know more precisely what the outcome would be and expectations related 
to the physical environment revealed the notion of the designer as someone who is 
concerned with products or the built environment. Throughout the process the author 
recognized the contrast between how she, and many other designers consider their 
role, to that of how people encountered during the process related to the designer-role. 



154

Who is the creative expert?

Certain attitudes towards the design profession and expectations of particular out-
comes as a result of the design process made it challenging to find local partners to 
collaborate with and to involve residents in the process. Even though the residents 
were throughout the explorations considered as everyday people, who, as explained 
by Sanders (2006a), are experts of their own experiences, they did not always con-
sider themselves as experts. The residents approached were most often willing to 
share their opinions, but they were not always comfortable with participating in 
a greater extent to the activities related to the explorations. The expectations of 
certain outcomes to be delivered to the area as an outcome of the design process 
showed that people do not yet consider themselves as the active contributors in 
shaping their living environment. Sanders and Stappers (2008) discuss the chal-
lenge of changing the roles within the design process, since the difficulty is not 
only related to an unwillingness of those who are in power to give it up, it is also 
related to whether those who are aimed for to be involved in the process consider 
themselves as creative or not. Despite the difficulty of convincing residents that 
they should themselves be those who are actively contributing to shaping the kind 
of neighbourhood they would like to live in, the creative efforts done throughout 
the explorations showed that when people are actively making things themselves it 
is easier to work alongside them. 
 When people expressed themselves through making a collage (explora-
tion 3) or by contributing in the painting of the chairs (exploration 6) and the cube 
(exploration 7), it was easier for both the designer and the participants to meet on 
an equal level. When people were approached in the streets or asked to fill in ques-
tion notes there was a certain distance between the designer and the residents. 
The levels of creativity described by Sanders (2006a) doing, adapting, making and 
creating related to the degree of distance between the designer and the residents 
throughout the process. When the residents were doing productive efforts, such as 
answering questions or filling in question notes, the level of creativity was rather 
low and the distance between the designer and the residents remained. When the 
residents had the opportunity to adapt, or make, the distance between the designer 
and the residents grew smaller and the residents came closer to taking the role of 
an expert. In the series of explorations the level of creating was not reached, as 
the involvement of residents within the explorations required certain frameworks. 
This is probably related to expectations of the designer’s role, as he or she is still 
considered to be the creative expert among many of the everyday people who actu-
ally are potential creators. The level of creating without any predefined task is likely 
to take place only after the designer has left the setting, when the residents are 
themselves taking the initiative to make things happen in their own living envi-
ronment. Perhaps it is only at the stage when the designer has triggered a certain 
interest among the residents and leaves the setting that the residents start to con-
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sider themselves as the experts of their living environment who have the potential 
and responsibility to contribute to the development of their environment.

Can an initiative be too small?

The initiatives done in this thesis project served as ways for finding out how a design-
er can work with residents, but also as ways to improve existing circumstances. 
When setting out to affect certain local issues in collaboration with the residents, 
it was hard to foresee how the residents would consider the initiatives and what 
the impact would be. When designing in a social context it is impossible to plan 
the process or initiatives too strictly beforehand. The sense and respond approach 
suggested by Thackara (2005) proved to be an appropriate method, in which small 
steps could be done while carefully sensing the reactions and responding to them 
through the next step. Throughout the explorations the author was faced with the 
difficulty of knowing what is worth doing, and how to justify an action aiming at 
positive impact, especially when the impact is difficult to measure. The initiatives 
set out to improve the current situation during the series of explorations acted as 
temporary settings where the residents were invited to be involved. These initia-
tives were done with the belief in the potential of small actions to have far-reaching 
consequences. Despite the difficulty of knowing exactly how the initiatives affect-
ed the area, after having carried out the series of explorations it seems that rather 
small initiatives and temporary settings can have a positive impact on how the liv-
ing environment is perceived among the residents. Each initiative can be seen as a 
positive example and can inspire further initiatives to emerge. 

Kannelmäki-Liike: A positive initiative

Bridger & Luloff (1999) explain how a common concern in the area can act as 
a source of discussion and can be a starting point in community development. 
In Kannelmäki the quest for a community house acted as the common concern, 
which gave birth to a group that now calls itself Kannelmäki-liike. The group is 
actively addressing issues in their neighbourhood and their Facebook-page acts 
as a communication channel among various actors in the area. There are similar 
groups in other parts of Helsinki, for example Kallio-liike and Töölö-liike. These 
groups have inspired the residents of Kannelmäki to form a group of their own. It 
is likely that the explorations done in Kannelmäki as part of this thesis, have had a 
role in inspiring and triggering the birth of Kannelmäki-liike. When the group was 
forming the author was contacted and it was suggested that she could be involved 
in the community-house initiative. Even though, at the time of writing, there is 
still no community house in Kannelmäki, the Kannelmäki-liike has succeeded 
in bringing together various actors from the area to collaborate on local concerns. 
The invitation to the author to be involved at the beginning of their journey showed 
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that the explorations had at least attracted positive attention in the neighbourhood, 
and hopefully also contributed to inspiring and catalysing further initiatives. In a 
similar manner to the author having been inspired by previous grass-roots initia-
tives done in other parts of Helsinki, the explorations had potential to inspire the 
residents of Kannelmäki.

