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Abstract: Social innovation has been gaining attention as an alternative method for defining socially
constructed problems and their solutions in times of failure of more conventional methods. This
study focused on the potential of undergraduate architecture students for social innovation in public
space production. A novel collaborative educational method was proposed based on a conceptual
framework of social extrapreneurs’ platforms of exploration, experimentation and execution, and
problem-based learning. The method was designed for 90 h synchronous and 90 h asynchronous
work, in a remote teaching mode. The benefit of the method was foreseen in improving the social
processes of public space production, especially in areas with pronounced discrimination. Social
innovation in planning is crucial for the capacity of imagining better futures in the context of a
system’s evolutionary resilience and has the potential for democratization of public place design.
Preliminary results show that the proposed method enables critical thinking, sets the base of action
on social justice, and turns students into active agents of social change; thus, it provides an important
contribution to the necessary, but still uncharted, paradigm shift in architectural education from an
object- to people-driven design.

Keywords: social innovation; architectural education; public space; place imagination; social media;
inclusion

1. Introduction

For several decades now, researchers have studied the politics of placemaking to shed
light on the way communities conceptualize and react to socio-spatial changes [1,2]. Lefebvre
refers to urban public space as a social creation whose (re)production has significant
implications on social and environmental systems [1]. People shape places, but places also
shape people. The way we as social agents interact with a place and with other people
defines that place meanings and molds relationships and identities [3].

Some developed countries have used charrette workshops to engage local commu-
nities in designing shared places or even large-scale urban plans [4–6]. While the idea of
“working together” is appealing in concept, its practical implementation can be difficult.
Some of the main challenges related to this type of participatory planning are found in
the requirement for a high level of public awareness where input should be needed and
wanted, high cost for the organization, working with community representatives instead
of larger groups that can lead to more subjective common place-framing, and limited time
that is often not sufficient for understanding, let alone experimenting, with advanced
technological tools [7–9]. In regions where low public awareness, oppression of vulner-
able groups, and underfunding are recurring issues [10,11], charrettes can be difficult to
implement. Thus, the challenge still lies in designing the social process of placemaking,
whereby innovation will be in the way roles, tools, and structure promote inclusiveness
and citizenship power [12,13].

Social innovation refers to “the creation and implementation of new solutions” to social
problems such as poverty, inequality, and environmental degradation [14]. When a place
is collectively understood and imagined [15,16], it can bring about a connection between
identity narratives and a place that can forge community strengthening and “evolutionary
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resilience”. Evolutionary resilience is defined as “the ability of complex socio-ecological
systems to change, adapt, and, crucially, transform”, in response to stresses that might not
be abrupt but rather a culmination of years-long micro-fractures produced by inequality,
marginalization, and poverty, among others [17]. Thus, a community’s evolutionary
resilience could be understood as a long-term capacity to imagine new and better futures.
For this to be achieved, it is important to go a step further—from the participation of some
in the design to the inclusion of all in the design and decision-making [18].

The study presented in this article focused on architecture students’ potential for social
innovation in placemaking, leveraging social media as a ubiquitous tool for sharing ideas.
In the new reality of social distancing and e-learning imposed by the protective measures
to curb the spread of COVID-19, the time is perfect to explore the power of social media as
a tool for designing more inclusive placemaking processes. The research was based on the
idea that inclusive placemaking should be a collaborative and open-ended process that
goes beyond participation in allowing people to define the problem, as well as the solution.
The paper has four sections. The Section 1 introduces the research problem, summarizes the
state-of-art, and defines the objectives of the study. The Section 2 describes a collaborative
educational method to stimulate social innovation. The Section 3 presents the results of the
method’s application in the undergraduate architecture studio course and compares the
results with a previous course where the method was not applied to assess the method’s
potential in delivering significant change. The Section 4 offers a short discussion on the
outcomes’ significance and reflects on future possible research to advance the idea of social
innovation in the place production, while the Section 5 summarizes the conclusions.

1.1. Literature Review

In this section, the roles of research, applied knowledge, and networking in the social
innovation of placemaking are reviewed. These concepts form the theoretical and didactic
base of the three collaborative platforms of exploration, experimentation, and execution
used in the method for this study.

The production of meaning and place are intrinsically linked and occur as simulta-
neous processes in the continuous struggle over the control of resources. For Pierce et al.,
placemaking is a highly networked and relational process that links citizens “through a
common place-frame” [19]. Nevertheless, while spatial proximity between people has
been studied as a catalyst for developing social ties and solidarity [20], recently the role
of informal interactions in place production of segregated societies has been receiving
more attention. Williams asserted that the design of leisure places is often used to assert
power over a place [21]. Elwood highlighted that local-level community organizations can
shift the technological, institutional, and spatial approach to placemaking to strategically
advance their agendas [22]. Thus, local discriminations of social organization, especially
involving the white middle class, can produce different spatial narratives of urban condi-
tions that “reproduces normatively white middle-class place imaginaries but always also
produce poverty and class politics” [23]. Martin explained how neighborhood organiza-
tions use shared place understandings of the physical environment to design discursive
“place-frames” and unite the locals behind a certain agenda [24]. However, they usually
obscure social differences, such as ethnicity and class, thus are often contested and bring to
surface latent social conflicts. Through the study, the gap between the territorial analysis of
place identity and citizens’ involvement in the contentious politics of placemaking becomes
evident. The study adds to Harvey’s argument [25] that processes of negotiation over the
terms of use of a place are crucial in the politics of placemaking and creation of engaging
places, especially in areas with class-driven conflicts [26].

