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Introduction

Spatial research from an interdisciplinary perspective

Anna Juliane Heinrich, Séverine Marguin, Angela Million, and Jörg Stollmann

For the first time ever, this handbook offers a comprehensive overview of the qualita-

tive and visual methods used in interdisciplinary spatial research. In the wake of the

paradigm shift referred to as the spatial turn (Läpple 1991; Löw 1998), the social sciences

have begun to focusmore on the concept of space.The argument that the social cannot be

conceivedwithout taking space into account (Löw/Knoblauch 2017, 2020) is based on the

observation that societies have been experiencing dramatic transformations in their so-

cial andspatial structure since the 1960s.This sweeping restructuringcanbeattributed to

the rise of transnational economic systems, geopolitical upheavals, the development and

spread of digital communication technologies, and the increase in the global circulation

of people and goods.The prominence of spatial complexities demonstrates the need for

a methodological toolkit to assess the complexity of these phenomena empirically (Baur

et al. 2014).

Webelieve that it is only possible to overcome this challengewith an interdisciplinary

approach. Only by combining different stocks of knowledge and methods is it possible

to develop a methodological toolkit that allows for a comprehensive empirical analysis

of the current dynamic transformation of spaces. Therefore, the need for an appropri-

ate set of methods arose from our own endeavor to satisfy the ambitious empirical re-

search agenda of ourCollaborative ResearchCentre 1265Re-Figuration of Spaces.However,

combining different methodologies required close collaboration and collective reflec-

tion. Our Collaborative Research Centre comprises disciplines with a highly advanced

repertoire of methods, such as geography and sociology, as well as urban planning, ar-

chitecture, and visual arts. Although the latter disciplines can fall back on an extensive

arsenal for the analysis and design of spaces, they have only recently started to discuss

relevant methods and methodologies.These differences could have easily resulted in an

imbalance.However, because theCollaborativeResearchCentre explicitly intends for the

researchers involved to cooperate with one another,we saw this disparity as an opportu-

nity to learn from each other and grow together.

In the social science disciplines, there is a clear need for focused reflection on the

use of tools intended specifically to investigate spaces. The central work on methods in
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10 Handbook of Qualitative and Visual Methods in Spatial Research

empirical social research by Baur and Blasius (Handbuch Methoden der empirischen Sozial-

forschung), for example, can only serve as a first step in this reflective process.Therefore,

in this handbook we strive not only to illustrate how interviews can be operationalized,

for example, but also how interviews can be used as a tool to explore spaces and which

challenges should be taken into consideration when doing so. Accordingly, all papers in

this publication explicitly address space-related issues,while at the same time providing

practical guidelines on how to apply their approaches.Thehow-to character of our hand-

book sets it apart from the few other handbooks that deal with space-related qualitative

social research (in English literature see DeLyser et al. 2009; Silva et al. 2015; MacCal-

lum et al. 2019; Giseke et al. 2020; Schafer/Borer 2023; in German literature see Glasze/

Mattissek 2009; Rothfuß/Dörfler 2013; Wintzer 2018), all of which focus more on the is-

sues and theory than on the tools and techniques.

Two other aspects distinguish us from the existing literature. Firstly, the scope of

the selectedmethods is particularly wide since we have integrated tools fromdesign and

practice-baseddisciplines.Secondly, this resulted in a focus on visualmethods,whichwe

believe are especially insightful and promising for spatial research and which we there-

fore address in more detail. Compiling this toolbox of methods represents an impor-

tant product of our interdisciplinary collaboration.With this inmind,wewould like this

handbook to be accessible to a wide group of readers: as a guide to understanding and

learning how to use methods, testing them in your own projects, and developing them

further.

Handbook structure and contents

We have designed this handbook so that it can be read from any disciplinary, and non-

disciplinary, perspective. The first chapter on exploring space is dedicated to the theo-

retical and overarchingmethodological aspects of qualitative spatial research and a dis-

cussion of basic spatial theories. We arranged the subsequent chapters into different

approaches to exploring space: conversing and storytelling, observing and experienc-

ing, drawing and visualizing, reading and reflecting.This structure allows us to mix the

different disciplinary approaches within the chapters. Moreover, we are able to cast off

the conventional handbook structure—data collection, analysis, and presentation of re-

sults—which did not prove practical, especially for the purpose of reflecting onmethods

such asmapping: Collecting, analyzing, andpresenting overlapwith one another repeat-

edly in this context. By and large, this proved to be the right approach as many of the

papers combine the data collection and analysis processes in their respective method-

ology and examine their interdependence. Many authors also integrate the preparation

and presentation of results. In this case, graphical elements are by no means just a way

to show the results, but rather many papers illustrate how they can also serve as collec-

tion and analysis tools. During the editing process, we discovered that the distinction

between “established” and “new” methods is only helpful to a certain extent. It became

apparent that all methods can readily be developed further, especially if they are used in

an interdisciplinary research process and adapted accordingly.
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Heinreich/Marguin/Million/Stollmann: Introduction 11

Exploring space

Thefirst chapter on exploring space presents the theoretical and overarchingmethodolog-

ical aspects of qualitative spatial research, taking into account basicmethodological con-

siderations that are relevant for every research project.The chapter begins with two pa-

pers illustratingpositions indistinct social theorieswhenconducting spatial research. In

the formof a dialogue, sociologistMartina Löw talks to twoof the editors, spatial planner

Anna JulianeHeinrich and sociologist SéverineMarguin, about the relationship between

spatial theory, social theory, and researchmethods.The three shed light on how research

design, researchquestions,andunderlying theoretical assumptions (both spatial and so-

cial) are interconnected and influence one another. A paper by anthropologists Ignacio

Farías and Julio Paulos addressing the question of space in actor-network theory (ANT)

follows. After describing the periods of development of ANT (pre-ANT, post-ANT, near-

ANT), the authors use an original approach to demonstrate the implicit yet close rela-

tionship between ANT and space, thus illustrating the potential of the ANT method for

spatial research. Afterward, several papers address overarching methodological topics:

First, spatial planner Sandra Huning describes the role of queer/feminist perspectives

in qualitative spatial research. Her paper is a call for self-reflection on how researchers

can deal with gender bias, presenting accurate and helpful examples fromher ownwork.

Second, artist and design theorist Anke Haarmann asks from an epistemological point

of view what qualifies certain practices in dealing with space as aesthetic research tech-

niques andhow these specificmethods canbedeveloped as a reflectivemethodology.She

illustrates her proposition with two artistic projects, the radio ballet of the performance

group LIGNA and the land art project of the Argentinian artistic-political environmental

organization Ala Plástica, to show the potential of artistic research for spatial research.

Two papers by sociologists Nina Baur andGabriela Christmann follow, related to the de-

velopment of the research design:They start by focusing on comparative cultural studies

and show which specific opportunities and difficulties are associated with them. Next,

they address how to select cases and discuss (spatial) challenges that should be consid-

ered in the process.The first chapter closes with a paper by spatial planner Anna Juliane

Heinrich on the integration of visual and text-based data.The author analyzes the con-

nection between visual and verbal data in various research contexts, which she uses as a

basis to discuss different methodological approaches to data integration.

