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FINAL REPORT
Orienting the Future: Design Strategies for Non-Place

In the concrete reality of today's world, places and spaces, places and non-places intertwine and tangle
together. The possibility of non-place is never absent from any place (Augé, 1995 p.107).

The project brought together researchers from diverse disciplines to examine how designers create and ameliorate
the effects of non-places, and to set in train a network of personnel and activities to research non-place themes. The
project began from a strong theoretical conceptualization of non-place, supported by the writing of the anthropologist
Marc Augé (1995). As we anticipated, the theme of non-place was an appropriate stimulus for the cluster in its
attention to contemporary design issues. Potential participants required reference to only a few examples to spark
awareness of non-places. Across the spectrum of users, occupants, employees, managers, designers, and academic
theorists, we encountered both enthusiasm and criticism over the changes in contemporary environments ushered in
by communications media, new security and surveillance protocols, globalized consumption, artifacts of the
massification of travel, and the bureaucratization of citizenship.

Each discipline brought insights and approaches to bear on the non-place problematic. The sociology of
technology drew attention to the interrelation between social and technological systems of consumption,
transportation and office work. Information science encouraged thought about the unwieldy burden of
communications and management systems for which non-places appear as symptoms. Communications systems
engineering introduced inventories of emerging systems, devices and components that affect how we interact and use
space, and identified technologies still looking for applications. Architecture emphasized how aspects of gathering,
communicating, and working that were once accomplished by the configuration of floors, walls, and furniture are now
determined by supplementation from electronic systems and devices. Graphic design brought awareness of signage,
space, orientation and brandscape. Human geography emphasized the complex relation between the local and the
global. Each cluster participant completed the project with an enhanced ability to research and communicate on the
themes of place, non-place and design.

Cluster activities
As proposed we held 3 main events and 2 supplementary events to advance the aims of the Designing for the 21st

Century Initiative, ie to foster the formation of a new diverse community with a common reference framework of
theoretical concepts, cultures, and languages pertaining to non-place; to stimulate new ways of design thinking about
place; and to develop self-reflective, socially aware, and economically enterprising design research. The events were
animated by engagement with specific sites commonly designated as non-places: a retail warehouse, an airport, and a
bureaucratic site. The conduct of the workshops evolved in concert with the stimulating activity-based Design21
workshops organised by Tom Inns and Vicky Hale.

Workshop 1: Consumer non-place, Monday 28 February 2005
This workshop involved “occupying” the demonstration area of the B&Q retail warehouse at New Craighall on the
outskirts of Edinburgh by arrangement with the management. We extended an invitation to potential participants,
who were instructed by email and our web site to document, map or “itinerize” their journey to the store. Some of
these documents (wayfinding audits) were posted on the Cluster website in advance of the workshop event. The day
was structured around a series of activities involving photographic inventories, tours by the management, filling
shopping trolleys with illustrative consumer items, interviews and reportage. Insights ranged across considerations of
the implications of imminent RfiD tagging and stock control, signage, gendering, wayfinding, the deployment of local
knowledge, personalized advice, and the immediate urban context. The event constituted an effective exercise in
defamiliarization, and seeded the growing repository of narrative assets and lore of the Cluster.

Workshop 2: Transportation non-place, Thursday 14 April 2005
This took place in a staff training room beneath the main concourse of Stansted airport. There were 19 participants.
One of the participants, Ann Light, provided a lively report on the event that featured in usabilitynews.com
[http://www.usabilitynews.com/news/article2396.asp].