Low notes that researching culture through the lens of place, or as she calls it “spa-
tializing culture”, provides a tool for engagement and collaborative placemaking that
bridges spatial inequalities [27]. McCann argues that the class struggle in placemaking
can be “understood as a cultural politics in which meanings are defined and struggled
over, where social values are naturalized, and by which ‘common sense’ is constructed and
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contested” [28]. Terzoglou [29] insists that the architect’s job is first to research qualitative
structures of a lived space or “Lebenswelt” before attempting to reconstruct or re-activate
places with new discourses that can ultimately change their character and define their
usability. Therefore, the first stage of any social innovation in placemaking should be based
on the research of existing socio-spatial relationships and structures.

One common and established form of applied knowledge in placemaking is the char-
rette workshop. US Environmental Protection Agency defines charrettes as “intensive,
multi-disciplinary workshop with the aim of developing a design or vision for a project”
that can last from one day to several weeks. The collaboration between experts and local
agents seeks to define priority issues for a community and find sustainable solutions for
various stakeholders [30]. By describing the design process of the Giraffe Path (GP), a
9.66-km trail from Central Park to the Cloisters, Eckenwiler [31] (p. 566) portrays how by
working together, citizens, planners, and researchers were able to “weave or re-stitch . . .
formerly fractured communities around and across the Harlem River and, at the same time,
to support outdoor physical activity”. However, in the study on parks’ distribution and
planning in Los Angeles, Wolch et al. [32] found that discriminated groups often do not
have a voice in the workshops, due to poor social organization. Thus, the community rep-
resentatives that participate in a charrette do not necessarily represent the most vulnerable
groups. In some cases, the problem could be invisible to a non-local but is present in other
types of signifiers, such as gestures, language, names, and activities that embody historical
injustices [33]. Thus, social innovation in placemaking should be carefully designed to
promote inclusion and advance justice.

In the higher education context, service learning that combines community service
with problem-based learning has been gaining attention as a form of applied knowl-
edge [34]. Studies through the years consistently reveal that student’s learning, critical
thinking, and personal growth are enhanced by service, which is undoubtedly important
for educational innovation [35–38]. Interestingly, the study by Blakey et al. [39] that focused
on the faculty fellows’ engagement with service-learning found that a large majority of
teachers believed that they were also learning alongside students and that implementing
service-learning made them better teachers. However, research on applied knowledge
methods for social innovation in placemaking is scarce. Even though the self-satisfaction of
achievements and understanding of sustainable development were assessed in this study
as well, the focus was on the evaluation of the potential of the educational method to
improve social innovation processes through collaborative platforms.

The use of networking in problem-based learning has been gaining attention in the
last few decades. Reeves [40] pointed out that for successful design research, e-learning
environments adapted to the specific problem contexts are key. However, even though
mobile technologies have provided a practical platform for contextual learning, there is still
no significant pedagogical change in terms of social media empowering students’ social
innovation skills [41,42]. Perez found that 80% of millennials use social media daily, thus,
the adoption of such tools in education seems imminent [43]. In an increasingly networked
society, where proximity is not anymore relevant for the social organization [44], social
media can be a powerful tool for collaborative learning and production. Cochrane and
Rhodes concluded that mobile learning provides a fruitful student-directed collaboration
enabled by the unique features of social media [45]. A study by Smith [30] envisions
architecture students as possible prodigies of the planning workshops, however, assigns
them a marginal role in drafting or “innovation through drawing”. Ham and Schnabel
make only one short reference to students tapping into their social capital with online
acquaintances via Chat, Facebook, YouTube, etc., and using this collective intelligence to
enlarge their knowledge [46]. In the bigger context of achieving the sustainable devel-
opment goals set by Agenda 2030, it is crucial to advance the research on how students’
agency, creativity, leadership, and engagement can be leveraged for making better and
more sustainable places.



Societies 2021, 11, 26 4 of 22

Tracey and Stott (2017) defined three types of social innovators: social entrepreneurs,
social intrapreneurs, and social extrapreneurs [14]. Social entrepreneurs design and grow for-
profit or non-profit “hybrid organizations”, to address a certain social challenge, such as
the microfinance endeavors of Muhammad Yunus [47], while social intrapreneurs address
social challenges as commercial opportunities from inside for-profit organizations [48]. In
this research, the focus is on the third and least explored type of social extrapreneurs defined
by Algoso as “extrapreneurs that create things in a space that transcends any one agency.
Extrapreneurship is a partnership approach that goes beyond co-ordination or co-branding.
It starts with the network and leverages [resources] . . . to create a disproportionately
greater development impact” (cited from Tracey and Stott, [14]). Social extrapreneurs, in
the context of this research, were students that officially belong to a certain institution but
operate between different organizations and communities, combining ideas and resources
to create new support mechanisms for social change. They understand that a public place
is both a social and physical creation that should be a product of collective stakeholders’
imagination about the place’s qualities. A collaborative educational method using social
media could enable architectural students as content producers and community generators.
In this context, the professor’s role would be to guide the process where “learning happens
in part through a kind of reflective practicum, but here the reflection comes from being
embedded in a social milieu supported by both a physical and virtual presence and
inhabited by both amateurs and professionals... Social software enables communities to
form and find each other, to learn through remixing, tinkering, and sharing artifacts using
the rich media now available” [49].

1.2. Research Questions and Objectives

In emerging regions where resources are scarce, social and spatial inequalities pro-
nounced, and activism almost non-existent, how can we leverage the digital natives’
widespread use of social media as a resource for social innovation in placemaking? How
effective are activism and virtual volunteering as tools to develop a horizontal network
of stakeholders for an inclusive and non-oppressive public space design? Based on the
idea that a networked society is creating a “shadow structure” that erodes the traditional
institutional effectiveness and legitimacy [44], the hypothesis is that digital communication
platforms can improve the traditional participation workshops and develop better-suited
mechanisms for a quality place production in segregated societies. Thus, the research
objectives were to design and test an alternative educational method to stimulate social
innovation in placemaking using collaborative digital platforms in the undergraduate
architecture studio. Open communication and knowledge-sharing using social media were
considered crucial premises for the effectiveness of such a method. The assessment of the
method was based on a comparative analysis of results between a study group where the
method was first implemented and a previous study group where social innovation was
not an objective. The benefit of such a method was foreseen in the potential for maximiz-
ing the creative power within the whole community in imagining a better future, thus
strengthening the capacity for evolutionary resilience.