Conversing and storytelling

Thesecond chapter of this handbook is devoted to interviewmethods,which can be used

to gain insight into space bymeans of conversing and storytelling. In the first paper, sociol-

ogists Maria Norkus and Gunter Weidenhaus discuss the use of biographical-narrative

interviews. The authors illustrate how the method can be especially effective when ap-

plied to the analysis of spatial knowledge.Urban scholar SarahKlepp andurbandesigner

Felix Bentlin offer an alternative approach to the biographical method with a visual di-

mension,which is particularly well suited for the analysis of learning and spatial experi-

ences.They show how it is possible to evoke the socialization of the interviewee aptly by
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12 Handbook of Qualitative and Visual Methods in Spatial Research

using a timeline in the interview situation. Sociologist CorneliaThierbach focuses on the

guided interviewmethod, reflecting on the fundamental structure of the guidelines. She

presents the challenges of talking about space and letting others talk about space that are

associatedwith the (purely verbal) interview technique.The last paper in this chapter in-

troduces an elicitation technique for interviews, which can be seen as a solution for this

difficulty: Together with anthropologist Carolin Genz, geographers Janina Dobrusskin,

Ilse Helbrecht, and AnthonyMiro Born present photo-interviewing as ameans of study-

ing spatial knowledge.They demonstrate how the photo-elicitation method can make it

possible to analyze spatial imagination.

Observing and experiencing

The third section of this handbook takes a look atmethodological approaches andmeth-

ods used to generate knowledge by means of observing and experiencing. Anthropologist

Carolin Genz introduces the topic together with cultural anthropologist and architect

Aylin Yildirim Tschoepe by explaining the methodology behind the ethnographic ex-

ploration of spaces and spatial practices. They discuss participant observation as a key

method of ethnographic spatial research. Sociologists Hubert Knoblauch and René

Tuma focus on the spatial dimension of videographic investigations. They present the

basic methods and methodologies underlying the videography of space and reflect

on how subjective, embodied spatial knowledge can be made relevant in the analysis

and interpretation. Sociologist Michael Wetzels elaborates on the concept of focused

ethnography with a special emphasis on space as a category. He explains how to employ

this method based on his research into localized collective affectivity. Sociologist Eric

Lettkemann illustrates how spatial practices can at times be difficult to observe in spatial

research if processes of spatial constitution are largely shaped by mobile, georeferenced

digital information—above all when using certain apps on smartphones.WithWebnog-

raphy 2.0, he has developed a procedure to combinemethods,which can then be used to

study hybrid spaces.Urban designer Zuzana Tabačková examines the atmospheric qual-

ity of spaces and their exploration. She provides a comprehensive overview of methods

and tools for site visits and presents possibilities for documentation in the field and for

the final synthesis of findings.

Drawing and visualizing

The fourth chapter concentrates on producing knowledge by means of drawing and visu-

alizing. Urban planner and urban designer Angela Million discusses the application of

mentalmaps and narrativemaps. In combinationwith guided interviews, these are par-

ticularly suited for investigating subjective spatial knowledge, spatial perceptions, and

attributions of relevance at a low level. It is clear that both the data collection settings

and the analysismethods entail challenges,but they also provide a great deal of flexibility

andprospects for further development.Urbandesigner FelixBentlin describes theurban

layer analysis: a tool used in design and planning disciplines to analyze spatial principles
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of organization in the city. Here, he emphasizes the importance of making it easy, even

fornon-planners, tounderstand thekeydesignprinciples of graphically reducing thepo-

tential objects of investigation and organizing them into layers. As if to build on the ur-

ban layer analysis, planning sociologist Emily Kelling and architects Dagmar Pelger and

Jörg Stollmann write about the multiscalar mapping method. During the mapping pro-

cess, the lifestyles that constitute and that are constituted by urban spaces are included

in the analysis of those spaces.Similar tomentalmapping, thismethod is complemented

by stories and is characterized by spheres of activity being depicted collectively on vari-

ous scales, thus revealing their interdependencies. Geographers Julia Fülling and Elmar

Kulke, together with sociologist LindaHering, also discuss themappingmethod in their

paper, but they add the elements of mapping and photo-documentation in accordance

with a mixed-method design. Placing symbolic and aesthetic properties (photo-docu-

mentation) within a spatial and structural context (mapping makes it possible to draw

conclusions about the spatial constitution that could not be obtained using a pure text-

based approach. In her paper on image-based techniques in artistic research artist Ste-

fanie Bürkle sheds light on the intuitive and process-oriented approach to knowledge

production in the fine arts. Using criteria and examples from her own artistic research

practice, she explains the value of ambiguity and unpredictability in this approach and

describes how to manage these challenges. Sociologist Séverine Marguin and architects

Jörg Stollmann and Dagmar Pelger contribute to the discourse on mixed-method re-

search with their paper on mapping as joint spatial display. In connection with the con-

cept of joint displays, which serve to integrate and synthesize heterogeneous data by vi-

sual means using a chart, they illustrate howmapping itself can achieve this integration

and describe which methodological steps have to be considered for this purpose.

Reading and reflecting

The final chapter is dedicated to reading and reflecting as methodologies and methods

for exploring space. First, sociologist Jannis Hergesell highlights the particular re-

quirements associated with taking into account historicity and temporality in spatial

research. He discusses the duration, progression, and periodization of processes as key

dimensions of a process-orientedmethodology in spatial research and clarifies how they

can be used to analyze specific objects of investigation. Afterward, urban researcher

Ignacio Castillo Ulloa and sociologist Jona Schwerer present a protocol for carrying out a

qualitative meta-analysis. Step by step, they explain how even large volumes of material

can be synthesized to investigate new space-related issues. The two sociologists Vivien

Sommer and Kamil Bembnista introduce another synthesis method: the multimodal

discourse analysis. Their concept can be used to analyze discursive practices; instead

of restricting themselves to (written) language, they develop an innovative approach to

integrating different types of media, such as images or artifacts. The publication closes

with a paper by communication scientists Daniela Stoltenberg, Barbara Pfetsch, and

Annie Waldherr on the geolocalization of digital data. They provide an overview of the

different methods used for automatic geocoding and propose potential applications
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for mixed-method research. As examples, the authors use two of their own research

strategies for the spatial localization of Twitter networks.

Outlook for future topics and requirements for further research

By introducing 19 different tools, this handbook provides an initial overview of the possi-

bilities offered by a qualitative empirical analysis of spaces.During the first four years of

our Collaborative Research Centre, we focused on an exploratory, qualitative approach.

As such, the qualitative methods of spatial research were pushed to the forefront, which

is why they define the focus of this handbook. However, we see a clear need for gener-

alization in the future, with mixed-method approaches playing an increasingly impor-

tant role in spatial research (Baur et al. 2014; Baur et al. 2017; Thierbach et al. 2020).

Some of the papers presented here have already paved the way for this to happen by

combining qualitative and quantitative approaches: Baur/Christmann on how to select

cases, Fülling/Hering/Kulke with the supply mapping tool, Marguin/Pelger/Stollmann

with their joint spatial display, Stoltenberg/Pfetsch/ Waldherr with methods for geolo-

cating digital data. Many papers illustrate the numerous possibilities offered by com-

bining different methods. This aspect highlights the great potential for development,

which should be addressed in future qualitative spatial research more than in the past.

For example, how can different types of data be integrated productively? In addition to

the qualitative/quantitative aspect, themediality of datamerits greater attention.Multi-

modal approaches, such as the one demonstrated by Anna Juliane Heinrich in her paper

on combining visual and verbal data, are very promising for spatial research.

Aside from the need to develop mixed-method approaches, it is also clear that most

debates about intercultural comparison assume that cultures can be spatially defined in a

relatively clear manner and that space itself is a unit that can be delimited. Even though

space is being redefined, this also has consequences for intercultural comparisons. At

the same time,postcolonial discourses play an increasingly important role.These aspects

are being addressed from different disciplinary perspectives as a subject area in Forum

Qualitative Social Research (FQS) (Baur et al. 2021).