As if scripted, the flight from Edinburgh transporting the main organisers was delayed. So the day began with a
non-place rendezvous among strangers and improvised introductions. Ann Light reports: “We introduce ourselves —



2

several people with an interest in motorway services, a few architecture academics, a couple of computer scientists, a
sprinkling of artists — and leave quickly to explore more colourful parts. Small groups form and ours decides to
follow trolleys around, establishing their routes through the airport to connect with new Arrivals or Departures
traffic. Then we shadow a group of German marathon runners on their way out of the airport … we decide to
navigate our way back at this level to our conference room. Would we meet trouble by stepping out of the paths
meant for the public? No, but another group, following shortly behind us, is stopped by the police, reprimanded and
made to fill out forms. … This was the start of the second theme of the day: control and resistance.” Other activities
included an official tour, an extended passage through security checks, and discussion on themes of signage, shopping,
surface, security, and uses of airports by local communities. The workshop built on our lexicon of comparisons with
other non-place encounters, including the more utilitarian environment and soft security of B&Q.

Workshop 3: Design and non-place, Wednesday 29-30 June 2005
This was a consolidation event to advance the design issues raised by the airport visit. It included discussions led by
Brian Edwards (1998), who has written definitively on airports, Peter Adey (Aberystwyth) on the affordances of
airports, Mike Rawlinson (city id) on the Bristol Legible City Project (www.bristollegiblecity.info), Mark Perry (Brunel)
on mobile working, Matthew Chalmers (Glasgow) on integrating infospace and physical space, and Alan Dix
(Lancaster) on insider/outsider orientation of place and signage and systolic flows. (22 people in attendance)

Away day: Napier, Craiglockart campus, Friday 28 October 2005
This was a consolidation event for the core team to plan the 4th workshop event and reportage of research themes to
the Design21 organisers.

Bureaucratic Non-place round table event. This involved a meeting of core Cluster members with
representatives of the South London Citizens Group (SLCG), including Les Back of Goldsmiths College UL, in
Croydon, on Thursday 25 November 2005. Our proposed workshop at the Immigration and Nationality Directorate
at Lunar House proved impossible in light of sensitivity to recent press coverage. The round table dealt with
bureaucratic non-places, specifically those encountered by migrants, refugees and asylum seekers. SLCG recently
conducted a Citizen’s led Enquiry into the service and facilities at Lunar House (Back, et al., 2005). The round table
event explored the potential of design to contribute to the way such spaces operate and are experienced by clients
who feel disoriented and alienated. Summary minutes are accessible from http://ace.caad.ed.ac.uk/NonPlace.

Workshop 4: Back-Door Design, Examining Commercial, Transportation and Public Service
Hubs as Non-Place Exemplars, 9-10 February.
This summative workshop was held at the University of Edinburgh and provided further comparison and discussion on
the themes of

• Bureaucratic non-place. How stakeholders negotiate overstretched, regulatory bureaucractic systems.
• Design. The processes by which non-places are created and dismantled, designed and undone.
• Legibility. How the built fabric and information technologies interact to encourage or inhibit urban legibility,

wayfinding and orientation.
• Identity. How selves and groups are configured and re-configured in and through non-places.

Discussions were led by core team members and: Lorenzo Imbesi on Remote control parasiting bodies and panoptic
spaces, Peter Merriman on a critique of Marc Auge's theory of non-places, Peter Anderson (Interfield Design) on
typography and the city, Frank Duffy (DEGW) on the future office, Yvonne Rogers on user-centred client interaction,
Peter Excell on wireless technologies and signage, and Pieter Boeder on urban screens. There were 22 participants.

Research Themes
As required by the Design for the 21st Century initiative we identified and reported on major themes for further
research, elaborated on our web site.

1. Appropriating non-place
Non-places seem to resist collective action. Bodies are individuated and rendered docile to the exigencies of the
system, which is driven by technology and commerce. Commercial imperatives are often antithetical to personal
freedoms. Our observations in non-place settings confirm that people are adept at creating a sense of place or being
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at home, even in alien environments. Are non-places resistant to a sense of place, culturally rich in any case, or blank
canvases? How do people make themselves at home, and what technologies do they deploy? How do people adapt
non-places in the event of breakdown, eg strike action by staff at an airport, disaster, excessive delays? Key words:
pleasure and protest, leisure and play, place-faking.