2. Materials and Methods

The ubiquitous social media has opened various possibilities for social innovation
and activism in placemaking. To explore the idea of students as prodigies in innovative
placemaking processes, the conceptual framework for the new educational method was
based on the concept of social extrapreneurship, using collaborative digital platforms.

2.1. Carrying Out the Investigation

In 2009, Nambisan [50] defined three types of collaboration platforms necessary for
the social extrapreneur to make innovation happen: exploration, experimentation, and
execution (Figure 1).
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The exploration platform’s goal is to bring together diverse stakeholders so that they
can more accurately define socially constructed problems. Once the stakeholders develop
a shared understanding of the problem, they can start working on possible solutions
through the experimentation platform. An experimentation platform is an impartial setting
where possible solutions can be tested in a “near-real world” context. Nambisan claims
that as social innovations become more complex, experimentation converts into a basis
for effective problem-solving. Finally, the execution platform rolls out the findings and
distributes template solutions. The templates capture the fundamental elements of the
solution and help stakeholders coordinate their strategies.

The collaboration platforms in this research were used in the context of problem-based
learning as a mechanism to stimulate, contextualize, and integrate learning through in-
dependent research and knowledge application on real-world problems. Problem-based
learning was grounded on the premise that knowledge is socially constructed in communi-
ties of practice. The features of the problem-based learning defined by Newman are the
teacher as a facilitator, explicit process to facilitate learning (critical feedback), solving real-
world problems, small group work, and comprehensive assessment [51]. Unlike the three
platforms that form separate stages of development, the features of problem-based learning
are cyclical and iterative strategies implemented consistently throughout the process. They
aimed to promote the development of students’ awareness, systemic thinking, critical
thinking, creativity, problem-solving, strategy, self-directed learning, decision-making, and
interpersonal skills. For these skills to be acquired, the curriculum has to be cumulative,
integrated, progressive, and consistent [52].

2.2. Design of the Method

The duration of the architectural studio course is 90 h of synchronous work (classwork)
and 90 h of asynchronous work (homework). The time was divided equally between the
three collaborative platforms of exploration, experimentation, and execution. Each platform
phase included specific tasks to reach the predefined aim, with the help of three didactic
methods: research, applied knowledge, and networking. The first exploration platform
phase (30/30 h) was dedicated to research to define the problem and key stakeholders in the
placemaking process; the second experimentation platform phase (30/30 h) was dedicated
to applied knowledge in collaborative place design through experts and stakeholders’ feed-
back, and the third experimentation platform phase (30/30 h) was dedicated to networking
and dissemination of the final solution templates for aligning stakeholders’ interests.
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While research and applied knowledge are already well-established didactic meth-
ods [53], networking was the novel element in this context that was used to involve local
stakeholders in defining the problem and testing design prototypes. The networking
required students to communicate ideas through different social media platforms and find
socially constructed solutions. Its didactic power was foreseen in enriching the traditional
unidirectional transition of information from teacher–student to collective–student, in
which the teacher is a collaborator and facilitator in the design of the social innovation
project. Therefore, networking is a funnel for inclusion in the imagination of place but also
a tool for reflection and re-evaluation of the proposed technical concepts conceived in the
professional domain of the workshop. Networking not only included students and local
citizens but also teachers, the municipal planning authority, and experts in other fields.
Thus, networking in this research was key to forming horizontal collaborative networks of
various local agents as a base for future place improvements, and its intensity increases
in every consecutive phase. While the first phase aimed only at setting the platforms and
identifying audiences, the second phase already actively engaged partners in discussing
solutions strategies through an online survey and conferences. The third phase depended
heavily on networking to assess proposed solution templates and get meaningful insights
through a process of “digital tinkering”. This process implied posting visual templates of
place design on social media platforms as triggers to unleash the creative power of local
agents. The additional benefit of networking in this phase was in encouraging people to
bond over the activity of place re-imagination.

The course method was designed to respond to the systemic and relational nature of
the place-making processes in which small interventions can have implications on larger
scales. Therefore, three different territorial scales were tackled in each platform phase.

The exploration platform phase focused on the analysis of socio-demographic, eco-
nomic, natural, and urban form indicators at the municipal level (or XL scale) and the site
level—within a 2 km buffer zone around the site (or L scale). The main materials for this
phase were quantitative and qualitative data collected from national, state, and municipal
open databases, as well as Google Earth and social media outlets. The students analyzed
14 census database documents (shapefiles from INEGI—National Institute of Statistics,
geography, and Informatics of Mexico, 2015) and three official planning documents (the
City Prosperity Index report, 2018 [54], as well as the Municipal Development Plan 2015
and the State of Mexico Development Plan 2015), for the extraction of territorial data.
The main instrument for the analysis was QGIS, which was used to correlate different
indicators and produce interpretative maps of various aspects of the territoriality, including
the following:

• Productive Landscape Map (land uses + natural resources + economic dynamics);
• Social Ecology Map (social dynamics + public space + services);
• Cultural Landscapes Map (nature + socio-economic dynamics + heritage and meaning);
• Urban Landscape Map (figure/ground diagrams + building typology + marginalization).

Online conferences were arranged with experts from the municipal office to help
students analyze the regulation, land-uses, and mobility patterns.