The world of today clearly demonstrates how the relationship between science and

society is dynamic and in a constant state of flux, allowing for “new forms of knowl-

edge production” while also causing “participatory approaches to attract increased in-

terest” (von Unger 2014: 6). Although this assertion pertains to applied qualitative social

research, it is also promising for spatial research—especially when studying subjective

views on conceptualizations of space.This also raises the question of how participatory

research practices can become more meaningful for basic space-related research and

to what extent combining methodologies from applied participatory research practice

can enrich the design and planning disciplines. In particular, visual methodological ap-

proaches that supplement the possibilities of linguistic expression are suited for collec-

tive knowledge production, making it possible to study spaces collaboratively and even

shape them, if necessary, in the spirit of participatory research practice. We see a great

deal of potential in this regard.
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The two lines of discussionmentioned above—postcolonialism and participatory re-

search—place emphasis on the positionality and reflexivity of the researchers during the

research process.The associatedmethodological challenges are presently being debated

at length: for example, in the special issue Positionality Reloaded.Debating the Dimensions

of Reflexivity in the Relationship Between Science and Society in the journal Historical Social

Research (HSR) (Marguin et al. 2021). We would like to wrap up the introduction to our

Handbook of Qualitative and Visual Methods in Spatial Research with some food for thought

regarding (spatial) research:What is yourmotivation andwhat are your objectives when

conducting (spatial) research? What is your background and what is your point of view,

and how do they influence your (spatial) research? With whom would you like to collab-

orate to produce knowledge, and what type of knowledge would you like to produce (in-

ter/multi/transdisciplinary)? And lastly: Who reads your (spatial) research, and how can

and should your research contribute to society?There are no uniform or easy answers to

these fundamental questions.Rather, they are intended to encourage researchers to self-

reflect anddevelop their ownposition.Please use the papers compiled in this publication

as inspiration for your reflection.
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I. Exploring space:

Theoretical and overarching methodological

aspects of qualitative spatial research
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Conceptualizing and practicing spatial theory

A discussion about the relationship between theories and

methods in qualitative spatial research

Martina Löw, Anna Juliane Heinrich, and Séverine Marguin

Juliane and Séverine: Martina, the spatial turn has prompted (renewed) interest in

space. Research is focusing more and more on the effects of spatial relationships on

social processes. In the wake of this growing focus, a wide range of different theories

about space have been proposed. You have largely defined the discourse in the German-

speaking world by describing and advancing various concepts of space and contrasting

themwith one another. In a nutshell, we have seen a shift in our understanding of space

from the territory as the dominating spatial organizational logic in the modern age and

the associated idea of space as a container to a network of different concepts of space,

characterized in particular by the spread of a relational understanding of space.Nowwe

are motivated by the question of whether we can understand these different concepts

of space, which are in a constant state of flux themselves, using conventional research

methods or whether modified and/or new methods are required in spatial research.

To phrase this as a provocative question: Might the set of methods from the traditional

spatial disciplines (including geography, urban planning, architecture) promote the

concept of a container space, for example, with classic maps? And might interviews and

other standard methods from the social sciences favor a certain spatial obliviousness?

In short: What challenges are researchers facing given the different theoretical under-

standings of space (absolute, relative, relational, etc.)? With this in mind, what should

we take into account when designing projects in qualitative spatial research?

Martina: Themethods established in urban planning, geography, and architecture offer

a major advantage in that they actually seek to understand spatial arrangements, unlike

sociological methods. However, many of these methods were developed as the territory

or container still dominated the spatial leitmotif.This is easy to illustrate on amap.Maps

are an expression and means of territorialization, colonialism, and homogenization of

space by way of surveying. Historian Ulrike Jureit illustrates this using the example of
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colonialism.1 Explorers, surveyors, and adventurers followed clearly indicated routes on

foot or by horse through the colonies with the goal of “discovering” and mapping land.

The information gathered in this manner was shaped into a single map, with the spaces

beyond the route remaining white and being perceived as “empty space.”Themap trans-

formed the experienced space into a flat, confined layout.

Ulrike Jureit shows how revolutionary and narrow this achievement was in a wider

historical context: “The fundamental shift in political perceptions of space during the

early modern period can be expressed as follows: from the place to the territory. If you read

travel notes from the 16th and 17th century, they bear witness to the fact that although

space was no longer fixed along select points, as was the case during the Middle Ages,

travelers conceived the space they traversed as a succession of places and not as a spatial

surface.”2 Nevertheless, the place was supplanted as the dominant spatial figure guiding

spatial perception or political action.The territory took its place as a container space un-

til it became just one possible construct in a varied spatial structure starting in the 1970s.

Nowwe have to ask ourselves howwe can adaptmaps and visualizations.Dynamicmap-

pings and hybrid mappings are the answer. Developing these mappings further is cur-

rently a major challenge.

Sociology has relied on texts as the most important source of interpretative data for

some time.The problemwith texts, and also with interviews, is that people are often un-

able to describe spaces and to verbalize spatial arrangements.This can be traced back to

the legacy of container space. Whoever lives “in space” as they would in a container has

little concern for spatial issues. As a matter of course, time became the problem of the

modern age: social development, progress, life course, and biographywere the big topics

of the 20th century. In contrast, spaces were homogenized and standardized.They were

zoned (e.g., playgrounds) and territorialized (e.g., nation-states). Society was less inter-

ested in quality, whereas distribution and storage were more of a priority. Today, under

the auspices of networking and virtualization, the distinctive place is regaining its sig-

nificance.However, this place is rarely the only place. In particular, the growing relevance

of networking spacesmakes it possible for places to base theirmeaning on their position

in the network as well. The quality of the uniqueness of the place and the quality of the

spatial relationships move to the fore. Interviewees are becoming increasingly better at

talking about spaces because spaces are becoming a problem for them. Researchers are

also learning that all interviews contain important information about spatial constructs

in everyday life, even if spaces are not mentioned explicitly. Indeed, it is not possible to

talk about most everyday experiences without referring to spaces. We can make use of

this narrative to understand the communicative construction of spaces in everyday life.

The interview situation itself is also a spatial situation that is subject to interpretation.

But of course communicative action is more than just verbal communication. It also

includes body language and arrangements of objects. Because spaces in communicative

action are created based on how subjects relate to one another and how they relate to

objectivations, spaces are also mademeaningful by the fact that they become part of the

1 See Jureit 2012.

2 See Jureit 2012: 36.
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communication through subjective, physical experiences.This can be understood best by

means of observations, ethnography, or video analysis.

Juliane, youwork at the interface between planning and sociology. And Séverine, you

workat the interfacebetweenarchitecture and sociology.Doyousee similarities between

the methods, problems, theories, and practices of the disciplines, or do you see instead

different approaches to space?

Séverine: At the moment, you can observe a (renewed) convergence of architecture and

sociology, which has resulted from the pressure to think of the social and the spatial as

one. Even though this means materiality is increasingly important for sociologists and

users are becoming a higher priority for architects and planners, the heritage of the re-

spective knowledge and research cultures is still an influential factor and characterizes

their strategies when it comes to such spatial-social research endeavors: From a spatio-

sociological standpoint, the “observed” users of spaces are also regarded as producers

of those spaces.This is widespread primarily among researchers in planning and archi-

tecture, who focus on participation, collaboration, and incrementality; nevertheless, it

is not uncommon in architecture and planning to understand spatial production pre-

dominantly as the construction of materialities. Integrating the different perspectives

so as to take into account users andmaterialities can enrich efforts to cooperate. I would

like to illustrate these fundamentally different approaches using an anecdote: As part

of an interdisciplinary research project at Technische Universität Berlin, I collaborated

with a colleague from the field of architecture to address the question of accessibility at

a cultural institution in Berlin.3 When drafting the research design, we discussed what

type of data should be collected. In the process, the different approaches became clear:

While I as a sociologist considered how to collect socio-demographic data using ques-

tionnaires and interviews in order to determine potential social exclusion mechanisms

by analyzing the composition of the audience, the architect proposed reproducing the

sidewalks, streets, and other paths leading to the cultural institution and photographing

the entrances, for example. This demonstrates not only how the objects of observation

can vary (in this case schematically with people, social classes, doors, bus stops, etc.), but

also how different tools (textual or visual) might be selected to evaluate the space em-

pirically. However, I see great potential in combining these complementary approaches

since a physical-material factor and an entry point can both be socially exclusivewith the

proper connotation.