2. Non-place and cognition
Theories of the “scaffolded mind,” suggest that thought and mind extend into the environment. If places promote
thoughtful action then what of non-places? Workshop activities were conducted in non-places. Apart from the
inconvenience, did these strange settings abet or hinder the collective thought processes of the research cluster?

How does non-place function as a site of and for disruption?  The use of artefacts in non-space entails a
number of differences in the material ensemble by which work gets done. A particular device may have to carry a
burden different to its design intention (eg the phone compensates for the lack of a desktop), the ambient audience is
different (strangers rather than colleagues), the presentation of self is altered (display and status assertion rather than
self-effacing). So what kinds of work are attempted or achieved? How does the balance of transience and persistence
work in these places? Can cognitive dissonance be creative? Key words: mobile working on non-places.

3. Non-place, action and agency
Non-places are commonly considered the result of conspicuous design agency: masterplanning, control, regulation and
a network of professionals. But they are also products of variable and uncertain agency: the designers of architectures
and systems, and the designers of the myriad components that make up the environment, often with competing
objectives. But who are the designers in non-places? What are the roles of users, tourists, itinerants, and the forces of
socio-technological systems, bureaucracies, institutions and media? How are the personae (or different actor actions)
negotiated by individual actors at different times? How does a non-place function for the holiday-maker as opposed to
the worker, consumer, client or patient? How does health care feature as non-place in the event of emergency,
outpatient or long-term care? Key words: collaborative design in non-places, design as collective action, non-place and
usability, care and mobility in non-place.

4. Designing Legible Cities: Text, Context and Orientation
Buildings and signs are co-dependent in the contemporary city. The materiality of the city (its architecture, pavements,
buildings, streets, aisles) interacts with its informational systems (its street signs, maps, mobile information
technologies, advertising, timetables) to establish the parameters for everyday life. At times, informational systems
assist urban life, offering guidelines for movement, directions for action, instructions for use, the means of wayfinding.
How effectively we use places, such as airports and supermarkets can depend on these informational overlays. The
concept of non-place invites designers and researchers to think creatively about what a ‘legible city’ is in the
contemporary context, and how built fabric and information technologies, old and new, combine in the design of a
flexible and accommodating urbanism. Key words: designing legible cities, text, context and orientation, working the
veneer of non-place, cultures of legibility.

5. Signage and control
Non-places are reputedly dominated by textual signs. Signage is increasingly dynamic, and potentially can be targeted
to specific users. What is the non-place sign in the emerging context of dynamic displays, user interaction, and mobile
telephony? What is the relationship between text, image and voice in non-place design? What is the role of
mobile/personalised data systems for navigating non-places? Can these be designed to differentiate between naive and
expert users. How does the differential availability of mobile information services influence our experience of non-
places? What is it like to receive different navigational or instructive information than your neighbour using the same
public space? What is the effect of the attrition of shared public-space iconic hardware, such as telephone boxes,
postboxes and street signs? What will be their substitutes, and what are the emerging infrastructural place-markers?
Key words: signage and spatial affordances, sociology of signage

6. The design of intimate artefacts
How do various kinds of design (architecture, digital and wireless technologies, dependable and ubiquitous computing,
graphics, performance and visual art) enhance our everyday experiences of non-places? The aim is to devise new
technologies and imagine new social conventions for more individually responsive and inclusive devices for orientation
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and way-finding. Key words: wireless conviviality, personal ICT.

Key Advances and Supporting Methodology
According to our original proposal, we aimed to develop communication within a wide range of expertise that
addresses non-place and design. Here are details of how we achieved our objectives.

1. understand the current conventions and technologies of orientation in non-places. The understanding of the cluster
was enhanced through: practical engagement in wayfinding and site-specific activities and exercises, discussion
at 4 workshop events, 1 away day, and a meeting with a citizens group, interdisciplinary discussions at over
20 steering group meetings, presentations, publications and feedback, notably attendance at 3 and
presentation at 2 Design21 events.