The designer as a facilitator of social gatherings

One of the aspects considered throughout the explorations was how to build a 
more socially cohesive area. According to Porritt (2005, 152) a socially cohesive 
community can better tackle challenges. This is an important aspect when consid-
ering the challenges related to sustainable development. Whether the area became 
more cohesive was not explored in this thesis, as the focus was rather on how a 
designer can have a role in bringing people together in order for new social rela-
tionships to emerge. As noted by Field (2008, 132-156), social capital cannot easily 
be measured nor created. However designers can facilitate initiatives where social 
encounters are made possible, even though social capital is hard to consciously 
build. The Kannelmäki-liike serves as one promising initiative where possibilities 
for local collaboration to emerge are offered. Online platforms can serve as a way 
to bring people together in the offline world. Despite this effort there is still a need 
for further informal meeting places in the area, where people can gather without 
predefined reasons and where social encounters can lead to a more socially cohe-
sive neighbourhood.

Finding partners

The explorations succeeded in involving residents of the area, but finding part-
ners with whom to work with over a longer period of time, not only through a 
certain exploration, proved to be difficult. Even though the designer, as noted by 
Fuad-Luke (2007, 46), considers the whole society as its client within co-design, 
the designer should not forget that there should be a way to earn a living through 
the projects done. In order to find partners to work along with, or work for, the 
designer needs to be able to explain what the intention with the project in question 
is. As designing with people in a local context, where the whole process is guided 
by those involved, is an emerging design area where only few examples exist, it is 
not easy to shortly and convincingly explain why this sort of work should be done. 
This was especially challenging throughout the project, as the author herself was 
only gradually starting to understand the particular design area through the explo-
rations. Even though it is hard to state what the exact impacts of creative local com-
munity efforts are, appropriate ways to justify the importance of similar design 
processes are needed. In this thesis project the focus remained on involving resi-
dents in the design process, since this proved in itself a wide subject. In this case 
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one important aspect was to explore a promising direction for the designer, but 
continuing in this direction would require finding ways to explain why this kind of 
design should be done and what the possible impacts are. Working with a certain 
partner could also make it easier to involve residents, since this could convince 
them that the project is not done only as an exploration, but with the intention of 
generating a positive impact.

New design knowledge

The area of design for sustainable development in a local context is vast, and each 
project can provide new insights. Since this context is complicated, it is important 
that the knowledge produced is shared among designers. The designers, and not 
only those who are professional designers, but everyone who is concerned with 
design projects, should share their insights and experiences for what Manzini 
(2009) calls new design knowledge to be produced effectively. Each project carried 
out will be different since design, as Manzini (2009) describes, is based on subjec-
tive criteria combined with creativity. When participatory design approaches are 
used within a local context the process and results will differ according to place, 
time, and the people involved at that specific time. However, insights from vari-
ous projects can be adapted and appropriated to a specific context. Based on the 
learning experience within the design process described in this thesis, there are 
aspects the author finds useful for other designers to consider, when entering an 
area with the aim of involving residents in a design process focusing on their living 
environment. The guidelines can be adapted to different contexts and are intended 
for situations where the issues to be focused upon within the design process are 
articulated and addressed in collaboration with the residents. 



158

Guidelines: 
How to carry out a design process in a local social setting

Figure 9: Visualization of where the guidelines 
can be placed in the  designprocess. The Process 
is here seen as generic and on-going.
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-Don’t be afraid to get started (beginning)

The process will have to start somewhere, it can be challenging to take the first step, 
therefore it is here suggested to start with a simple effort where the designer can 
start by sensing the area, while getting to know the area little by little. Within a pro-
cess where the very nature of the design project is articulated in collaboration with 
the residents, the first step will be to get familiar with the context. It is beneficial to 
spend some time in the area while trying to map different resources. It will be easier 
to explore the context while being present and while doing something practical in 
the area. Small actions can generate encounters with local people who can provide 
the designer or the design team with beneficial information. Each encounter with 
local people, be it based on pre-arranged meetings or spontaneous encounters in 
the streets, will help in getting to know the area based on the residents’ perceptions.

-Connect with locals from the very beginning 
and consider them experts (beginning)

The residents are the experts of their living area, the context within which the project 
is to take place will best be understood by listening to the opinions of the residents. 
Listening to the opinions of the locals makes it easier to understand what it is like to 
live in the area, and what the strengths and weaknesses in the area are. Creating con-
nections and building trust takes time, the earlier this process is started the easier 
it will be to involve local people further on in the project. Considering the residents 
as experts within the design process not only helps in getting to know the percep-
tions of the people who live in the area, it also makes it easier to involve people in the 
design process. If the residents are considered to be the experts it is more likely that 
they will take ownership of the design process, than if the designer considers him- or 
herself as an expert. Being on an equal level with the people one is working with, and 
stepping out from the comfort zone of being the designer-expert is essential when 
working with people in a local setting. 

-Find local key people (beginning)

Local key people are a valuable resource both in the beginning of the process, whilst 
getting to know how things in the area work, and further on as a link to other resi-
dents. The key people are active individuals often involved in associations and proj-
ects in the area. By mapping the resources in the area, the key people can most likely 
be found through these resources. By connecting with key people it is easier to build 
trust with other community members as the active individuals usually have good 
social networks within the area and are considered reliable. Therefore being intro-
duced by a local key person makes it more likely that residents will be interested in 
getting involved in the design project, as opposed to if the people in the area do not 
have any personal reference point to the designer.
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-Be clear about your own role (beginning)

Even though the designers’ role is continuously changing, people outside the 
design profession often see designers as professionals who are focused on design-
ing products or planning the built environment. When the intention is to collabo-
rate with the residents and find propositions for improvement, it is important to 
explain this clearly already at the beginning of the process. When carrying out a 
design process in a local social context the designer might only act as a facilitator, 
aiming at encouraging participation even if the outcome is not necessarily any-
thing tangible. The more one has reflected upon one’s own designer-role, the eas-
ier it will be to explain this role to the people encountered throughout the project.