Juliane: Frommy experience in interdisciplinary research projects with sociologists and

educationalists, I can confirm that we “approach space” differently, although the differ-

ences are not always as obvious as in Séverine’s example. In their research, planners rely

on the repertoire ofmethods fromother disciplines, especially those fromsociology.4 For

example, amodule onmethods of empirical social research,which is generally taught by

sociologists, is established in planning degrees.5 Beyond this general orientation on cer-

3 See Marguin et al. in this handbook.

4 Also see Sturm 2000.

5 Also see Baur/Blasius 2014.
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tain methods, several individual methodological guidelines—such as interviewing and

observational techniques—originated primarily fromsociology handbooks (in part from

political science aswell). But if we take a closer look,we can see that neither planners nor

architects simply adopt themethods without further ado: rather, they appropriate them

and develop them further by incorporating their craft and their individual practices.6

Furthermore, I have observed in interdisciplinary cooperation that we go into the

field with a different focus. To put it in concrete terms, admittedly exaggerated and sim-

plified: When I go into the field with my sociologist colleague and make observations,

he focuses explicitly on people and their behavior. He writes down his thoughts in field

notes.Whenplanners observe, thephysical-material setting takes center stage. Inprepa-

ration for the observations, drawing materials are arranged for the documentation; for

example, hand sketches or photos are copied as a basis for drawings. Of course in this

day and age, I can also take a picture with my tablet and then sketch my observations

directly on it. As a rule, an in-depth urban design analysis would probably precede this.

This means the observed behavior is considered within the context of the materiality of

the location, and then it is documented visually. As a result, the focus of what is observed

and the type of documentation vary between disciplines.

I candraw the sameconclusion frommyobservations asSéverine:Thesedifferent ap-

proaches to space are precisely what make interdisciplinary cooperation so exciting and

enriching. I see great potential here, not only with regard to our research findings, but

also for the purpose of fostering methodological development. The field of visual spa-

tial research is a great example of this. In planning degree programs, a rich selection

of visual research methods are taught and then applied to both planning sciences and

practice.However, the knowledge of thesemethods remains within the discipline as it is

passed on in university courses, as part of research projects, or between colleagues. Pub-

licationson this subject are limited.Without adoubt, this is problematic since reflections

on and improvements to themethods are not particularly systematic.The intersubjective

verifiability of research also poses a challenge, especially in an interdisciplinary context.

The situation is different in sociology. Although the tradition of visual research is less

pronounced, the increased interest in this subject is illustrated by the growing scien-

tific discourse on methodology and methods of visual research. However, the practical

application and discourses of the two disciplines have seldom been brought together so

far7—although the mutual use of both seems obvious.

Juliane and Séverine: After our initial question about the relationship betweenmethods

and spatial theory,wewould like to ask you about the relationship betweenmethods and

social theory. In this handbook, various epistemic positions are represented: commu-

nicative constructivism, practice theory, actor-network theory, etc.Do you think that we

need different methods depending on the theoretical framework?

Martina: Depending on the theoretical approach, there aremethods that are obvious and

methods that aremore surprising. I will illustrate this using a classic comparison. At the

6 See, for example, Bentlin/Klepp and Marguin et al. in this handbook.

7 Also see Pauwels 2011.
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beginning of the last century,MaxWeber defined sociology as “a science which attempts

the interpretiveunderstandingof social action inorder to arrive at the causal explanation

of its course and effects.”8 Weber thus combines the tradition of interpreting cultural

achievements in the social sciences with the tradition of finding universal laws in the

natural sciences. It starts from the subjective meaning people intentionally ascribe to

their actions. Sociology is now challenged to reconstructmeaningful action situations in

a comprehensible manner and to seek regularities and legitimacy.

Émile Durkheim pursues a different conception of sociology. In his opinion, inves-

tigating subjective meaning is not enough. Social order, which sociology endeavors to

study, cannot be explained by individual actions alone. Rather, it exists independently of

these actions to some extent and predetermines them.9 Therefore, he believes the sub-

ject of sociology has less to do with individual action, since this is fleeting, and more

to do with collective consciousness, which applies equally to all groups in a society and

connects one generation to the next. For him, sociology is the “science of institutions,

including their formation and function.”10 Sociology is tasked with analyzing the “social

truths” that give rise to individual actions.

Now, searching formeaning in interviews or in pieces of text is an obvious choice for

Weber’s line of thought. In his essayZurSache (English:OnPoint),UlrichOevermannpre-

sented a full analysis of society based on the interpretation of the words “Good evening,

ladies and gentlemen,” as they are spoken every day on the evening news.11 According to

Durkheim, it would seem logical to collect quantitative data. A historical analysis would

hardly be surprising either. But of course it is more complicated than that: It is also pos-

sible to survey the social order of a society based on small gestures such as greetings or

to reconstruct the collective consciousness by interpreting images (for instance, if it is a

particularly important image like Brandt’s genuflection inWarsaw). Or you can investi-

gate social meaning compared to economic statistics. The method you choose depends

on your question and not on the given theory. Nevertheless, how the question is formu-

lated cannot be separated from the theoretical approach.

Séverine and Juliane:Wewould like to interject here: Firstlywe talked about the relation-

ship between methods and spatial theory and secondly about the relationship between

methods and social theory.Thirdly, to complete the triangle, we would like to ask about

the relationship between social theory and spatial theory.We are interested in your per-

spective onwhether there are certain social theories that help answer specific socio-spa-

tial questions or that facilitate particularly profitable thought? And if so, what are they?

Moreover, what might we have to accept in return?

8 Weber 1980 [orig. 1921]: 1 (own translation)

9 See Durkheim 1999: 128; see also Durkheim 1961 [orig. 1895].

10 Durkheim 1961 [orig. 1895]: 100 (own translation)

11 See Oevermann 1983.
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Fig. 1: Links between spatial theory, social theory, andmethods. | © Author’s own

diagram

This question is especially polemic within the context of interdisciplinary coopera-

tion between sociologists and designers: Currently, there is a strong tendency among

designers towardmore-than-human or post-human approaches with the justification that

these social theory approaches “really” take themateriality of the space seriously and thus

understand it better.Thework by anthropologist Tim Ingold, for example, is quintessen-

tial.12 However, these approaches, which reinforce the concept of flat ontology, conflict

with social theories that still aim to understand society and in doing so focus on the di-

alectics between individual actions and social structures.

Martina: In order to answer this question, I first have to discuss the term social theory.

In the Anglo-American context, by which I primarily mean the US, social theory is a field

that emphasizes the relevance of theoretical principles (in contrast to the demand to al-

ways base theory on empirical statements).13 As such, social theory is primarily positioned

opposite or alongside (mostly) quantitative research. By contrast, the German-speaking

world differentiates between social and societal theory. Both are theoretical concepts in

the social sciences, but each has a different focus. While social theory inquires into the

conditions of potential social phenomena, societal theory emphasizes the specific char-

acteristics of society.