2. report upon and document existing research on non-place conducted within disciplines represented in the Cluster. This
was documented through reportage on non-place research themes at Design21 events and publications.

3. analyse commonalities, differences and potential synergies between the various approaches to non-place, in its own
terms and in relation to other (traditional, hybrid, or emergent) conceptions of place and space. Derived research
themes and publications articulate a synthesis of issues from our Cluster disciplines: informatics, graphic
design practice, typography, architecture, landscape architecture, interior architecture, sociology, information
design, human-computer interaction design, electronic engineering, management, visual art, IT policy, human
geography, art curation, virtual environments.

4. create an intellectual platform and a management structure that will develop a portfolio of collaborative research
projects. See research themes outlined above, and related grants and grant proposals listed below.

5. explore the potential to extend the network to cognate research approaches, practices or disciplines not currently
represented within the Cluster. The PI presented on the theme of non-place at a workshop by the Design21
Embracing Complexity in Design (ECiD) Research Cluster (2 July, UCL, London). He was also co-organiser
and presented on the theme at the workshop: Space, Place and Experience in Human-Computer Interaction,
INTERACT 2005, 13th September 2005, Rome. He also presented on the theme of non-place and mobile
telephony at Seeing, Understanding, Learning in the Mobile Age, Conference held in Budapest, on April 28-30,
2005. Stewart presented “Non-place and Leisure,” at the Digiplay seminar, Sheffield Hallum University, Sept
2005. These events expanded the disciplinary remit of the non-place cluster and further informed the
development of the research themes. A public exhibition (Defining Place) at the Lighthouse in Glasgow
further expanded the scope of the Cluster.

6. seed longer-term research and design collaborations investigating more socially inclusive, diverse and better quality non-
places, as well as strategies to ensure the integrated co-existence of non-places with other types of urban place and
space. Insights from discussions with South London Citizens Group in connection with Lunar House, and the
work on social housing by Cairns and Jacobs. See related grants below.

7. explore potential relationships between research-in-design (theory based) and design-as-research (practice based)
approaches to knowledge production. Workshop activities had a practical, context-specific orientation, we
involved practitioners in the workshops, and there was input from students that fed into their own MSc
project and PhD work. The MSc work on non-place culminated in a public exhibition: Non-Place Installed:
11am to 6pm 21-24 March 2005 at 20 Chambers Street, Entry Foyer, and examined issues of non-place while
eliciting comments from visitors. The installation featured interaction with video material connected with the
B&Q visit by Daisy Narayanan and Janet Price-Glick. The conduct of the project also inspired a successful
AHRC project on training for practice-led research. See below.

8. test and elaborate the research themes in everyday non-places in relation to different public constituencies. Site-
specific workshops involved discussions with and observations of every-day users of non-places. Eg.
interviews with B&Q staff, and discussions with Stansted personnel, and with South London Citizens Group.

9. examine the research themes in and through the various media that constitute non-places (text, graphics,
photographics, video, audio, performance, installation, digital interaction). Workshops included performance,
discussion of performance and installation pieces, appropriation of every day activities as performance (eg
“stick choreography” at B&Q). Note problems of performance and security in public non-places. We also
used audio recording, video, and photography extensively.
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To achieve its aims the Cluster was to establish a virtual communications network for the Cluster. This was achieved
successfully with the dynamic non-place web site and mail lists as primary instruments. Minutes for the 20 steering
group meetings were circulated by email. We organise three site-specific workshops in non-places. And held one
conference in which participants suggested ways forward in relation to emergent design/research agendas. We
developed a web-site as a resource and reportage tool. The non-place web site was launched at the end of October 2004
and had over 220 publicly accessible messages/weblog entries by 7 April 2006. The customised dynamic site was
written in ColdFusion database management software, with a MySQL database, and was populated with date-specific
information and images relevant to the project. The combination of activities enabled the Cluster to examine, test and
extend its primary objectives and aims by way of a range of situations in which different kinds of knowledge, research
styles and public groups came into contact. Development of the Cluster was to focus on projects for future funding.