The experimentation platform phase was focused on the design of spatial strategies for
the place re-imagination and the Master Plan (or the M scale), where accessibility, zoning,
and functional connections of the place were designed. To understand the patterns of use,
the appropriation of space, and needs of locals in a public place, the main instrument was
an online survey that the students adjusted based on the instruments used in a previous
research project by Pérez-Paredes, 2019 [55] (full survey in Appendix A). The students
researched how to design the structure of a successful survey, how many parts the survey
should have, how many questions, and what type of answers to look for (open-ended,
numerical, Likert scale). The survey was designed in Google Forms and consisted of
49 questions that contained four sections: (1) The first aimed at revealing the demographic
profile of the respondent (questions 1–11); (2) the second aimed at uncovering habits related
to the use of public spaces (questions 12–24); (3) the third aimed at deciphering local social
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relations (questions 25–34); and (4) the fourth focused on specific public space features
considered important or key for the respondent in public space design (questions 35–49).

The survey was shared through students’ social networks, such as Twitter, WhatsApp,
Facebook, and personal emails. The fact that students are locals aided the communication
and eased barriers of introduction. The survey results quantity and quality were essential
for the assessment of the potential of the method for social innovation. The conclusions
obtained from the analysis of the results formed the base for the proposed spatial strategies
and Master Plan in this phase. The social network platforms (for locals) and evaluation
sessions (for experts) were the main instruments to get feedback from partners on the
proposed solutions, which enabled the students to make adaptive changes to the design.

Finally, the execution platform phase was focused on the architectural intervention
inside the site, which was a surgically planned small-scale intervention, to achieve at
least one of the proposed spatial strategies of the experimentation phase. The students
developed architectural plans with Autocad 2018 (v. 22.0) and Revit 2018 (v. 1.3.4) and
renders with the Adobe CS 6 (v. 6 software). The visuals were used for the communication
of the solution templates through Facebook and Behance platforms. Therefore, the reflective
aspect of the last work stage was crucial to close the loop of different scales started with
the urban analysis and understand the interrelationships in socio-environmental systems,
through the implications of small-scale interventions in a larger context.

Figure 2 presents the structure, objectives, and didactic methods, as well as the tasks,
tools, and expected outcomes of the collaborative educational method for social innovation
design specifically for the course.

2.2.1. Assessment of the Method

The method’s potential in public space design was assessed based on parameters that
reflect social extrapreneurs innovation and problem-based educational achievements in
project results.

The parameters for the assessment of social innovation included the following:

• Ability to form partnerships and cooperation—Were students able to form partner-
ships with local actors and use the partnership to develop and better the proposed
solutions?

• Social media incidence—How often were social media tools used for communicating
ideas, and how often was the product adjusted according to social media feedback?

• Combine ideas and resources to create new support mechanisms for social change—
How often do students use self-initiated activism during the project development to
obtain data or re-evaluate outcomes? How often do they use digital volunteering to
promote or advance the project (e.g., civic journalism, crowdsourcing, e-learning, and
mapping)?

• Focus on reducing inequality—Does the project focus on vulnerable or discriminated
groups? Does the project improve access and mobility? Does the project reflect the
concept of “right to the city”?

The parameters for assessing the educational value included the following:

• Project cohesion—Are the conclusions of the urban analysis tackled in the architectural
intervention? In other words, is there a cohesion between the project development
phases?

• The originality of products—Do the project outcomes bring about novel and fresh
solutions in urban and architectural design? Do the outcomes represent fresh design
approaches while following planning norms and established standards?

• The self-satisfaction of project achievements—Do the students feel satisfied with the
personal and professional skills they acquired during the course?

• A better understanding of sustainable development—Do the students feel they un-
derstand better the complexity of sustainable development at the local level? Do they
perceive better the link between sustainable development and ethics in the profession?
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The above parameters were weighted from 1 (very low) to 5 (very high). The social-
innovation parameters were evaluated by the professor in charge of the course (the author
of this paper), based on the number of people reached with posts, the quality of interaction
and data collected, and the hands-on involvement in defining and solving the problem. The
project cohesion and originality of products were co-evaluated by the professor in charge
of the studio and the invited external experts, one of which was the municipal planning
official (the training partner for the course). The data regarding satisfaction from the course
and understanding of sustainable development were gathered with a survey designed by
the professor in charge at the end of the course. As a control variable, a previous studio
group where the method was not applied was evaluated with the same parameters and
identical self-evaluation survey. Both groups worked on the same public space design,
making possible the comparison of product quality and impact.
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2.2.2. Study Participants

The study had 22 core participants, of which 17 were students enrolled in the studio
course, one professor in charge of the course and the study, and four external experts. The
student body comprised seven male and ten female students who were 21 and 22 years
old and were, at the time, enrolled in the 8th semester of their undergraduate study. The
professor in charge of the course was a 43-year-old female research professor who designed
the study.

In the exploration platform phase, the students formed eight groups and performed
the urban and site analysis, using official documents to gather quantitative and qualitative
data. Two of the external experts gave online conferences, where they shared their knowl-
edge of the local socio-spatial conditions, regulations, and the municipal development
plan. Both experts are locals that work in the municipal planning department and are
civil engineers. One of them is a 37-year-old female Deputy Director of Urban Planning
and Regulation for the municipality, while the other is a 38-year-old male consultant on
mobility and public space design.

In the experimentation platform phase, all 17 students worked as a team to develop
and distribute an online public survey under the supervision of a 42-year-old female invited
expert on the appropriation of public space who leads the Citizen Socio-Environmental Lab
and lives in the same municipality. The digital survey was adapted from a previous research
project [55]. The survey received 126 responses from local people who are considered
collaborators for the project. A majority of respondents belong to the largest municipal
age group of 30–50 years old, where 45% are responsible for a minor under 16 years of
age and 25% have children under 6 years. Most of them work paid jobs, and 76% own
the house where they live. Nevertheless, less than 20% were born in the municipality, and
less than 5% have parents born in the municipality, which reflects the recent development
of the municipality. The demographic data that did not reflect a municipal average was
concerning the educational level since 70% of respondents to our survey have a university
degree. In the municipality, on the other hand, only 4 in 10 people have some kind of higher
education degree (INEGI, 2015). The students considered this was because their circle of
acquaintances usually includes people of the higher middle class or other members of the
university community. In this phase, the students in eight groups developed eight distinct
design strategies for the park’s rehabilitation based on the urban and site analysis made in
the exploration phase and the survey results. The external adviser, who collaborated with
the groups to develop ecological restoration strategies, was a 36-year-old male Landscape
Architect who teaches at the same school.