Social theory strives to determine the basic concepts underlying the social sciences

and humanities. From a sociological standpoint, themain question is how to define and

measure social phenomena across societies and eras. It is dedicated to the scientific ap-

proach within a social context. Societal theory is based on the conceptual foundation

established by social theories and endeavors to describe the systems and substance of

specific societies (as a rule, contemporarymodern society) or to explain their basic prin-

ciples.14 Social theory is then challenged by thefindings of societal theory and is forced to

change.The social theory terms are defined in such away that they can be used to analyze

different societies at different periods of time. Even if the definitions often fail to meet

this objective in individual cases and have a historical bias, the purpose of social theory is

12 See Ingold 2012.

13 For the difference between social and sociological theory, see Lindemann 2014; Reckwitz 2016: 8

et seqq.; Knoblauch 2017: 11 et seqq.

14 See Joas/Knöbl 2004.
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to capture the concept of action, communication, or space so as to understand socialist

and capitalist societies, as well as societies from earlymodern andmodern times. Georg

Simmel, for example, sets out to define space from the perspective of social theory (over

long sections of his textThe Sociology of Space15), whereas he works from a societal theory

angle in his essayTheMetropolis andMental Life.16

Space and time are fundamental structures of every society and thus of the social

in general. As such, spatial theory is a necessary explanatory connection, both for un-

derstandingmodern societies and for further developing the tools used to analyze social

phenomena.However, sociology has long since neglected space andmateriality—sociol-

ogists, like most modern people, believe in the division of labor and assume that space

and materiality belong to other disciplines. For all intents and purposes, the material

and the relational arrangement of material objects to spaces have played a role in many

theories—for example, those of Émile Durkheim and Maurice Halbwachs, Erving Goff-

man and Alfred Schütz—but they attempted to understand the social using terms such

as action, interaction, or communication. Space andmateriality played a less important

role than time or meaning.This is changing now. For example, Hubert Knoblauch wrote

that we are “naturally returning […] to a basic social theory dimension of communicative

action with space.”17

Therefore,myfirst answer to your questionwould be: Social theory needs spatial the-

ory to understand how social phenomena are constituted in terms of space. How does

space structure human action, and is it always independent of the social system? Or to

put it another way:Which spatial concept can help us compare societies with very differ-

ent characteristics (for example, translatingWestern preconceptions toEastern societies

unchecked)? Which understanding of space helps us comprehend the actions of people

in periods when there were communities but no societies yet?

These questions are at a different epistemic level than questions in societal theory,

inquiring into which spatial forms modern society produces and how space is used to

structure action in this society.Therefore,mysecondanswer to yourquestion is that soci-

etal theory needs spatial theory to analyze specific spatial forms and spatial logics, along

with their accompanying power structures in—in the case of Europe—latemodern soci-

eties.

In my opinion, however, it is not enough for spatial theory to be just a means to an

end, to reflect capitalism, latemodernism,etc.Sometimes onegets this impression from

theorists such as Henri Lefebvre or David Harvey. It is good when spatial theory helps to

understand a specific society, especially if that society is built on exploitation and colo-

nialism. But, and this brings us to ANT and post-human approaches, there are more and

more proponents of expanding the use of spatial analyses beyond conflicting interests

and who are curious about spaces, cities, and architecture as a materialized form of co-

habitation. Ignacio Farías, for example, rightly asks inmy opinion: “The central question

we need to pose is whether we study cities as an instance of something else, of capital-

ism in this case, or we engage in an inquiry into the city and urbanization as a positive,

15 Simmel 1995 [orig. 1903] (own translation)

16 Simmel 1957 [orig. 1903] (own translation)

17 Knoblauch 2017: 294 (own translation)
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actual and selfentitled process.”18 Similarly, Helmuth Berking and I presented the con-

ceptual idea of the “intrinsic logic of cities” in 2008: “To no longer research exclusively in

cities, but to study cities themselves, tomake ‘this’ city in contrast to ‘that’ city the object

of analysis.”19 The objective is to no longer reduce cities and spaces to a laboratory for

the big sociological questions.Therefore, my third answer to your question is: Although

neither social nor societal theory can exist without spatial theory, spatial theory does not

merely serve as an aid for the larger theories, rather it acts as an independent correla-

tion of well-founded statements. Spatial theory is a perspective of order used to connect

the social to thematerial. DoreenMassey emphasized time and again that a spatial-the-

oretical perspective makes it possible to take into account both the contemporaneous

plurality (for space to unfold, at least two elements must be positioned) and the inter-

relation of the elements that have been positioned simultaneously (namely the spatial

dependence that is experienced socially).20 Spatial theory is not bound to a single disci-

pline. Spatial theory can be based on philosophy, anthropology, sociology, architecture,

planning sciences, etc. Spatial theory—or to be precise, the analysis of spatial phenom-

ena—is therefore particularly suited for interdisciplinary collaboration.

Juliane and Séverine: For the readers of this handbook, it would undoubtedly be helpful

tohave some indicationsofhowtoselect their ownspatial andsocial theoryapproachand

what the advantages and disadvantages of that approach might be. After all, the field is

quite broad and difficult to capture as it includes communicative constructivism, prac-

tice theory, the ANT approach, and Bourdieu’s field theory—just to name a few.

Martina: When deciding on the approach, it is important to clarify what you are inter-

ested in finding. Am I interested in enduring spatial structures or terminological work

(social theory), in analyzing the modern, capitalist society (societal theory), or in spatial

orders without knowing (initially) whether they are characterized by capitalist, neolib-

eral, or latemodern politics (spatial theory)?Once I have decided this, I askwhich system

of statements is eithermore convincing forme ingeneral or appearsmore compelling for

the problem at hand. For example, if I am interested in social reproduction, I can quickly

apply Pierre Bourdieu’s theoretical construct,21 whereas I would bemore likely to use Ju-

dith Butler’s theoretical architecture to understand the influence of language on action,

especially if I am also interested in gender roles.22

Almost all new social science theories strive to think consistently in relational terms.

I use the terms theoretical constructs or architectures because theories are systems of

statements based on coherent inferences that have been recognized as plausible (from a

critical perspective). Tim Ingold, for example, makes many references to anthropologi-

cal debates to form his theories.23 He also has philosophical inclinations. He endeavors

18 Farías 2011: 368.

19 Berking/Löw 2008: 7 (own translation)

20 See Massey 2005.

21 See Bourdieu 1987.

22 See Butler 1991.

23 See Ingold 2012.
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to make general statements about the nature of relationships, at the same time contem-

plating the role of knowledge. In contrast, Hubert Knoblauch draws on interaction and

communication.24 He is interested in howmanners of existing in the world are reflected

in a simple gesture, such as pointing with the finger. Both theorists take materiality se-

riously, but in different ways. Now how do I decide between Ingold and Knoblauch (two

relatively recent theories that were formulated in relational terms and with materiality

in mind, in addition to having an affinity for space)?

In my opinion, the answer consists of two equivalent influences (unless we need to

change our views completely due to revolutions, disasters, etc.): the biographical/pro-

fessional upbringing and the demands of the object. The first requires us to develop a

system of thought that helps to understand the world based on studies and within an

academic career. Which theoretical approaches you decide to use later on in your work

depends greatly on which explanations can be plausibly integrated into your own (veri-

fied, successfully tested) system of thought. After all, we do not want to redescribe the

world from scratchwith every paper or every essay. As scholars,we strive to identify cor-

relations between phenomena, and that is a lifelong undertaking.Therefore, it is all the

more important for students to try out and apply different types of theories, to know the

lines of thought in their own field, and at the same time to expand their thinking con-

tinuously through interdisciplinary working groups so that they can develop plausible

theoretical perspectives.