-Be visible (in the beginning and throughout the process)

By various forms of visibility one can attract people’s attention and let people know 
about the design project in question. Posters are a common and easy way to distrib-
ute information, but more surprising methods can be beneficial. Curiosity about 
surprising things in the neighbourhood can attract residents’ attention. Some-
times strangeness can be a positive way to provoke discussion with and among the 
residents of an area. One of the designers special skills is creativity, creative efforts 
to attracting attention are often an appreciated way to more easily reach residents 
spontaneously than through traditional information spreading.

-Be where the people are (2nd step)

When setting up an event where the aim is to reach the residents, start with a place 
where people frequently go, even though this place might be associated to certain 
values or visited by a certain group of people. Approaching people at a place where 
they usually spend time will be much easier than trying to invite people to a spe-
cial place where they do not usually go. Keep in mind that only a certain amount 
and type of people is likely to be reached through a certain type of event. Trying 
different places is beneficial if the aim is to connect with a wide variety of different 
people from the area.

-Be prepared to explain what you are doing (2nd step)

When entering an area and approaching people they will most likely ask what the 
project is about, so be prepared to shortly and clearly explain who you are, why you 
are in the area and what your main intentions with your project are. Even though it 
is beneficial to remain open, and let the residents’ opinions guide the process, the 
people you encounter will most likely appreciate and more willingly collaborate if 
you can give them an understandable explanation of what the aim of your project is.
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-Give something in return (2nd step)

When gathering data and getting to know the residents’ perceptions about the area 
it is useful to bring something to the events that can benefit the participants. Get-
ting to know the area can be done in various ways and it is beneficial to try different 
methods. When the design process focuses on improving the area, the improve-
ments can be started with small actions while still getting to know the area. Setting 
up an event where data is gathered through interviews or as a workshop, can be 
done in a way that benefits those who participate. A workshop can be a way to bring 
residents together to address a common concern in order to create new connections 
and to have an enjoyable time.

-Use different approaches (throughout the process)

Try different approaches throughout the process. Approaching people on the street, 
setting up an event where people are invited to or starting a project where you meet 
the same group of people several times are all very different ways of collaborating 
with the residents and serve different purposes. Throughout the process it is worth 
trying various approaches in order to reach different kinds of people. Within any 
group the participants have different preferences for how to express themselves. 
Preparing different ways of taking part in the activities gives everyone willing the 
possibility to participate. Some might prefer to express their ideas visually, while 
others rather write or discuss.

-Be open, flexible and adaptable (throughout the process)

People who are involved in the design process will most likely want to know what 
the project is about and what the aims of the project are. By openly demonstrating 
the nature of the project, the residents have the opportunity to follow the develop-
ment of the design process. This can be done for example through a webpage or a 
blog, where the design process, efforts and reflections are updated throughout the 
process. In this way people will have a possibility to learn about other residents’ 
perceptions of their area, comment or get involved in the project. It is also worth 
considering ways for demonstrating the design process offline, since all people do 
not necessarily use online platforms actively.
When aiming at designing with people, flexibility is crucial, since it is hard to 
foresee how things will go. Openness and flexibility can also be ways to more effi-
ciently involve the residents in the process, by letting their ideas guide the process. 
Unexpected things will most likely happen during the process. If something hap-
pens that was not planned for, try to adapt and have a back-up plan or strategy. In 
many cases unexpected things are not necessarily negative, try to turn the unex-
pected into something that benefits the process.
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-Be an example (towards the end)

While finding out attitudes and ideas for improvement in an area, one way to get 
people to take action for improving their living environment is to show example. 
Carrying out an initiative where some aspect is improved, even temporarily, can 
inspire residents to make similar initiatives. Each action performed can lead to 
new sets of actions.

-Involve local resources and highlight strengths 
(towards the end)

When creating a suggestion for how to improve the area, it is beneficial to involve 
already existing local resources. This is a way to highlight strengths in the area 
and can act as a way to create new connections among already existing resources. 
It is more likely that there will be a continuation to the initiative in question if local 
people and resources are involved. Involvement also creates a feeling of ownership 
of the initiative among the residents. 
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10. Conclusions

The explorations done in Kannelmäki showed that the residents who were involved 
throughout the process are satisfied with the basic services in their living environ-
ment, but experience a feeling of insecurity in certain parts of the area and a lack 
of informal social meeting places. More possibilities for informal social gatherings 
can be a way to tackle the issues related to the feeling of insecurity. Since social 
connections are vital to all living areas, designers can act as catalysts for local col-
laboration to emerge by creating opportunities for social encounters to take place. 
The initiatives done showed that common concerns in the neighborhood can bring 
people from a suburban area together. Each initiative taken can bring about fur-
ther initiatives and make it possible for new forms of collaboration to emerge. 
 The explorations done proved that working with people in a local social 
context is a complex process. There are no predefined steps to be taken, but giv-
ing time for trust to develop, adapting and responding to the context, in addition 
to sensitivity, are important aspects throughout the process. The description of 
the explorations and the design guidelines serve as design knowledge, that can 
benefit other designers and that should be built upon. The guidelines presented 
focus mainly on how to involve the residents of an area in a design process. Further 
research is needed about how to demonstrate the importance of similar initiatives 
in order to find partners to work with throughout the process.
 Within this thesis it is argued that the transition towards sustainability 
should be seen as a collaborative effort. The area of participatory design approach-
es has potential to create opportunities for diverse actors to collaboratively articu-
late the issues that should be addressed in sustainable development on a local level. 
When seen from a design perspective, designers should more actively collaborate 
with people outside the design profession, as well as with each other. Designers 
can and should learn from each other and consider not only sustainability, but also 
the development of the design field, a collaborative effort. Each initiative taken 
within the local social context can produce new design knowledge, while serving 
as an example for the rest of the society for how design can act as a way of catalys-
ing the potential that exists within a neighbourhood. 
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11. Appendices

