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What is Placemaking? 

thoughts from the field… 



Placemaking is the act of people coming together in 
their physical environment to deliberately design, plan, 
program and maintain public spaces to facilitate social 
interaction and improve quality of life. 
 
       Places in the Making, MIT 2013 





• Concerned with public spaces and places and privately owned 
“public” space 

• Created collaboratively 

• Creates change in the physical environment as well as: 
• Social 
• political  

• Changes can be temporary or permanent 

• Typically iterative processes 

• Community-based 

• Proactive 

• Needs strong leadership 

• Depends on action and results…not simple a plan on paper 

 

 

 

Placemaking 

What is it? 



• Top-down 

• Created from a rigid “playbook” or “rule book” 

• Only about design 

• Focused on form over function, on looks over practicality 

• Dependent only on government or on money to get things done 

• Only reactive 

• Short sighted 

 

Placemaking 

What is it NOT? 



Why is it Important? 
 



The importance of place… 



 
In the long history of human settlement, public places 
have reflected the needs and cultures of community  
    
 
       Places in the Making, MIT 2013 



Location? 

• Photo of interior of theatre 
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Communities lost the tradition and practice of having a 
local and active political voice.  



Desolate plaza 

 







Citizens should show humility in the face of expertise. 
    
 
       American Political Science Association, 1914 











What began as a reaction against auto-centric 
planning, “top-down” interventions, and bad public 
spaces has grown into a movement that addresses 
much more.  
 
       



build or improve public space          spark public discourse 
 
                 create beauty and delight 
 
engender civic pride 
       connect neighborhoods 
support community health and safety 
 
 seek social justice 
    catalyze economic development 
 
promote environmental sustainability 
      Support arts and culture 
”  



Placemaking 

A Sample of Projects… 

 

• Public Plazas 
• Public amenities (boat launches, harborwalks, recreational paths) 
• Farmers’ Markets 
• Public Markets/Entrepreneur Commercial Kitchens 
• Pop‐Up Retail/Dining 
• Innovation and incubator space and associate public spaces 
• Open Space and Parks  
• Streetscape improvements 
• Bike Paths, Parklets, Traffic Calming 
• Event spaces such as band shells, concert areas, outdoor theatres 
• Other public space enhancements and activators 



Types of Placemaking 
 
 



1. Standard (basic permanent public 
realm improvements) 
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3. Creative Placemaking 

4. Strategic Placemaking 

Placemaking 

The Tools at your Disposal 



• Long-view of change 

• Broad public engagement over prolonger period 

• Usually high capital cost or combined higher capital costs that other 
methods 

• More professionals involved 

• More regulation, approvals processes 

• Takes longer to implement, focus on incremental change or big catalytic 
projects 

• May start out temporary/tactical and become permanent after pilots, 
success demonstration, fundraising, building political will, etc.  

 

Placemaking 

Standard (Bricks + Mortar/ Permanent Public Realm Improvements) 















Photo: Fargo Moorhead StreetsAlive 











• Targeted to a very specific and focused end 

• Most open to being led by lay persons, often no professionals 
are “officially” involved 

• Often ignores rules, or openly seeks to break them 

• Short term and temporary interventions, incremental change 

• Small budgets, borrowed materials 

• Low risk approach, flexible, changeable 

• Lighter, cheaper, quicker 

• Instant implementation 

• Can sometimes lead to changes in regulatory frameworks, or to 
permanent physical changes 

• Can serve as pilot projects, test runs for new ideas 

 

Placemaking 

Tactical Urbanism 



















Guerrero Park: San Francisco, CA 
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Corona Plaza: Queens, NY 
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• Uses arts and culture to effect positive change 

• Often uses arts and cultural organizations for community 
engagement, exploration of ideas, implementation 

• Can seek to speak to creative class/innovative industries 

• Animates public space and public uses around cultural and 
arts  

• Often incorporates public art, music/performance venues, 
artist housing, museums, cultural programming 

Placemaking 

Creative Placemaking 





An example here 



















• Targets specific outcomes, usually tied to economic 
development, jobs 

• May focus on community revitalization in a specific 
aree 

• Seeks to reposition cities or towns to attract workers 
and residents 

• May focus on visitor economy initiatives 

• Targets knowledge workers to shift local economies 
from industrial to knowledge/creative economies 

 

Placemaking 

Strategic Placemaking 

















A Guide to Making it 
Happen 

 

…Answering six questions 



• A mix of uses 

• Connectedness 
• Physically 

• Culturally 

• Virtually 

• Programming 

• Hard/soft spaces 

• Comfort/Security 

• User friendly 

• Fun 

 

 

Placemaking 

#1: What makes a great place? 





Source: Project for Public Spaces 



• Think strategically 
(benefits, contributions, 
needs, interests) 

• Spread ownership (and 
credit) 

• Create a community 
“watercooler 

• Set things up for 
incremental change, goals, 
successes 

• Know who has the power 
 
 

Placemaking 

#2: What creates a good collaborative environment? 



• Having no money is no 
longer an excuse 

• “In-kind enabler” of positive 
change 

• Use all the tools at 
government’s disposal 

 

 

Placemaking 

#3: What is the role of government?  



While government intervention is important, “governments should act more adroitly, both in 
the selective use of their own resources, and in drawing upon the full range of their abilities to 
engage the much greater resource of private and institutional action…” 

       Mark Schuster, “Preserving the Built Heritage: Tools for Implementation” 
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Adapted and expanded from “Preserving 
the Built Heritage: Tools for 
Implementation” 

It’s not all about money; government 
as an “in-kind” enabler of 
placemaking: 

Seven ways the City can support 
placemaking (and financial and civic 
investment): 

1. Ownership, operation 

2. Regulation 

3. Incentives 

4. Property rights 

5. Information 

6. Technical assistance 

 

 

The Tools at Government’s Disposal 



The Tools at Government’s Disposal 

7.  …sometimes, by simply getting out 
of the way 

 

 



• What kind of placemaking is most 
appropriate for your current capacity? 

• Spread ownership 

• Engender excitement and delight 

• Offer leadership in collaboration, in 
doing 

• Set tangible, measurable goals 

• Match the goals to the support available 

• What are in-kind supports that could 
make a huge difference? 

• Identify barriers that are about 
mindsets, not bank balances 

 

 

Placemaking 

#4: How do you get results with limited resources? 





• Create tangible goals 

• Success must be 
measurable 

• Demonstrate 
effectiveness to the 
community, public 
officials, funders 

 

 

Placemaking 

#5: How do you measure success? 





• The answer is never 

• A project has many 
parts…each with the 
ability to garner 
support, improve 
space, enhance 
success 

 

 

Placemaking 

#6: How do you know when the project is done? 





Today’s placemaking represents a comeback for 
community.  The iterative actions and collaborations 
inherent in the making of places nourish communities 
and empower people.  
 



This mutual stewardship of place and 
community is the virtuous cycle of placemaking.   



In the mutual stewardship of place and community, 
communities transform places, which in turn transform 

communities, and so on… 
 



The new model of placemaking emphasizes flexibility, 
shares information, and draws on unorthodox sources 
for influence. It empowers everyday users to become 

makers, to share ideas, and to form alliances. 



Placemaking Basics  
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