This is where the second influence comes into play. If we are not dogmatic, then we

can also be steered into new realms of theory by the objects we are investigating.When

I was working on prostitution, I started to take the structuring of actions through emo-

tions more seriously.This idea would (probably) never have crossed my mind had I con-

tinued working with electromobility. So how can you choose your own theoretical ap-

proach? Read a lot and select the most plausible arguments!

Let us return to the qualitative methods once more. If we assume that space is dy-

namic, that it can be understood relationally and always has material and symbolic as-

pects:Which qualitativemethods do you consider particularly suitable and for what rea-

sons?

JulianeandSéverine:The fact that youmentionmethods—plural—already suggests that

your question about particularly suitable methods for spatial research can be answered

only with an openness for a diverse range of methods, which is characteristic of qualita-

tive research.Of course there is not just onemethod that can be used to comprehend the

many different facets and characteristics of relational and dynamic space.

Like you, we endorse theoretical preference; the selection of the methods should de-

pend, first and foremost, on the research question or the demands of the object, but

also on the biographical/professional upbringing—for example, the educational back-

ground of the researchers and the skills they possess (such as drawing, coding, writing,

etc.).25 Selecting a method is anything but trivial since each method is associated with

24 See Knoblauch 2017.

25 At the same time, one’s personal methodological expertise should not be an impediment to ac-

quiring newmethods. After all, the purpose of this anthology is ultimately for readers to discover
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a certain conception of science, serving as a guarantee: “Books on research methods ex-

pressly prescribe how something should be done. As mentioned, their normativity lies

in this scientific methodology as well. […] It is what makes it possible to understand,

justify, and even criticize the veracity of the statements.”26 Lastly, there are already privi-

leged “relationships” betweenmethods and social theory, such as ANT and ethnography;

communicative constructivism and videography or focused ethnography; Foucault and

discourse analysis; Bourdieu and correspondence analysis, etc.27 But beware: This by no

means implies that we should or must always follow the established pairings. Methods

are constantlybeing refined,and their limits shouldalwaysbeconsidered,contested,and

transcended.We also see opportunities to break new ground in qualitative researchwith

methods—and with epistemological caution—and to call into question and perpetuate

recent discoveries about spaces (and society).

In qualitative spatial research,we can grasp specific aspects especially well with each

method presented in this publication. For example, by using methods to collect and an-

alyze verbal or text-based data, we can reconstruct individual and collective points of

view, opinions, meanings, experiences, motivations, reasons for a course of action, and

discourses. Furthermore, ethnographic research allows us to examine observed behav-

ior and representations, among other things. Thus, this range of methods offers us ap-

proaches to analyzing perceptions of space and spatial imaginations. By contrast, work-

ing with methods to collect and analyze visual data can allow researchers to investigate

visual documentations of social action, to examine objects as symbols of socialmeaning,

or to reconstruct theunintentional andunnoticed consequences of humanaction and in-

action. Hence, appropriate methods enable us to comprehend the materiality of space,

spatial arrangements, and spatial practices.

This can be summed up as follows for this handbook: Photo-interviewing, mental

maps and narrative maps, and biographical interviews make it possible to capture spa-

tial knowledge effectively, among other things.28 Ethnography and go-along interviews

are especially suited for researching spatial practices.29 Focused ethnography or videog-

raphy can be used to investigate communicative situations in spatial terms,30 while vi-

sual and cartographic methods such as site visits, layer analyses, or maps focus on the

newmethods, to expand their methodological horizons, and to dare to break newmethodological

ground!

26 Marguin/Knoblauch 2021: 452 (own translation)

27 This handbook contains chapters on several of these different methods (and their privileged “re-

lationships” with social theories): see Farías/Paulos for actor-network-based methods of spatial

research, Genz/Yildirim Tschoepe for ethnography as amethodology, Knoblauch/Tuma for videog-

raphy and space, Wetzels for (spatially) focused ethnography, and Sommer/Bembnista for multi-

modal discourse analysis.

28 Refer to the following sections in this handbook: Dobrusskin et al. for image-based interviewing,

Million for mental maps and narrative maps, Weidenhaus/Norkus for biographical-narrative in-

terviews, and Bentlin/Klepp for visual-biographical interviews.

29 Refer to the following section in this handbook: Genz/Yildirim Tschoepe for ethnography as a

methodology.

30 Refer to the following sections in this handbook: Wetzels for (spatially) focused ethnography and

and Knoblauch/Tuma for videography and space.
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materiality of spaces.31 But aswe said, such correspondences should be treatedwith cau-

tion.Basedonour ownresearchpractice,wewould always advocate combiningmethods:

First, this could be the combination of complementary methods (as is typical in the so-

ciology of space at least), such as ethnography (for observing spatial practices) together

with interview formats (for exploring subjective spatial knowledge or interpreting spa-

tial practices). Or second, it would be conceivable to combine different media (e.g., visual

and verbal data),32 which might involve using visual data (such as photographs, aerial

images, plans) to capture themateriality of spaces and combining themwith verbal data

(such as newspaper articles, interview protocols, comments on social networks) to as-

cribe themmeaning accordingly (this could entail photo-interviewing, multimodal dis-

course analysis, cartography and photo-documentation, or go-along interviews).Third,

mapping can be used as a synthesizing tool, which is currently receiving considerable

attention in the spatial sciences—as illustrated by many of the chapters in this hand-

book—because it represents an attempt to grasp the procedural, socio-material dimen-

sion of spatial constitution.33 And fourth, mixed-method combinations can be employed

in an effort to integrate qualitative and quantitative data, as is the case in joint spatial

displays,34 for example.

Martina, we would like to give you the final word and ask you about a dream project.

Imagine youhave carte blanche to pursuewhatever youwould like:Without having to sub-

mit a proposal for third-party funding in advance, you have the liberty to carry out a re-

search project or experiment of your choosing.What would you like to do? And why?

Martina: I like how you differentiate between spatial knowledge, spatial practices, spa-

tially structured communicative situations, and the materiality of spaces. This helps a

great deal in determining which method addresses which aspects of spatial constitu-

tion. Dream project: Sex, gender, and space. We know so little about how sexuality is

experienced today (including for specific genders). We also know nothing about which

spaces are relevant in this regard and how. For example, what role does personal space

or unfamiliar space play in the development of a young girl’s sexuality? How does space

structure intimate communication? Such a project is quite challenging from a method-

ological perspective. I would combine interviews with dynamic maps.

Séverine and Juliane: The project sounds exciting, but it would indeed require a certain

degree of sensitivity. Perhaps the readers of this handbook will offer you suggestions on

how to develop your idea further. Dear Martina, thank you for sharing with us your in-

sights into the triad of spatial theory, social theory, andmethods.

31 Refer to the following sections in this handbook: Tabačková for site visits, Bentlin for urban layer

analysis, and Fülling et al. for mapping and photo-documentation.

32 Refer to Heinrich in this handbook.

33 Refer to the chapter on drawing and visualizing in this handbook.

34 See Marguin et al. in this handbook.
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Actor-Network Theory as a Theory of Space

Ignacio Farías and Julio Paulos

Actor-network theory (ANT), sociology of translation, sociology of associations, andma-

terial semiotics are someof the termsused in the 1980s and 1990sbyagroupof scholars in

the field science and technology studies (STS) to describe a singular, constantly evolving

approach to the study of knowledge production and technology development character-

ized by its strong appreciation of two types of indeterminacy concerning the nature of

the social.