In the execution platform phase, the four external experts were invited to online
conferences where they revised and evaluated the proposed design projects from regulation,
budget and implementation challenges, and socio-environmental perspective and gave
critical feedback for the design adjustments. Finally, the eight student groups shared
the design templates on social media through the Facebook and Behance platforms. The
templates on Behance were viewed 810 times and evaluated by 216 people, while the FB
page reached 170 people. These locals were considered collaborators in the project since
their feedback was crucial for the evaluation and alignment of the placemaking strategy.

2.3. The Context of the Study
2.3.1. The Institutional Context

The collaborative educational method was implemented in Tec de Monterrey’s under-
graduate architectural studio course, held in the Campus State of Mexico in the municipality
Atizapán de Zaragoza. Tec de Monterrey is currently implementing a new higher education
Model Tec21 that aims to free the full potential of young adults and support them in becom-
ing agents of change in unpreceded times full of uncertainties, challenges, and potentials.
One of the basic requirements of Tec21 is to engage the students in problem-based learning,
utilizing modern technological tools for the greatest social impact and community benefit.
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2.3.2. The Case Study Area

The municipality Atizapán de Zaragoza is located in the northern periphery of the
Mexico City Metropolitan. It is a commuting suburb [56], with a consolidated urban area
of 91 km2, 489,937 residents, and a population density of 5635.7 people/km2 (INEGI, 2015).
It has a strong spatial and social segregation, housing some of the most affluent and most
marginalized neighborhoods in the metropolitan area. The case study for the studio was
the park Mexico Nuevo that is located in the central zone of Atizapan, in the middle-class
neighborhood of Mexico Nuevo with 8949 residents (INEGI, 2015). It was started as a
strategic project of the municipality in 2015 when the large sports areas in the south were
developed. The park also has two additional smaller areas on the north that are spatially
and functionally disconnected from the sports area. The park was left unfinished, with the
monumental main entrance still wrapped in bob wire, and receives very little maintenance.
Nevertheless, due to its size and some opportunities for recreation, such as the football and
basketball fields, running track, and a skate park, it still attracts local visitors. However,
since there is no adequate lighting, no security protocols, no organized activities or social
programs, nor parking or other accessibility infrastructure, it is considered unsafe for
women and girls, children, and older adults.

3. Results

In this section, the results of the workshop in each phase, namely exploration, experi-
mentation, and execution, and the assessment of the method are presented. The method
was applied in the Integrated Projects II course, taken by 17 students, in the fall period of
2020 (11 August–9 December).

3.1. Phase 1—Exploration

The first results presented an urban analysis of the socio-economic, natural, and built
environment conditions. The students also analyzed the main risks and environmental
threats, as well as tangible and intangible heritage as a resource for community devel-
opment. The urban analysis was successful in describing the key position of the park in
the larger urban structure, its good connectivity to arterial roads, and the demographic
profile of municipal residents. The citizens outside of Mexico Nuevo were considered by
students as potential weekend visitors or secondary agents, as opposed to the 8949 locals
that represent everyday users most invested in the park’s development and maintenance.

Based on the urban analysis, the students elaborated interpretative maps that visual-
ized the conclusions for communication purposes. The maps showed the staggering social
and spatial inequalities between the affluent western neighborhoods and the northern
marginalized ones. The abundance of green public areas in the affluent areas and the lack
of accessible public parks in the poorer ones are represented, as well as the different social
interactions in those zones. One interesting conclusion that the maps brought to light is
that even though the affluent zones have abundant green areas and well-maintained public
zones, they are rarely used. On the other hand, the dense and impoverished zones of the
north demonstrate a lively public life on the streets. The maps were shared through the FB
page “Espacio Publico Atizapan” created by the students. It was observed that these types
of research maps were more appreciated by professionals, such as planners, architects, and
sociologists, than locals since most of the comments we received were from our profes-
sional partners. The municipal representative commented that the interpretative maps
had a powerful impact on internalizing and communicating key issues for sustainable
local development.

Next, the students focused on the site analysis, which was bounded to a buffer of
2 km around the park. The students were able to decipher the immediate physical context
of the park, define the demographic profile of the local user in walkable proximity or
prime-agents, and identify key problems related to the park usage. The conclusions helped
achieve the objective of the first exploratory phase to identify key stakeholders and define
the problem of the study area in the following:
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• Lack of safe access;
• Lack of spatial and functional connection between the three areas of the parks;
• Insecurity due to lack of lighting or security protocols;
• Lack of urban furniture (sitting, garbage cans, playground, etc.), lack of sanitary

infrastructure and drinking water, and lack of shade;
• Lack of social programs or activities;
• Environmental pollution;
• Lack of maintenance of buildings and landscaping.

3.2. Phase 2—Experimentation
3.2.1. Survey Results

The survey got 126 responses, which for a municipality of 489,937 residents represents
a satisfactory sample size with a margin of error of 9%. The survey was analyzed by
the students with mixed methods, using statistical analysis for the quantitative data, text
mining for the open-ended questions, and attitude scaling with the Likert scale.

In terms of habits of using public spaces, the results showed that 41% of people do
not have a park in walkable proximity to their house—evaluated as an open public space
further than 10 min walking. During weekdays, the place for exercise and recreation was
described by the majority as being the gym (30%), followed by a local park (22%) and
a commercial center (18%). During weekends, visits to commercial centers (34%) and
regional parks (20%) increased significantly, while visits to the gym (14%) and local park
(15%) decreased. These results show a pattern of suburban lifestyle that considers the
private shopping mall as a “public place” that receives the most frequent visits. Most
respondents pointed to the security issues, distance, and bad maintenance of public places
as the main reasons for the infrequent visit.