Related and planned projects
The activities of the Cluster informed the development and reportage of the following projects by core members.

1. Representing urban landscapes in Southeast Asia: negotiating cartographic blindness (£49,340) Stephen
Cairns, award period: 2003-2004.

2. Difference and Repetition: an investigation of the Residential Highrise as a global form (£253,426 ) Jane Jacobs
and Stephen Cairns, award period: 2004-2007.

3. AHRC Inflecting Space: Correlating the attributes of voice with the character of urban spaces (App ID No
112333) (£50,000) Richard Coyne, award period: 2004-2006.

4. Special Arts and Humanities Research Council Grant (AHRC) to develop research training in composition,
design and practice-based research (£10,000) Richard Coyne award period: 2005-2007.

The Cluster also forwarded a proposal to Designing for the 21st Century  Research Project Grants, Phase 2:

5. Branded meeting places: Ubiquitous technologies and the design of places for meaningful human encounter
(£404,862), Richard Coyne, Robin Williams, with James Stewart, Mark Wright, Penny Travlou, and Mobile
Acuity Ltd.  This project draws on the non-place theme and we propose to examine the concept of branded
meeting places, examine their suitability for human encounters (eg meetings amongst business associates,
between service providers and clients), and develop strategies for improving support technologies.

Related unfunded proposals include: Wireless Tags Services in Secure Business Environments. Socio-technical research
proposal to EC IST, 2006, European consortium of firms and Universities, including University of Edinburgh; the
control of Personal Information and Communications Technologies (PICTS)  in public and private places, a proposal to
ESRC, 2005, James Stewart, University of Edinburgh; Digital Media and Communication in Metamorphosis to 24/7
Personalisation, Multi-disciplinary proposal to Leverhulme Trust  2006, Peter Excell (Bradford), James Stewart
(Edinburgh), Martin Woolley (Central Saint Martin’s College of Art and Design).

Project Plan Review
Luton Airport was changed to Stansted airport due to access difficulties during construction work at Luton. Access to
Lunar House as a workshop site proved impossible. The project period was extended, with permission from
EPSRC/AHRC, till end March 2006 to enable discussions with South London Citizens Group and reportage at a special
cluster workshop in 9-10 February 2006. Neither of these issues impeded the project outcomes.

Research Impact and Benefits to Society
This is ongoing. Note collaboration in the branded spaces AHRC application with Mobile Acuity Ltd, a university spin-
off company.

Related presentations and participation
Spaces, Spatiality and Technology Conference, Napier, 12-14 December 2004. See Further Dissemination below.

Publications
The following publications appeared under the aegis of the Non-Place project.
Coyne, Richard, and Martin Parker. 2005. Sounding Off: The Place of Voice in Ubiquitous Digital Media. Proc. Seeing,

Understanding, Learning in the Mobile Age, Budapest, April 28–30: 129-134



6

Coyne, Richard, and Martin Parker. 2006. Voices out of place: Voice, non-place and ubiquitous digital communications.
Mobile Understanding: The Epistemology of Ubiquitous Communication: 171-182. Vienna: Passagen Verlag.