The first type involves the indeterminacy of actors. ANT scholars argue that no as-

sumptions could be made with regard to what should be considered an actor, for this is

precisely what is at stake in the social: what, who, and how can make a difference in the

trajectories of technoscientific objects.What is regarded as an actor is thus the result of

both: processes of translation, by which certain entities become associated with others

forming larger or smaller actor-networks, and trials of force, that is, conflicts and con-

troversies in which the capacity of such actor-networks to make a difference is tested.

In this understanding of the social, the difference between humans and nonhumans is

irrelevant. Actor-networks are hybrids.

The second type of indeterminacy concerns the contexts of action. Here, ANT theo-

rists again refuse to make any generalizations concerning the contexts in which action

might happen, regardless of whether they are imagined as institutional, structural, or

even spatial contexts. Indeed, analytical distinctions between the context and content of

a practice, between the depth and surface of a discourse, or between global or local scales

of action are understood as pre-emptive empirical analysis. ANT theorists are interested

in the continuities between such distinctions, and thus avoid descriptions that assume

that there is a qualitative or ontological difference between them. Instead the aim is to

show how actor-networks create their own contexts, discourses, times, and, yes, spaces.

Actor-networks are worlds.

The invitation to discuss the methodological contributions of actor-network theory

to spatial research can be extremely productive for various reasons. Firstly, it allows us to

engagewith key analytical premises of actor-network theory from an uncommon stand-

point: namely, spatial theory. Indeed, ANTmight be easily associated with various turns

in the social sciences and humanities, such as the practice turn or the ontological turn.

The so-called “spatial turn” has hardly played an explicit role in the development of ANT,
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and yet ANT has much to say about how to study space and various spatial formations

– contributions that go beyond the mobilization of a specific spatial figuration, the net-

work, to rethink the social. Secondly, it allows us to challenge the common understand-

ing ofANTas anew theory of the social.BrunoLatour’s remark thatANT is not a theory is

often cited to argue that ANT, if anything, should be understood as amethodology com-

mitted to following actors as they fluidlymove across nature and culture, technology and

society, the big and the small. This is certainly accurate, yet what Latour was after was

something different: “ANT,” he argued, “is not a theory of the social, it is a theory of a

space in which the social has become a certain type of circulation” (Latour 1999, 22). We

take this definition as a cue to reconstruct ANT’s contributions to the study of space.

We have divided this article into three main sections. In each of these sections we

outline the broad and diverse field of ANT and, as the French philosopher Michel Serres

would say, “betray” it in at least twoways.Firstly,we focus on very punctual contributions

and interpret them as representatives of different moments in the history of ANT.1 Sec-

ondly,we translate their content intoamethodological contribution to the studyof space.

We start with “early ANT” as captured by Michel Callon’s (1986) statement of method-

ological principles for a sociology of translation and reframe this as a critique of the

most influential approach to the critical study of space, that is, Henri Lefebvre’s (1991)

theory of the production of space. Next, we engage with what has come to be known as

“post-ANT” (Gad and Jensen 2010) or rather “after-ANT” (Law 1999) and discuss John Law

and AnnemarieMol’s (2001) topological approach to studying the circulations of techno-

scientific objects. We conclude with “near-ANT” (Farías et al. 2019), explorations of the

Anthropocene, as put forward by Bruno Latour’s most recent collaborations aimed at a

re-mapping of the terrestrial (Arènes et al. 2018).

1 Early ANT: Toward a critique of the social production of space

When speaking ofANTand its broader reception in theworld of social theory, it all comes

down to one figure, the actor as a network of humans and non-humans, and especially

one underlying concept: the network. Does this refer to globalization and digital infras-

tructures? Does this imply imagining a world of heterarchical relations? Andwhat about

hierarchies? Boundaries? Exclusion? What is often misunderstood in such discussions

is that “network” does not describe the context or space within which actors would act.

Rather,network is used todescribe thepracticalworkbymeans ofwhich actors shape the

webs in which they exist. A network describes both a (spatial) object and a (spatial) prac-

tice, and it reflects the concomitance of the two (Callon 1986; Law 1992). A second impor-

tant point is that actor-networks are the result of material-semiotic processes of trans-

lation (Callon 1986; Law 2008). Early ANT takes the formof a sociology of translation that

studies the “negotiations, intrigues, calculations, acts of persuasion and violence, thanks

1 Althoughwe focus on thework of a few authors, itmust be stressed that ANTwas a collective effort

even before it was known as such. It involved Madeleine Akrich, Michel Callon, Antoine Hennion,

Bruno Latour, John Law, Anne-Marie Mol, Arie Rip and Helen Verran, to name but a few of its most

prominent early representatives.
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to which an actor or force takes, or causes to be conferred on itself, authority to speak or

act on behalf of another actor or force” (Latour and Callon 1981: 279).We can now qualify

the previous definition: Actor-networks as object-spaces aremade of physical and social,

material and semiotic relations between humans and nonhumans. This understanding

of actor-networks as more-than-spatial figures invites us to imagine ANT as part of the

broader “spatial turn” in the social sciences and humanities.2

The “spatial turn” has laid the ground for a more praxeological exploration of soci-

ety, paying attention to the hybrid ecologies of elements that shape action, as well as the

modes inwhich spaces are socially produced.At the very core of this development,we en-

counter Henri Lefebvre’s theory of the social organization of space and his radical rejec-

tion of a container model that imagines space as a system of physical and absolute coor-

dinates. Space, Lefebvre argues at the beginning of his bookTheUrban Revolution (2003),

is a social product. In his acclaimed book The Production of Space, Lefebvre (1992) devel-

ops insights into a fully fledged theory of the historical and analytical dialectics between

three components or moments in the production of space:

• Representations of space shape the dominant space of society—a space conceived by ex-

perts and ordered bymeans of technoscientific knowledge for the circulation of cap-

ital

• Spaces of representations refer to space as experiencedby inhabitants andusers through

public or collective symbols and imaginaries—these are the lived spaces of everyday

life

• Spatial practices entail the non-representational spatial perceptions and competences

of people and embrace both conceived and lived space

These moments, he proposes, are to be understood as opposing each other, but dialecti-

cally connected.The dual tension delineated between the conceived and the lived, as well

as between the representational and non-representational, has been extremely influen-

tial in socio-spatial research (see De Certeau 1984, Low 2016, Zukin 1996). Many schol-

ars are indeed concerned with the conflicts and contradictions between differentmodes

of doing space, paying attention to how a professionally conceived and produced space

alienates everydayexperiences and imaginaries,while at the same timenever losinghope

in the subversive capacity of everyday tactical improvisations and logics.

In order to understand ANT’s methodological contribution to the study of space, it

seems crucial to begin by underscoring how it differs from a dialectical approach as pro-

posed by Lefebvre and widely adopted in socio-spatial research to date. We would like

to highlight three key methodological principles of ANT (agnosticism, generalized sym-

2 This may also explain the great interest that ANT arouses in disciplines concerned with the design

of social spaces, especially in architecture and planning. According to Guggenheim (2019: 68), "the

difference between science and design is that in the latter, the agency attributed to designers and

the terms 'fabrication' and 'construction' used to describe their work fit perfectly with their self-

descriptions […] There are therefore no critical effects that the descriptions of ANT could have on

architecture".
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metry, and free association—see Callon 1984) and explore their critical implications for

Lefebvre’s trialectics of space.