Regarding social relations, most of the respondents felt they know their neighborhood
very well (average score of 7 on the Likert scale of 1–10). Nevertheless, the majority (39%)
have no relations with their neighbors, while 37% only communicate with their neighbors
for some urgent local issues. The majority (60%) do not belong to any civil or community
organization. The students reasoned that the lack of community is probably due to the
lack of history and cultural identity of the municipality. The majority of respondents also
think that the maintenance of public places should be an exclusively municipal authority
obligation, while very few feel that self-organized citizens should manage public places.

The students described the results regarding preferences in public space design as
unexpected (Figure 3). While the expectations were that a fence or enclosure of public space
as a measure to provide security would be one of the top preferences, in fact, less than half
of respondents considered it necessary. The aspects of park design that were most valued
were illumination, cleanness, maintenance, and garbage cans. Following in importance are
surveillance, toilets, and drinking water, as well as shade. The aspects of product vending,
rent of bicycles, and free Wi-Fi were not considered important. The students reasoned that
the aspect of free Wi-Fi was probably not considered important from middle-income class
respondents since they have other ways of obtaining internet access.

3.2.2. Spatial Strategies

The students used the conclusions from the survey to develop user-centered spatial
strategy proposals for the park’s rehabilitation. The proposals included careful consid-
eration of key problems of the built environment related to accessibility, lack of urban
furniture, and safety of vulnerable groups—women and girls, children, and older adults.
The strategies were oriented towards improving the night lighting, safe crossings, develop-
ment and maintenance of sanitary facilities, and seating and hammocks, as well as cleaning
of the nearby stream. The spatial strategies were published on the FB page and diffused
through the students’ social networks. In our case study, the networking showed that local
stakeholders give priority to the social aspects of the place-making over environmental
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improvements. Examples of the received feedback included the following (translated from
Spanish, by the author):

“I want to go to the park with my kids, but there is nothing to do there. My kids run
for a while but then they get bored, I wish there would be some playground, games, or
activates for them . . . also there is no place to sit . . . ” (a 35 years old mother of two
children, aged 13 and 3)

“I wish there would be some sports club for girls or places where I can play . . . once I
went by myself to play football and some boys told me to leave because football is a boys
‘game, one of them grabbed me by my hair and dragged me out . . . ” (a 14 years old girl)

“I sometimes go to the park with my daughter. But she is very busy so we do not go often
. . . I cannot go by myself cause people drive like crazy here, nobody stops and I cannot
cross the street, I am afraid they will run me over . . . also there is no smooth walking
path inside the park, the terrain is inclined with a lot of rocks and holes, I can easily fall
so I prefer to stay home . . . ” (a 75 years old man)

According to the received feedback, the spatial strategies were adjusted by the students
to include more functions for vulnerable groups instead of environmental improvements.
For example, the natural filtration system for the nearby stream was replaced with a chil-
dren’s playground in subsequent Master Plans. Special attention was placed on improving
crossings and opening new entry points for better accessibility. The existing infrastructure
was rescued in the new Master Plans, however, the large sports facilities were injected with
new cultural and recreational functions, such as yoga, dance, karate, art classes, etc., that
will share the same space by time-sharing schemes. In the abandoned zones, new functions
oriented towards the community were proposed, such as a learning zone, communal
garden, an orchard, and a picnic area. The comments from the municipal official clearly
showed that there is no available municipal budget for urban or architectural interventions
in the park, although it was mentioned that a “good plan” could be considered by the
new mayor (2021) as part of his/her four-year agenda. When the students asked what is a
“good plan” the official answered: “a plan that will benefit the majority of people in the
neighborhood, that will not cost the municipality to build, and that will ideally be managed
by communal organizations” (Asociación de colonos in Spanish).
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3.3. Phase 3—Execution

According to the received feedback, the students turned to explore tactical urbanism
as a strategy for architectural interventions. Many of the groups considered that through
the idea of regenerating the park, the community could come together and build their
playgrounds or recreational areas with recycled materials such as old tires, concrete tubes,
sand, etc. The students considered that a self-constructing strategy could contribute to
community building and appropriation of the public space, where new values would be
formed through the joint effort with a common goal of improving this public place.

Based on this idea, architectural templates were proposed for specific park areas, such
as a children’s playground and learning/recreation zone (Figure 4), which focused on
reused elements that could be combined in different ways. Finally, the execution phase
was concluded by posting the proposed template solutions as visual communication tools
on the platform Behance. The platform gives the option for a Mood board to be created
where all eight templates designs from the eight groups who worked on the project were
attached (https://www.behance.net/collection/180635185/AD20-CEM-Pi2-G2-AKrstikj,
last accessed 2 March 2021).

The Behance platform was promoted through the facebook page “Espacio Publico
Atizapan” and students’ networks to ask locals to vote for the best solution (Figure 5). The
design proposal shown in Figure 4 was among the best-received solutions.

Even though the course finished the last week of November 2020, the students felt
very engaged with the project and are continuing to work with locals on adjustments and
impact analysis. Several students engaged their family businesses to provide cost analysis
for some interventions such as public lighting and urban furniture. In this aspect, students
act as self-organizing agents that can generate larger networks of stakeholders. The goal is
to present the proposal to the local government through the local community association
and with the help of the municipal official who participated in the design.