Coyne, Richard. 2005. Inflecting space. Avatar: Dislocazioni tra Antrapologia e Communicazione, (December no. 6)34-39.
Coyne, Richard. 2006. Space without ground. In M. Bain (ed.), Architecture in Scotland: 94-99 Glasgow: The Lighthouse

Trust.
Coyne, Richard. 2006. Thinking through virtual reality: Place, non-place, and situated cognition. Techné: Research in

Philosophy and Technology, Special Issue: Real and Virtual Places. Online Journal. (to appear)
Coyne, Richard. 2005a. Orienting the future: design strategies for non-place. In P. Jenkins (ed.), ScotMARK, Architectural

Research and Knowledge: A Scottish Dimension: 72-72. Edinburgh: ScotMARK.
Further publications informed by the project
Coyne, Richard, John Lee, and Martin Parker. 2005. Permeable portals: designing congenial web sites for the e-society.

Tangentium, (2) 1, http://www.personal.leeds.ac.uk/~polaw/tangentium/jan05/index.html.
Snodgrass, Adrian, and Richard Coyne. 2006. Interpretation in Architecture: Design as a Way of Thinking. Routledge.
Turner, P., and E. Davenport. 2005. Spatiality, Spaces and Technology. Dordrecht: Kluwer.
Williams, Robin, James Stewart, and Roger Slack. 2005. Social Learning in Technological Innovation: Experimenting with

Information and Communication Technologies. Edward Elgar.

Explanation of Expenditure
Funds were disbursed as in the proposal, with the majority contributing to 1 RA post, a technical post, an
administrator and travel expenses for workshop participants. PIs attended the inaugural Design21 event in London,
with expenses paid by EPSRC-AHRC, the Design21 event in Glasgow, and the event in London. Travel and
accommodation to the latter were covered from our grant. Attendees were Coyne, Cairns, Stewart, and Davenport.
Coyne also attended the Complexity Cluster workshop at UCL London, at the expense of our grant.

Further Research or Dissemination Activities
Note reportage at Design21 events, and the recent AHRC application described above, with others to follow.
Dissemination through the web site: http://ace.caad.ed.ac.uk/NonPlace
Online article by Ann Light http://www.usabilitynews.com/news/article2396.asp
Exhibition, Defining Place, The Lighthouse, Glasgow. This exhibition opened in April 2006 and will travel around
Scotland through 2006. The catalogue includes an article by the non-place team. http://www.definingplace.com/
See project report in a special publication on architectural research in Scotland (Coyne, 2005a).
The team is contributing to the special Design21 publication in preparation by Tom Inns and Vicky Hale.
Participant Tony Kent at University of Arts, London now incorporates non-place considerations into the MA in
Marketing and Communications, and leads an internally funded project, “The Flagship Concept,” about branded retail
environments and non-places. Non-Place participant Peter Excell (Bradford) has produced a book chapter with Allen
and Robison. 2007 (to appear), in A. Aurigi, and F. de Cindio (eds.), Augmented Public Spaces. Excell also collaborated
with Non-Place partner Lorenzo Imbesi and delivered a presentation, “The Wireless Aura: the invisible
communications space surrounding the 21st century human being” at the Rome d+ International Design Expo
Seminar, Remote Control, in May 2006. Excell reports: “We continue to deliberate on possible parallels between
navigation in the visible physical world and in the future wireless-enabled world, where much will be invisible to the
eye, and reliance will be placed on the ‘wireless aura’ surrounding the person.”
Alan Dix reports that non-place and the sign have been informing his recent work, eg “Accidents of information”
Healthcare Information Giving Services and Future ICTS, 6 April 2005, Lancaster UK.
http://www.comp.lancs.ac.uk/computing/users/dixa/papers/accidents-of-information-2005/ he also reports: “I’ve
certainly mentioned the network in  an (unsuccessful outline bid to Leverhulme earlier in the year). It will certainly
also inform future work on eCampus related grants applications.”
Ann Light reports “the concept of Non-Place permeated my thinking after that visit to Stansted and then made its way
into the lecture on ‘Space, Place and Interaction Design’ that I gave as part of the ‘Interaction Design’ BSc module at
Queen Mary.” Participant Miles Phillips from Sheffield describes himself as a “random undergraduate” writing his
architectural dissertation on non-place.
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