Appendix 1: 

Designing in a complex world 
(Thackara 2005, 211-226)

From Blueprint and plan to sense and respond. 

The top-down or outside-in approach often taken within traditional design does 
not work when designing complex systems since the systems evolve while they are 
being re-designed. A sense and respond approach is needed, where the designer 
is responsive to events in their context. Understanding how systems work and 
what stimulates them requires sensitivity. Instead of imposing design on the world 
designing should be done in the world.

From high context to deep context. 

Context is important when designing in the space of flows, therefore a more sensi-
tive approach to the contexts of people and networks should be developed. Con-
sequences of design actions should be considered carefully, as small changes to 
systems can make things better, just as small changes can make things worse. 
Designers should act lightly, sense the feedback and then act again. Systems and 
networks should be designed small and then gradually be developed: this is how 
systems in nature usually evolve.

Top down to seeding edge effect. 

While people for the time being mostly work within communities, there should be 
a bigger emphasis on the work carried out in-between communities. In order to 
understand what should be designed the connections to the edge are important, 
otherwise products that are not really needed will continuously be designed. The 
collaboration in-between different areas is essential if new ideas are to emerge. 
New relationships and connections should be envisioned. Ideas and tools that 
already exist can be combined and used in new ways and new contexts.
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From blank sheet of paper to smart recombination.  

Everything does not need to be designed from scratch, there already exists a variety 
of smart ways of doing things. Instead of trying to come up with a unique idea, 
designers should spend more time looking at already existing solutions. Learning 
from the world is an effective tool for innovation, while new relationships among 
people, ideas and organizations also foster innovation.

From science fiction to social fiction.

Innovation is often related to science dominated futures, however, innovations 
should focus instead on social fiction where new contexts are imagined in a famil-
iar world. People should be designed into future scenarios rather than be replaced 
or disabled by technology.

From designing for to designing with. 

Designers should no longer think of people as users or consumers, but rather as 
actors. Remarkable achievements and development are often the result of collabo-
ration. Collaborative design is about finding ways to share a vision of a system 
among its actors and stakeholders while the system changes.

From designing as project to designing as service. 

Traditional design has been about form and function. The new design approach 
should however focus on the process rather than the outcome. Design can be seen 
as a process that continuously defines a system’s rules. The new services and infra-
structures will take place among organizations developing new systems. 
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Appendix 2
Exploration 2: Storytelling interviews 

Question 1: 

