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Introduction 
The impact that ubiquitous wireless network technologies 
and mobile phones have on our experience of the modern 
cityscape, has been a driving force in many research 
projects in recent years. The agendas differ in relation to 
perspectives, but it seems safe to claim that such 
technologies are no longer neutral layers in urban living, 
but rather an integrated part of the materialities of 
architecture and urban planning, the social dimensions of 
city life and emerging new cultural frameworks. Arguably, 
we have reached a point at which digital designs may be 
regarded as elements of our everyday construction of 
place in the urban setting. The concept of Hertzian space, 
put forth by Anthony Dunne and others (Dunne, 1999) 
also carries a dimension of how spaces of wireless 
communication may be problematized, and how we can 
criticize cultural phenomena taken for granted through 
innovative technology. From this perspective wireless 
technology can also be a way of temporarily appropriating 
places within the city space for a variety of different 
groups, at times questioning hierarchical structures of 
ownership of public spaces. Shared design spaces are 
needed for envisioning and negotiating a more fluent 
ownership of these hybrid spaces, bringing forth the 
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fundamental question of how meaning can emerge in the interplay between people, artifacts and place. 

This paper will present the early and ongoing work in the project “Media places”, which is part of the research platform 
for new media at Malmö University; MEDEA. The intention is to introduce conceptual foundations for the Media places 
project, give some brief insights into the themes of setting up temporary digital streams of media and mobile games. 
Considering the work-in-progress character of the research and the smaller format of text, no real in-depth analysis will 
be carried out. The goal is rather to position a strand of research within the research network of Culture of Ubiquitous 
information. 

The Medea framework and the Media Places project 
The MEDEA Collaborative Media Initiative is a centre for new media research and development at Malmö University, 
Sweden. The Medea centre is built around co-production with actors outside academia – companies, organizations, 
artists, citizens, etc. A special focus is on innovation, design and collaboration in new media. The work of Medea can be 
said to start out from the intersection between the academic disciplines of interaction design (and specifically the parts 
of interaction design that are oriented towards digitally enabled human communication) and media and communication 
studies (and specifically the parts that address digitally enabled media). Especially, the research reported here has 
sprung from the field of interaction design, with the ambition to set up processes of design-oriented research (Fällman, 
2003), where the notion that media will span the physical and the virtual worlds by means of tangible interaction, 
physical computing and place-specific media is explored. 

Even if we have seen an increasing interest in development of location-based services, traditionally research within 
mobile ICT has been dominated by a focus on global nets of information and media channels, rather than resources 
residing in local public spaces. Therefore one can argue that there is a need for research on how mobile technologies 
can create value in interplay with activities and resources, at local physical places where city population actually lives, 
or temporarily dwells.  

This perspective should not be regarded as being in contrast to user-centred design or locative media research, but 
merely suggests that the range of users is determined by the place where the design is situated, foregrounding the 
social and cultural particulars of place as a base for design rather than user needs disconnected from place. It is 
necessary to go beyond the anywhere-anytime ideal of mobile and digital media, in order to produce new knowledge on 
practices of mediated communication in public and semi-public spaces and on ways to transform it through place-
specific media services. Elsewhere Messeter has further elaborated the notion of place-centric computing (Messeter, 
2009).  



  

  

Figure 1.The legendary backyard “101” in a Malmö suburb is a place with specific character and socio-cultural 
connotations. The gps-coordinates and city maps says nothing about that. 

The goal of the Media Places project is to explore and develop concrete examples of such place-centric interactions, 
mediated through mobile technologies. In addition the ambition is to contribute to knowledge on participatory and 
design-oriented processes of user-driven innovation, where users take on the role as co-designers in real-world 
experiments. 

Setting up temporary digital streams 
The cross-media aspects of how digital media are produced, distributed, accessed and consumed across and through a 
variety of platforms, form an important part in the space of flows in modern urban living. In particular, we can observe 
how mobile use of digital media affects the interpretations of public space. On the one hand peer-to-peer technologies 
have made the broadcasting paradigm obsolete, but on the other hand it prevails. Many peer-to-peer technologies are 
set into play within communities of shared interest, or even more informal and tight social groups. Interestingly, there 
are still few examples of how informal groups distribute media to “anyone” outside of the internet.  