3.4. Assessment of the Potential of the Method for Social Innovation

The outcomes of the novel method were evaluated according to the eight parameters
of social innovation and educational value described in Section 2.2.1. Through a com-
parison of the results with a group where the novel method was not implemented, the
outcomes showed that the novel method does indeed foster social innovation in place
production (Figure 6). The method improved the social construction of solutions with
the tools based on social media that fostered participation and inclusion in the collective
imagination of “what the place could be”. In fact, one of the most remarkable results of
the new method was the potential of forming horizontal collaborative networks between
students, experts in different fields, local authorities, and community actors and utilizing
this collective wisdom to produce better context-based places. Nevertheless, the inclusion
of marginalized groups remains questionable and new tools are needed to promote better
inclusion of this group in the process. The spatial strategies, the master plan, and the
architectural interventions responded much better to the pre-existing urban conditions
and social needs. The students also felt more engaged in the process and enjoyed working
on social problems. However, the overall understanding of the project’s impact on local
sustainable development remained weak. Additional effort is needed to clarify this aspect
to students in future studios.

https://www.behance.net/collection/180635185/AD20-CEM-Pi2-G2-AKrstikj
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4. Discussion

“Architecture, more than any other art form, is a social art and must rest on the social
and cultural base of its time and place”.—Samuel Sambo Mockbee

The implication is substantial: The novel method provides an approach “to assist students
in enabling them to make decisions about what value means in architecture” [57]. By
enabling critical thinking, setting the base of action on social justice, and encouraging
the use of social media throughout the design process, the method turns students into
active agents of social change and provides an important contribution to the necessary,
but still uncharted, paradigm shift in architectural education from object to the people-
driven design. Moreover, by forming horizontal networks of stakeholders, the students
were able to develop a new alternative process of place production that responds to
the challenges of local sustainable development. In areas where local governance and
policymaking do not provide tools for the collective imagination of public place, this novel
method could be significant for strengthening the community development and place
sustainability. The digital workshop shepherded by architectural students significantly cut
costs compared to face-to-face workshops. Moreover, the workshop was more inclusive
since the communication media is anonymous and time-flexible for receiving inputs from
citizens, and efficient in the use of visual tools as facilitators of idea exchange. With
social media, the local community could engage in meaningful collaboration by removing
traditional institutional barriers and discriminatory power dynamics in social interaction.

Dascalu [58] argues that architecture can play a significant role in social change
by building social capital through trust. For this to be possible, architecture has to be
understood as an open-ended process, rather than a finished product, that involves a
myriad of aspects such as use, function, regulations, policies, and practices, among others.
The study results support this theoretical standpoint by demonstrating that the dialectic
nature of the design process involving local agents, exerts and municipal officials can
provide better place strategies and solutions. A study from MacLaren [59] on a hands-on
community design project in Edinburgh, Scotland, showed that methods involving social
innovation enhance learning expertise but diminish traditional academic achievements.
In other words, the author claims that the soft skills and awareness developed through
this type of practice are difficult to evaluate and reward. Through the present research, it
was found that a clear methodological conceptual base focused on social extrapreneurial
outcomes is very valuable in avoiding possible bias in the evaluation of soft skills that
can come out because of different views on socially constructed problems. Moreover,
from the students’ comments at the end of our course, it seems that they found the
process of facilitating change in their community more rewarding than a better grade.
On the other hand, Bozovic-Stamenovic [60], while working on two design studios
in Serbia and Singapore, pointed out the difficulty in applying a general method for
innovation in substantially different local contexts, especially those marred with poverty,
marginalization, and lack of power-transfer tools. The study also found that when
students are intervening in a familiar context the results are significantly better since they
can use pre-existing social relations and intuitive knowledge of socio-spatial patterns.
Nevertheless, when the method is applied in foreign contexts, the predesign exploration
phase should be extended to first create bonds with key stakeholders and adjust the social
media tools to local conditions.

Through the case study, areas for improvement were identified. Even though the digi-
tal studio includes a larger sample of the local population than a standard participatory
workshop, still the response from the most marginalized group was limited. Since in
the presented case most of the students come from relatively well-off families or have
acquaintances from inside university groups, the most represented group in the social me-
dia interactions was the middle class. In areas with marked social segregation or classism,
additional tools are needed to form alliances that include all. Another possible problem
comes from the fact that older adults or the urban poor might not have the resources or
skills necessary, or indeed the time, to engage in digital media communication. Other
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tools must be developed to enable and incentivize the participation of these groups. A
possible solution was proposed by students in developing a type of lottery game, where
printed posters could be distributed to local grocery stores where people could vote or
express opinions on the design proposals. The municipal official supported this idea
offering the contact of local distributors, such as the distributor for Heineken beer, for
the delivery and collection of the printed materials and offering a small prize for the
winners. This could turn an otherwise unattractive process into a simple game and even
add value to the project by promoting awareness and the possibility of power transfer.
Furthermore, since the project was focused on social innovation in areas of conflict and
marginalization, the ecological aspect of placemaking was not fully enforced. Additional
studies are necessary to find ways to balance the anthropocentric approach that always
takes president in such urban areas with a more holistic socio-environmental practice.

Finally, the project should not stop abruptly after the termination of the course since
it will break the trust of locals who were already invested in building social relations
through media transfers. Thus, the process should be open-ended, and subsequent phases
should be devised beforehand, to grow the horizontal network. In this case, the following
steps involve an assessment of the environmental, social, and economic impact of the
project’s implementation. The following semester, another group of students will focus
on measuring the effects of the possible realization of the project, as well as search for
community-based approaches for park management leveraging the formed horizontal
network. The study’s takeaway message is that the undergraduate architectural studio has
the potential for democratization of the public place imagination and could improve the
social processes of place production with social media. It remains to be seen how effective
the studio can be in managing the process of public place implementation.