The first question “How would you describe the word neighbourhood?” was confusing 
to many of the interviewees and needed clarification. Several interviewees start-
ed to talk about their own neighbourhood.  One interviewee stated; “Where I live 
myself, it is wonderful.” (woman 44 years old), when the question was clarified; “But 
on a more general level, if you don’t think about your own neighbourhood, then 
what does the word mean to you?” the woman answered “Caring for another.” Here 
the respondent associates the word neighbourhood to other people, but also to how 
people behave towards one another. Out of these eight interviews the answer to the 
first question regarded people in all interviews but one. In some of the answers 
it was possible to see the direct association to the current neighbourhood, even 
though the answer regarded how the person understood the word. “I live in an 
apartment building, so the people from your own stairway...those who live in the same 
building.” (woman ,73 years old), here the respondent describes her current neigh-
bourhood in order to explain what the word means to her. In addition to people, 
this woman also refers to the physical environment, the stairway and the building. 
 The only person who does not include people in the answer regarding 
how to describe the word neighbourhood describes it as “...the same house, the same 
staircase...” (man, 62 years old). He refers only to the physical environment, to those 
living in the same building, even narrowing it down to the staircase. Compared to 
some of the other answers, this can be seen as a rather concrete and narrow way 
to describe a word that in many cases seem to have multi-layered meanings. When 
the respondent was asked whether there are other things that he associates with 
the word he says “I am not...I am not too social.” This answer reflects that he is prob-
ably aware of the fact that neighbourhood is often related, not only to the environ-
ment where one lives, but also to the other people in the area, the neighbours.
 Most of the interviewees talk about other people as a positive trait, they 
emphasize the importance to have good neighbours, to care for another, as previ-
ously mentioned, and the sense of community. One respondent describes neigh-
bourhood as “Neighbourhood. Well, that is the people living close by, the people which 
whom you are dealing with, or who are an inevitable evil.” (woman, 49 years old) Here 
the respondent clearly sheds light on the fact that one might not be able to choose 
one’s neighbours. The neighbourhood clearly links to the people living there, the 
neighbours, but dealing with them might not always be something joyful. Some-
times one deals with one’s neighbours due to a lack of choice in the matter, in other 
cases one might want to avoid certain neighbours. Nevertheless a neighbourhood 
also consists of the others living in the area, whether the sense of community or 
caring for others is central or not. 
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One interviewee answers the question by asking “Doesn’t it mean those neighbours 
there, and then the area?” and continues, “Like this territory that I have there.” (man, 
65 years old). When the answer is clarified by asking “So it is an area and also the 
people?” the respondent answers, again with a question, “Isn’t the neighbourhood 
also the territory, at least the animals have their territory.” Here, the respondent points 
out the importance of seeing neighbourhood not only as consisting of people, but 
as an area, and as he refers to the word “territory” and compares neighbourhood to 
the fact that animals have their territory, he gives a hint of the view of neighbour-
hood as an area belonging to those living in that particular area. 
 Taking the concept of belonging further, it is possible to assume that 
those who have a feeling of the area being their “territory” might experience, not 
only that the area, or the neighbourhood, belongs to them, but that they belong 
to the neighbourhood. The sense of community, which was mentioned in several 
interviews, might spring from a common concern, a common area, consisting of 
the physical environment and the people living within it.  One respondent who 
emphasized the importance of the sense of community continued by describing 
“...and, the neighbourhood, you have to take care of it yourself, and I suppose others 
also take care. In the neighbourhood a lot depends on whether you want to live there 
or not.” (woman, 51 years old) The woman expresses the need to take care of one’s 
neighbourhood, and that others should do so as well. A sense of community can be 
related to how much people in an area take care of their neighbourhood together, 
and to the subjective experience of how much the others care for the neighbour-
hood. “Taking care of” certainly means different things to different people, it can 
be assumed that the sense of community is strong in neighbourhoods where the 
neighbours have a similar view of what “taking care of” means and what it is that 
needs to be taken care of. In addition, the feeling of having chosen a particular area 
to be one’s neighbourhood is likely to increase the motivation to take care of it. 
 The question “How would you describe the word neighbourhood?” having 
caused some confusion might be due to the difficulty of defining the word in a 
simple manner. As Kearns & Parkinson (2001) remark, neighbourhood cannot be 
interpreted in one single way and different areas serve different functions while 
different individuals have different expectations of their neighbourhood. In these 
interviews, the people being from the same area, the functions of the area are rath-
er similar for the respondents, even though Kannelmäki does consist of several 
smaller districts. In many of the interviews the respondent referred to his or her 
own neighbourhood, which probably is due to the difficulty of seeing the concept 
neighbourhood objectively. Neighbourhood is related to the place where one lives, 
and is therefore based on personal perceptions. The answers, where neighbour-
hood is described as an area through both the physical and the social aspects is in 
line with how Richardson & Mumford (2002) describe neighbourhood as a social 
system, consisting of both the people and the place.
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Question 2 

The second question involved the pictures that were chosen to facilitate the story-
telling and get rich answers regarding the respondent’s attitudes towards “neigh-
bourhood”. Within the questions planned beforehand, the question was articulated 
as: “Can you choose the picture that best describes, or that you associate with your ideal 
neighbourhood?” But as it was realized that the participants in many cases wanted 
to choose several pictures, the question was reformulated slightly, into: “Could 
you choose some of these pictures that somehow describe your dream or ideal 
neighbourhood?” When the interviewees were asked to choose a picture they often 
started to describe what was portrayed in the picture, then moving over to what the 
pictures signified for them. In some of the interviews supporting questions, such 
as, why did you choose this picture, why is this aspect important to you, had to be 
made, in order to get the respondent to talk about his or her own perceptions in 
addition to the description of what was seen in the picture.
 In the interviews pictures 1 and 15 were most frequently chosen. These 
pictures were chosen in 3 of the interviews. The pictures 2, 6, and 10 were cho-
sen in two interviews each. One participant who chose both the pictures most 
frequently chosen, number 1 and 15, described picture number 1 in the following 
way: “...this is the kind of cohesion that one is looking for these days. So this is exactly 
that. People are making...yes, people are together.” (woman, 64 years old). The woman 
continued by describing picture number 15, “Well, the same, this could be the party 
of an apartment building. So this is also this same kind of social cohesion. The same, but 
a different picture.”. Another interviewee who chose picture number 15 also inter-
preted the picture as a party of those living in the same house, when asked why 
this is an important aspect in the ideal neighbourhood the answer was “Well, isn’t 
it in this kind of community, then isn’t it the feeling of belonging, yes.”(man, 65 years 
old). The same person had in the previous answer talked about neighbourhood as 
the people and the “territory”. It seems that at least for this person the assumption 
about neighbourhood not only being an area belonging to those who live in that 
particular area, but also the aspect of those living in the area experiencing a feeling 
of belonging to the area holds true.
 One interviewee who chose picture number 1 pointed out the aspect of 
social cohesion and how residents of small houses often organize community 
efforts and different kinds of parties. The same interviewee said that “A wonderful 
way to live in the city would be that there would be as much acquaintances as possible.” 
(woman, 70 years old).  She then continued and compared the city-life to that of 
a township, saying that it goes to the other extent when people ask “what did you 
do yesterday at two, in the night when there were lights?” According to her, here in 
Helsinki people do not ask about similar things. Probably this woman had lived 
in the countryside or in a township previously in her life, since she seemed very 
aware of the differences between life in Helsinki and smaller places. Also, her way 
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of talking about the city-life could reveal that she lived in a smaller place or in the 
countryside earlier, since other people from Kannelmäki did not describe the area 
as a city-environment. Her answer also reflects the desire of having a lot of social 
contacts, but simultaneously having the possibility for privacy.
 The balance between having your own space, being able to mind your own 
business, as opposed to having the possibility to interact with others when desired, 
became evident in many of the interviews. The participants who chose picture 
number 8, in order to describe their ideal neighbourhood, both touched upon this 
issue. One of them explained, “...if you think for example of your home, there should 
be the possibility for repose and quality, and also this kind of possibility to be in contact 
with the neighbourhood and neighbours if you like, but you can also be alone.” (woman, 
51 years old). The other interviewee put it in a slightly different way, when asked 
what the picture represents to her, “Silent, calm place. There is nature, forest, water, 
possibility for sports, possibility for recreation, but also this tranquillity of your own. So 
the neighbour can be there behind the forest, but you do not see him.” (woman, 49 years 
old). Both of these interviewees pointed out the tranquillity and the nature, these 
were reoccurring themes in a majority of the interviews. The interviewees’ ideal 
neighbourhood is similar to the findings made by Kortteinen & al. (2005), where 
tranquillity and nature were among the five most important aspects in the living 
environment among the residents of Helsinki.
 Similarly as in the first question regarding what the word neighbourhood 
means, the interviewees emphasized the importance of social contacts, social 
cohesion and sense of community when choosing pictures regarding the ideal 
neighbourhood. It is worth mentioning that several of the pictures displayed dur-
ing the interview did show people, often doing things together, which might of 
course have affected the extent to which the interviewees chose these pictures. On 
the other hand pictures related to neighbourhood naturally entail people, since 
neighbourhoods are forms of social systems. According to the findings made by 
Kortteinen & al. (2005) the reason for the willingness of moving to another area, 
among the residents of Helsinki, is related to the perceived restlessness and inse-
curity. These aspects are related to the other neighbours and how you perceive 
your neighbours, whether there is a sense of community or not. In many cases the 
reason for experiencing the feeling of insecurity might spring from the unknown. 
The emphasized aspect of doing things together and knowing your neighbours 
can be related to the feeling of security, since knowing the ones one lives beside 
and having the feeling of belonging can increase the perceived feeling of security.