  

To explore this issue we launched the BluPromo project to explore place-centric interactions in the city. In the BluPromo 
project we therefore explored a form of narrowcasting, not aimed at members of a specific community, but supporting 
how a specific community populates specific places and furnishes them with digital media. In urban planning public 
space is often regarded as “neutral ground” (squares or parks) or as public institutions (museums, schools, shopping 
malls). Reviewing the literature reveals a bias towards shared central places, but we would rather include backyards, 
public toilets, isolated streets or completely deserted places. Thinking from this perspective, we avoided conceptions of 
city population as a general anonymous concept – e.g. “anyone”, “museum visitors” or “leisure time in the park”. 
Rather, we have chosen to co-operate with a grassroot youth movement: RGRA (swedish acronym for “The voice and 
face of the streets movement”). Formally it is an organization, but in reality rather loosely structured, with sub-groups 
within the larger group. Thus, it is more “clan” or “tribe”, than organized community, mainly consisting of youth from 
12 to 20, with ethnical background, though many are born in Sweden. United by a shared interest for hip-hop culture, 
many are musicians themselves. 

In terms of design methods, we have explored the viability and potential of technology probes (Hutchinson et al, 2003 ) 
as a design format for designing digital media artifacts and services. A box was designed and built for the sole purpose 
of pushing media files (single files or sets) via Bluetooth to mobile phones within an approximate radius of 10 meters. 
The box operates on either battery power or main electricity and the hardware is contained in a standard plastic beige 
housing rugged enough to allow outdoor installation.  

 

Figure 2.To the left, the Bluepromobox and to the right, a snapshot from the experiment on the bus.   

A first experiment was performed on the city buses, where hip-hop songs were freely distributed to travellers. The 
music was produced in one of the areas that the bus went through. In the discourse around place and space, many 
places have been disregarded as being too transient for having significant for human life. For example, the French 



  

anthropologist Marc Augé, talks about “non-places”, such as highways, hotels or supermarkets (Augé, 1995). In our 
view, this is not necessarily true in the case of RGRA. They spend a significant amount of time on the city buses, and 
the buses are not just anonymous vehicles for transport. You get to know the drivers and fellow travellers. You sit down 
in specific seats, if available, and the routes taken become part of the complexity of rhythms making up the patterns of 
movement in the cityscape. The bus ride is as such a place for possible inhabitation, even with a highly temporary 
character. The lyrics of the song “On the bus”, by rapper Rap-Tor, that was distributed at the occasion, articulated that 
very theme in the lyrics. The experiment was quite successful and favoured by producers, travellers and the bus 
company alike. Following the experiment on the bus we have tried out a variety of places and settings, where RGRA has 
used the box to set up temporary streams of digital media, thus appropriating places within the city for shorter spans of 
time. Even though the content has been mainly music produced by themselves, other content such as jingles for their 
radio station or pictures of specific artists within the movement has been used. The exploration is ongoing, but one 
result is how music can be produced in lightweight formats, especially fitting for distribution by “narrowcasting”. In 
several cases it has been used as complementing physical presence, taking parts in events such as concerts, or just 
“hanging” on the local square. 

Place-centric mobile games 
Working with user-groups such as RGRA yields possibilities to explore patterns of movement, of distinct, but still 
informal, groups, as well as their strategies for appropriating urban places. We have continued the co-operation in 
several other projects, of which one addresses the notion of mobile urban gaming. The project Urblove is carried out in 
co-operation with a gaming company, Ozma (http://www.ozma.se/), RGRA and a group of girl skate boarders. The goal 
of the project is to develop a platform for mobile games as well as a number of specific game examples. Again, taking 
the notion of place as starting point, as opposed to several other mobile games, Urblove takes concrete urban places as 
its starting point for developing and playing games. We will set up participatory processes where users take on the role 
of co-designers. Using a sms-engine, complemented with a web platform, different youth groups will produce “routes” 
for playing, and develop narratives that take players through local neighbourhoods. After a route is created a narrative 
is developed that connects to the different places of the route. The story is presented in fragments sent to the players 
via SMS. Each message contains a part of the story and a puzzle to be solved in order to obtain the next part of the 
story.As riddles are answered through sms, new riddles are sent with the result of the narrative unfolding piece by 
piece, along with the players moving through a dedicated area in the city. The game engine calculates points to the 
teams playing in relation to the amount of right answers and time spent on the game. The games will draw upon the 
capabilities of mobile phones to produce and consume new digital media formats, and the already mentioned Bluetooth 
box is one component in the game. The choice of “cheap-to-use” technologies, such as Bluetooth and sms, is deliberate 
as to make the game as accessible as possible. 