5. Conclusions

The preliminary results show that the proposed method does foster social innovation
in placemaking. The students leveraged their social networks to create partnerships
for the greater social impact of the project. In the context of the studio, they acted as
extrapreneurs and developed tools and visual communications for an inclusive process
of place imagination that is rich and diversified in the concepts and responds better
to user needs. Through collaborative platforms, the students developed a horizontal
network of stakeholders that included experts, agents from the local government and local
community, and several locally-based businesses. The outcomes showed a much better
understanding of the value of architecture and better human-centered design proposals
than outcomes from groups that did not use the novel method. The research also showed
that the students perceived the course significantly improved their social innovation
skills and understanding of architecture as a social act. They also felt more engaged
with their community and more eager to develop similar projects based on the acquired
social innovation skills and digital technology tools. Nevertheless, there is still a gap in
their understanding of the link between social innovation in architecture and sustainable
development. In the undergraduate architecture classes, the same attention should be paid
to the aspect of social innovation as to the technological solutions related to sustainable
development to fill this gap.
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Appendix A

Table A1. The survey developed by students to find preferences in public space use.

Survey Question (Translated from the Original SPANISH) Answer Options
1. In which neighborhood do you live? Open answer, text

2. What is your sex? F-female or M-male
3. What is your age? Open answer, numerical

4. What is your highest educational level? postgraduate, university graduate, high school
or primary

5. Do you own your house or you rent? own or rent
6. Were you born in Atizapan de Zaragoza? yes or no

7. Were your parents born in Atizapan de Zaragoza? yes or no
8. How many years do you live in your

current neighborhood? Open answer, numerical

9. From 1 to 10, where 10 is highest, could you indicate
how well do you think you know your neighborhood? 1 to 10

10. What is your occupation? Open answer, text

Sociodemographic profile

11. Where do you spend your free time during workdays? a local park, commercial center, gym, regional
park, or other

12. Where do you spend your free time during weekends? a local park, commercial center, gym, regional
park, or other

13. Does your daily activities include taking care of
another person? yes or no

14. If you answered yes to question 12, who is that person?
a minor less than 6 years old, a minor less than

16 years old, an older adult, a person with
incapacity, a sick person, or other

15. What kind of exercise, recreation or games do
you perform? Open answer, text

16. Do you perform these activities alone or with someone? alone or with someone
17. If you perform the activities with someone,

who is that person?
children, friend, neighbors, parents, partner,

sports team, pets, or other

18. Where do you perform these activities? private sports club, public sports club, at home,
local park, regional park, open-air, or other

19. What public space near your home do you visit
most often? Open answer, text

20. How often do you visit that public space? every day, once a week, twice a week, three
times per week, on weekends, or other

21. How much time you need to walk to reach that
public space?

1 to 5 min, 5 to 10 min, 10 to 20 min, 20 to 30
min, or more than 30 min

22. Which public space close to your house do you
like best? Open answer, text

23. Why do you consider that public space more pleasant
than others that exist in your neighborhood? Open answer, text

Habits in using public space

24. Is the public space that you visit most often the same
public space that you like best? yes or no
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Table A1. Cont.

Survey Question (Translated from the Original SPANISH) Answer Options
25. On a scale from 1 (low) to 10 (high), how well do you

know your neighbors? 1 to 10

26. what type of relationship you have with
your neighbors?

we only discuss neighborhood issues, we only
discuss municipal issues, we are friends, we do
not communicate, we have a conflict, or other

27. Are you aware of citizens’ groups or social
organizations in your neighborhood? yes or no

28. If you answered yes, are any of the activities of those
citizen groups or social organizations dedicated to

improving public spaces, green areas, sports, recreation,
and exercise areas?

yes or no

29. Do you participate in a
neighborhood/community group? yes or no

30. If yes, what is the name of that group? Open answer, text
31. What is the main activity of that group? Open answer, text

32. Do you think that the work of social organizations is
important for community life? yes or no

33. Thinking about the government’s actions aimed at
public spaces, do you consider that these actions

are adequate?
yes or no

Social relations

34. Who do you consider responsible for taking care of
public spaces? (You can select more than one)

The municipal government, State government,
Federal Government, social organizations,

neighbors, private companies, or other
35. On a scale from 1 to 3, where 1 is “very important and 3
is” not very important, “how important is it that the public

space in your neighborhood has infrastructure (games,
gym, benches)?

1, 2 or 3

36. How important is it that the public space in your
neighborhood has security (surveillance)? 1, 2 or 3

37. How important is it that the public space in your
neighborhood has a fence, fence or is enclosed? 1, 2 or 3

38. How important is it that the public space in your
neighborhood has adequate lighting (at night)? 1, 2 or 3

39. How important is it that the public space in your
neighborhood is clean? 1, 2 or 3

40. How important is it that the public space in your
neighborhood has vegetation that provides shade? 1, 2 or 3

41. How important is it that the public space in your
neighborhood has decorative vegetation (ornamental,

gardens, orchards)?
1, 2 or 3

42. How important is it that the public space in your
neighborhood has maintenance? 1, 2 or 3

43. How important is it that the public space in your
neighborhood is close to your home? 1, 2 or 3

44. How important is it that public space in your
neighborhood is accessible to all people (easy access,

ramps, signs for people with blindness, etc.)?
1, 2 or 3

45. How important is it that the public space in your
neighborhood has sanitary services and drinking water? 1, 2 or 3

46. How important is it that the public space in your
neighborhood has garbage cans? 1, 2 or 3

47. How important is it that the public space in your
neighborhood sells food and/or products? 1, 2 or 3

48. How important is it that the public space in your
neighborhood rents bicycles, tricycles, skates,

skateboards, etc.?
1, 2 or 3

Important features of public
space design

49. How important is it that the public space in your
neighborhood has free WIFI or internet? 1, 2 or 3

Source: survey adapted from Pérez-Paredes EA, 2019 [55]. The colors used in the first column indicate four sections of questions-yellow:
(1) Sociodemographic profile (questions 1–11); green: (2) Habits in using public space; light blue: (3) Social relations and deep blue:
(4) Important features of public space design.
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