Question 3 

The third question, “Can you choose one picture that describes, or that you associate 
with your current neighbourhood?” was, as the previous question, reframed in most 
of the interviews as, “Could you choose some of these pictures that somehow describe, 
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or that you can associate with your dream neighbourhood?” This part of the interview 
was in most of the cases dealt with more briefly than the previous part. Partly 
because there were also the question notes, and some information was already 
gained about the residents’ perceptions of their neighbourhood through discus-
sions with residents during Exploration 1. It also seemed that the participants were 
more eager to talk about their ideal neighbourhood than their current one, perhaps 
it was easier to talk about a topic where you could let your imagination flow.
 The picture that was chosen most frequently was number 11, chosen in 
four of the eight interviews. Pictures number 4, 14 and 9 were chosen in two inter-
views each, while pictures 10 and 13 were both chosen in one interview each. Some 
of the pictures were taken in Kannelmäki. The participants might have looked for 
familiar pictures from their living environment, even though the intention with the 
question was that the participant would associate, not necessarily choose a picture 
that was actually taken in the area. Picture number 11 was taken in Kannelmäki, but 
the view is quite familiar to any suburban area in Helsinki. Also, picture number 
9 was a photo from the area, this picture, showing a bus-stop from the area, with 
the name of the bus-stop clearly showing was of course easily recognizable by the 
interviewees.
 The participants choosing number 10, emphasized the greenery, the close-
ness to nature, in addition to walking and biking lanes close to where they live. 
These aspects were presented as positive ones. Picture number 9 was by the two 
interviewees presented in a rather different light, the first interviewee recognized 
the name of the bus-stop and happened to live close by. The other interviewee 
described the picture as “...freedom to change surroundings.”(woman, 51 years old) she 
then continued by explaining that “when you jump on the bus you get somewhere 
else.” Here she emphasizes both the need for the service, to have buses to take you 
elsewhere, but also the need to change one’s surroundings once in a while. When 
the interview was done, the woman stayed and talked more about the negative sides 
of the neighbourhood, about why she sometimes really has an urge to go elsewhere. 
It was asked if recording could continue, and she explained “there are too many pubs, 
restlessness and those kinds of things that do not revitalize the people or create cosiness in 
the living environment.”.
Most of the interviewees talked rather positively about their neighbourhood, 
describing the closeness to nature, the tranquillity and peacefulness, but the rest-
lessness and the large quantity of pubs were aspects raised by several interviewees. 
The negative aspects were mostly raised at the end of the interview, in some cases 
even after the recorder had been switched off. At the end of one interview the inter-
viewee stated that, “it is a calm area, even though people keep saying bad things about 
Kannelmäki.” (man, 65 years old) the wife of this man had come to sit beside him 
and concluded, “It is evident that each one is defending their own home, home district.” 
Most of the interviewees seemed to be aware of the fact that there are some nega-
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tive rumours and attitudes towards this area, but they wanted rather to highlight 
the positive sides of the area, than to talk about the negative sides. Going back 
to the link between the area belonging to those who live there and the feeling of 
belonging, or attachment to a place, it seems rather natural that having this feeling 
of belonging, the neighbourhood becomes something quite personal that you do 
not want to be talked about in a bad way. The area of Kannelmäki is rather diverse, 
with an old side being regarded as a calm area with small houses and a new area 
with blockhouses considered more restless. Most of the participants had lived in 
Kannelmäki for quite long, and seemed to be living on the old side, this might also 
affect their view on their neighbourhood being considered as calm and peaceful. 
The way residents described their neighborhood in the interviews, entailed similar 
aspects as had been found in the information gathered prior to the Syö & kerro 
event.
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Appendix 3
Exploration 7: Description of the Kuutio-event week 