While one of the goals is to expand the toolbox for using mobile media, as means for temporary ownership of public 
places, another one is to address the tension between habitual patterns of movement and possible expansions of such 



  

movements. An observation on urban living is how many youth groups moves primarily within the same blocks they are 
living in. Especially this holds true for many suburbs dominated by immigrants, which at times also are being 
marginalized by media, with social isolation as a result. As major cities are more and more becoming segregated, a 
crucial issue arises how we as designers can support urban exploration beyond the “home turf”. An exiting prospect is 
to let inhabitants of local neighbourhoods create “routes” within the neighbourhood that can be played by others, thus 
inviting to a more true perception of the places and culture within different city segments. With this ambition the project 
seeks to explore the possibilities of a service that combines urban exploring and mobile gaming with the possibilities 
inherent in participatory cultures and the potential of user-created content. 

 

Figure 3.To the left, youths from RGRA creating a route and to the right, the girl skaters playing the game.   

During the early phase of the project we have set up workshops where youths from RGRA have created routes in their 
neighbourhood. Taking the concrete places as game design material, they started out cruising the neighbourhood they 
knew well, but now with the lens of creating a game out of it. Having chosen places for a route, they gathered for 
creating the narrative and riddles for the game. Engaging in a new way with known places in this way, provided means 



  

for recognizing the places as actually having meaning and being further invested with value through the games. The girl 
skater group were invited to play the game. Being in a part of town they never have visited before, they were exposed 
to people of the neighbourhood being part of the game as well as being introduced to the game mechanisms. The girls 
will now produce games of their own and invite RGRA youths to play that one “in return”. The project is still in its early 
phase but we have strong hopes for developing the game platform and the participatory process alike, into a 
sustainable way of exploring looked over places in the city.  

Some concluding thoughts 
The brief descriptions of the bluetoothing experiments and the mobile game, illustrates how mobile media can act as 
enriching opportunities for appropriating public spaces. In a seminal paper for the HCI and CSCW communities, Harrison 
and Dourish highlights the critical distinction between space and place (Harrison and Dourish, 1996). Their observation 
is how many developers of collaborative and communicative environments use a spatial model to frame interaction. The 
critique from Harrison and Dourish stresses how a notion of place should be preferred rather than space. They define 
the place as; “cultural or communally-held understanding of the appropriateness of styles of behavior and interaction, 
which may be organized around spatial features but is, nonetheless, quite separate from them.” (Harrison and Dourish, 
1996, pp.75). In other words place is the experienced, lived, shared and communally understood space. One effect is 
that also “spaceless places” can give a feeling of place.  

Space, no space or place; this suggests that we must understand how spatiality arises and how multiple spaces might 
intersect. This resonates well with parts of the thinking of de Certeau. De Certeau, in a central chapter in his The 
practice of Everyday Life, quotes Virgil; “The godess can be recognized by her steps” (De Certeau, 1984, pp.97). In the 
chapter he elaborates the example of the pedestrian appropriating a city by walking. Walking in the urban system is 
equalized to what the speech act is to language. It allows a play with pre-defined systems. Referring to goddesses is 
actually a bit inappropriate since De Certeau is concerned with power relationships and how the “weak” turns systems 
designed by authorities to their “own”. The walker uses “tactical” strategies as his walks offers “tours” and “detours” in 
an operation on space. On the opposite, urban systems are developed through “strategical” tactics as the governing 
authorities infuses power programs in the city plan and its monuments. Mobile technologies, locative media and place-
centric strategies can well support this practice. 
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