18th of August 2012 Opening; painting the cube at Sitratori

The opening-event of Kuutio was a Saturday, during which the cube was painted 
collectively at Sitratori. Painting the cube in public served as a way to attract atten-
tion, while the collective painting also served as a way to give the residents a feel-
ing of ownership. The project team did not want Kuutio to be something that is 
served to the residents of Kannelmäki entirely finished, but that they at least to 
some extent would have the opportunity to contribute to the process of making 
the cube. Some people passing by were curious about what was being done, while 
others were not too eager to participate. People approached the team to ask about 
what was happening, but there were also many who did not dare to ask anything, 
even though they observed the painting operation from a distance. It would have 
been good to have a sign with a description of Kuutio in addition to an invitation to 
participate, as thus the barrier for finding out what the painting-event was about 
would have been lower. A few of  those who approached the project team at Sitra-
tori had seen the cube in the lobby of Kanneltalo, where it had been for a few days 
before the opening-event, or read the posters that were distributed around the area 
prior to the event. Therefore they already knew a little bit about Kuutio. 
 A couple of mothers came to paint the cube with their children, and one 
of the mothers said that everything that revitalizes the urban environment is wel-
comed. One young woman painted a tree and a small boy filled it out with apples. 
Some people seemed suspicious because coffee was given away for free. The team 
did not want to sell the coffee, since they would actually have needed a permission 
for that, and they also though that free coffee could attract participants. But since 
giving away coffee for free seemed to provoke suspicion about being obliged to get 
involved in the project, a voluntary fee for the coffee was introduced during the 
other days. 

19th of August Restaurant day

The second day was during Restaurant day, when Kuutio visited three different 
places in Kannelmäki. Despite the weather there were customers, their positive 
attitude towards the project gave the feeling that it was truly worth carrying it out. 
It was a valuable day and the team could only imagine how it would have been if 
the weather had been sunnier.
 The very first customer for the day was a friend of the team who surprised 
them by paying the café a visit. The spot for the café was perfect, in a park area 
in between houses, having trees as shelter from the rain. This place is normally 
frequently crossed by pedestrians and bikers. This day only a few crossed, probably 
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due to the rain. One woman walked past and she was asked to stop for a coffee. She 
stayed and chatted for a while. She said that she first thought the coffee table was 
someone’s private picnic spot. When she left she thanked the team and said it was 
nice to have a spontaneous chat.
 When the team walked around Kannelmäki with the Kuutio they got 
quite a lot of attention, but only a few asked what the trolley contained. When the 
team arrived at their second spot for the day, there were three girls watching the 
cube with curiosity from underneath their umbrellas while the team was unpack-
ing the cube. They walked back and forth and after a while they approached the 
project team and asked when the café place was going to open. Their mum had told 
them about Kuutio, and encouraged them to visit. After a while a woman that had 
been involved in the previous initiatives visited the café and spent the rest of the 
day with the project team, while encouraging passers-by to stop for a coffee.
 A younger woman, who was out jogging, stopped at the café. She had seen 
the posters for Kuutio, and was curious to hear more about the project. She talked 
very warmly about Kannelmäki. As many others had been saying throughout the 
project, she said that the reputation of the area is not that good, but despite that it 
is a very good place to live in. She said that people are active, especially those with 
children and there are a lot of good initiatives in the area.
 The last spot of the day was the terrace by Mätäjoki, a small creek pass-
ing by Kannelmäki. This was the place where there were most visitors during the 
Restaurant day. When the team arrived a few students living in Kannelmäki were 
already waiting for Kuutio. During the visit at the terrace there were several café-
visitors, most of them had gotten the information through the webpage of the 
Restaurant day, where the Kuutio-café was registered. There were also people who 
walked by and stopped to drink a coffee. Towards the afternoon the rain stopped 
and more people were outside. The area around Mätäjoki is very popular for walk-
ing, cycling and jogging, so the spot on the terrace was suitable for spontaneous 
visits to the mobile café, also, for those who did not know anything about the proj-
ect beforehand.
 After the day the cube was left in a bar opposite the cultural centre, where 
it had also been the previous night, since the cultural centre was closed on Sun-
days. The team had agreed with the owner of the bar to have the cube stored there 
overnight and make coffee in their kitchen in the morning. Unfortunately he had 
not informed his employers and there was a bit of confusion, one of them was even 
quite angry. When the team returned to the bar to get the cube stored there again, 
the owner was present and he simply said he was pleased he could help out. The 
rest of the week the cube was stored in the cultural centre, Kanneltalo.
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23rd of August
Visit at the elderly home

Kuutio had been moved back to Kanneltalo on Monday, had been in the lobby of 
the cultural centre after the weekend, and on Thursday the team took it to Kan-
nelmäen palvelutalo, a service house for the elderly in Kannelmäki. The team had 
been in contact with the service house and agreed to visit them, while inviting a 
group of children from Vanhaisten päiväkoti, a kindergarten nearby, to visit the 
service house. The elderly and the children were first told about the project, and 
then they were all invited to make pictures and messages describing something 
that they themselves like. It was a very productive afternoon, especially some of the 
elderly made several works of art each. The artwork was done by drawing, cutting 
pictures from magazines and by writing short messages, and was then attached 
to the table. The plan had been to ask visitors of the café to make pieces of art to 
attach to the table surface already during the Restaurant day, but because of the wet 
weather no pottering activities were possible during that day.
 Visiting the service house was a way to reach a group of Kannelmäki-
residents that would otherwise not have been in contact with the project. One of 
the main ideas of the project being that of bringing people of the area together, this 
was partly done in an indirect way, by collecting the artworks and messages which 
would later be visible to others who came into contact with Kuutio. By inviting the 
children from the kindergarten there was direct contact between different groups 
of the area, in this case the meeting created dialogue between different genera-
tions. Doing something together, that both the children and the elderly enjoyed 
and could handle quite independently, created a good atmosphere and a feeling 
of collaboration among the participants. They were all creating something repre-
senting themselves to be attached to the table surface. The artworks served as a 
source for conversation, the creators of the artworks were asking and telling each 
other about their works. The day was finished with cake, coffee and juice, so that 
the elderly and the children would also get the opportunity to experience a visit 
to the Kuutio café, but this time it was inside and because of the large amount of 
people, everyone could not sit around the Kuutio-table this time. The initiative to 
bring Kuutio to the service house seemed appreciated both among the residents of 
the house and the personnel. Also, the children and their supervisors cheerfully 
thanked the project team when they headed back to their own premises.

Night of the Arts, Kanneltalo

The 23rd of August was The night of the Arts, and the plan was to be at the terrace by 
Mätäjoki and have a workshop where people could make origami boats, that would 
be put to float in the river. Unfortunately the weather was again very rainy, so the 
team agreed on quite short notice with the cultural producers of Kanneltalo that 
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they could be in the lobby of the cultural centre. The table surface was still humid, 
because of the glue that was used to attach the artwork done with the children and 
the elderly during the afternoon. The cube was kept open, so people could see the 
artwork, but the activities were done around another table. People were invited to 
leave artwork or messages that would be attached to the table surface later, they 
could also learn how to make origami cubes. The origami cubes were done instead 
of the boats that were planned to be made. The cubes served as a link to the cubes 
that had been spread around the area as advertisement prior to the series of Kuu-
tio -visits in the area. During the night of the arts the team also told people about 
the project and encouraged people to visit the Finissage on the coming Saturday. 
Throughout the week there had been a box where people could leave suggestions 
for where in Kannelmäki the last visit of Kuutio would take place. The box had 
been placed by the cube in the lobby of Kanneltalo where it was stored in-between 
the events. On The Night of the Arts the box was opened and the finissage was 
announced to take place in the playground located in the middle of a park area. 
This playground is often referred to as the church’s playground, since is located 
quite close to the church of Kannelmäki.

24th of August surprise visit

The day before the Finnisage the team made a surprise visit to the terrace by Mätä-
joki, hoping that they would be able to make the origami-boat installation this 
evening instead. The weather was again quite unstable, so they could not make 
any paper boats, but they had a few visitors and good conversations by the coffee 
table during their few hours’ stay by the river. A friend of the author, who was inter-
ested in the project, took his accordion with him and played a few pieces of music 
in-between the rain showers. The music attracted the attention of passers-by and 
created a nice atmosphere around the coffee table. Our initial idea was to encour-
age local actors or organizations to set up activities or performances in relation to 
the temporary meeting places. Bringing a performer, in this case a musician, was 
a way to have a more vivid setting, even though the musician was not a local actor.

25.8 Finnissage

One of the suggestions given for where the Finissage was to take place was the play-
ground located close to the church. The café was placed at a crossing of pedestrian 
roads beside the playground. The weather was sunny and quite warm so there were 
people walking by the spot throughout the day. Most of the people who stopped 
by happened to be out walking or were on their way to the playground, but a few 
had followed the café with the help of the posters and the blog, and had explicitly 
come out for a walk in order to visit the café. Two of the visitors who did not come 
to the café by coincidence, were two elderly ladies who had seen the announcement 
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in Kanneltalo that the last visit will be in the church playground. They stayed by 
the café for quite a long time, had coffee and cake and made messages in the table 
surface. The team had two thermos bottles of coffee with them, and when the first 
one got empty one of the ladies insisted on taking it with her and making coffee at 
her place. At first the team did not want to bother her, but finally they agreed that 
they would give her one of their left over coffee packages in return.
 Other visitors throughout the day were both friends of the team, who 
were curious about the project and passers-by who were out walking. Some of the 
people living in the houses nearby came to the café and during the day the team 
also served coffee and cake to a few teenagers passing by. Throughout the week 
they had mostly been in contact with children, adults and elderly, and it was chal-
lenging to get in touch with the teenagers. A few teenage girls made messages to 
the table and origami -cubes during the Night of the Arts, but otherwise their pres-
ence throughout the café visits had been lacking. On the last day the project team 
met a few teenaged boys, either passing by and stopping for a coffee or hanging out 
by the playground. 
 The last day of the series of events throughout the week was, according to 
the project team, the most successful one. The weather played an important part 
in making it possible for people to stay at ease by the table. The location was very 
good, since there were people passing by throughout the day, which also had to do 
with the good weather. People from different parts of Kannelmäki and of differ-
ent ages gathered around the table and the team could see that the initiative was 
appreciated by those who came to have a coffee. While drinking their coffee people 
were looking at the different messages left in the table, and most of the visitors also 
made their own artwork. 
 After the week in Kannelmäki, Kuutio participated in exhibitions in Hel-
sinki and Hyvinkää. In relation to these exhibitions there were a few events orga-
nized around the mobile café. These events have been presented in the Kuutio-
blog. 
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