The principle of “agnosticism” is not only directed toward what is considered self-

evident in specific fields of practice.What ANTproposes is expanding agnosticism to in-

clude the sociological categories used to analyze the construction of truths, evidences, or

values.Especiallywhen it comes to the roleplayedbyactors,weneed to let goof the socio-

logical definition of action as human competence for intentional activity. Seen from this

perspective, Lefebvre’s framework, while agnostic in terms of what we commonly un-

derstand as space, appears shaped by unquestioned assumptions concerning the social

as composed by groups of individuals divided by class, occupation, and gender, as well

as institutions, such as the state. His conceptualization of the city as an oeuvre (Lefeb-

vre 1996) produced by historical subjects, while at the same time producing the material

conditions for their existence, duly expresses Lefebvre’s attachment to conventional so-

ciological categories. Early ANT invites us to go beyond the understanding of space as

the construction of social actors.

The principle of “generalized symmetry” is often misunderstood as suggesting that

all entities and forces forming actor-networks are equally powerful, as though the social

were a heterarchical space without inequality, asymmetry, and difference. Such misun-

derstandings forget that ANTwas first conceived as a sociology of power that takes Fou-

cault’s relational understanding of power very seriously. Generalized symmetry implies

that our analytical frameworks and conceptual languages should notmake an apriori dif-

ferentiation between types of actors or action. Human and nonhuman, expert and lay,

powerful and weak, global and local, institutional and individual actors—all such ana-

lytically distinct categorizations should be avoided and treated as empirical questions.

From this perspective, Lefebvre’s trialectics of space would ultimately preempt the study

of space, reducing empirical research to the task of finding already prefigured tensions

between lived, conceived, and perceived spaces.

The third methodological principle of early ANT is what Callon calls “free associa-

tion.”The social, and for that matter space, is made of hybrid relations, where anything

can be connected with anything else, hence the description of ANT as a “sociology of as-

sociations” (Latour 2005).The crucial consequence of this principle is that the social is, so

to speak, unfinished, that is, always expanding and shrinking, combining new entities

while separating others. Accordingly, the key methodological principle is to follow the

actors as they go about hybridizing the social.This understanding is, of course, diamet-

rically opposed to the dialectical method, which conceives of the social as shaped by log-

ical contradictions. Instead of approaching the production of space bymeans of abstract

(and universal) tensions between different modalities, ANT’s methodological challenge

is to chart the multiplicity of means and forms in which spaces come into being and/or

beings come into space.

2 After-ANT: A topological turn in the study of technoscientific objects

Early ANT had an important implication for the study of space (and time), which are to

be thought as “consequences of the ways in which bodies relate to each other” (Latour
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1997). Ormore drastically: “We never encounter time and space, but rather amultiplicity

of interactionswith actants that have their own timing, spacing, goals,means, and ends”

(ibid: 182). Whereas early ANT developed a highly differentiated vocabulary to describe

such interactions, the network metaphor came to dominate its imagination of space.

In the 1990s, friendly fire suggested that the figure of the network was anything but

neutral. Instead, it implied a very specific imaginary of the social: one that puts emphasis

on control, univocity, and coherence (Star 1999). Accordingly, one of themost prominent

issues in what has come to be called post-ANT or after-ANT is an exploration of the em-

pirical varieties of object-spaces in actor-networks (Mol and Law 1994, Murdoch 1998).

Latour andHermant’s (1998) book Paris Invisible City offers a good example of this.On the

one hand, it introduces the concept of urban oligoptica to characterize the small offices

at the center of large technical networks in which knowledge of urban ecologies and in-

frastructures is produced and used to coordinate their functioning, maintenance, and

repair. Oligoptica are centers of coordination in network spaces, places in which only a

very small portion or aspect of the city can be seen, albeit in great detail. One the other

hand, the authors explore and theorize about other spatial figures: urban space as a “jux-

taposition” of objects and regimes of intelligence formatting urban inhabitants in differ-

ent ways and urban space as a “plasma”, as the virtual, unknown space that none of the

urban networks and oligoptica cover and that is the source of potential associations.

More generally, after-ANT participates in a broader turn to topology in social the-

ory, thus joining the ranks of authors such as Martina Löw (2016 [2001]), who pointed

out early on that despite a broad consensus about space as something embodied, flexi-

ble, and relational, most authors do not accurately describe how space results from re-

lational arrangements of objects (understood as both things and persons). After-ANT is

thus in good companymoving from a sociology of translation to a topology of multiplic-

ity (see Mol 2010). Indeed, whereas early ANT was mainly concerned with how an actor

engages others to generate a network that speaks with one voice, after-ANT was mainly

concerned with the multiplicity of translations, voices, and versions of objects and net-

works.Multiplicity is well summarized by the slogan that things are “less thanmany but

more than one” (Mol 2001). Multiplicity does not simply suggest the existence of a plu-

rality of objects, or the existence of many objects. Rather, it is an ontological claim about

themultiple identities of every object, or its capacity to adopt different forms simultane-

ously. Yet multiplicity is not primarily an argument about time but an argument about

space. Objects, John Law would then argue, “are always enacted in a multi-topological

manner, and are dependent for their constancy on the intersection of different spaces”

(Law 2002: 98).

After-ANT’s topology of multiplicity thus conceptualizes four interrelated research

questions.The first is the problem of homeomorphism or, to put it differently, of defor-

mation without transformation. Topology, Law (1999) describes, is the study of the ab-

stract set of relationships that define the form of an object. From a topological perspec-

tive, objectsmight be physically deformed—that is, bent or stretched—yet they still hold

their form. In such abstract terms, there is no difference between a cube and a sphere or

between a donut and a needle, as each pair might be deformed into one another without

transforming their topological structure.The early ANT concept of network, Law argues,

is aimed precisely at mapping such topological continuities of technoscientific objects.
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A good example of this is Sophie Houdart’s (2015) analysis of the architectural studio

as a multi-local practice intended to facilitate the smooth circulation of models, ideas,

and people between the architectural studio and the building site. Similarly,Monika Ku-

rath and Julio Paulos (2019) have studied theways inwhich planning becomes an issue of

public interest, moving from the secluded spaces of bureaucracy to new sites of partici-

pation. In both accounts, we see how architecture and planning work involve the defor-

mation, but not transformation, of highly heterogeneous inscriptions of urban things:

A building is transformed into a survey which is then drawn by hand in the shape of a

diagram or fabricated as a model, which is subsequently transformed into a rendering,

etc.

The second question that arises is whether there are other modes of producing

homeomorphic object-spaces. Two contributions seem particularly propitious. First, de

Laet and Mol (2000) speak of “fluid objects” to describe objects whose ability to operate

in a certain way remains stable despite the exchangeability, subtle mutability, and local

adaptability of its parts. The case presented by de Laet and Mol is a technical object, a

water-pump, that holds itself together as an object not despite but actually because of its

local adaptation and the slight change of shape and scope of the sociotechnical networks

that constitute it. Law and Singleton (2005) speak of “fire objects” in reference to objects

that radically change their shape and even their name as they are constantly coping with

discontinuous realities that cannot be made present simultaneously. A good example of

a fire object-space is provided by Tironi (2010) in his study of the eventful urban topology

of an alternative music scene. Rather than having a fixed topography of locations, the

scene regularly crystallizes at different locations in different forms. Tironi speaks of a

gelleable space, in which “what counts as a ‘project’ or as a ‘band’ is the performative effect

of a momentary association that has ‘gelled’ into a unitary agent” (44). So, rather than

proposing abstract concepts for describing topological relationships, ANT invites us to

open up the list of topological formations that allow objects to maintain their identity

while being radically deformed. While the trilogy of network, fluid, fire object-spaces

has been mostly received as a typological classification, the research agenda set up by

after-ANT is to continue adding topological formations.

The third question refers to the multi-topological nature of objects. Using the ex-

ample of renovation in processes of urban renewal and gentrification, Guggenheim and

Söderström (2010) argue that buildings exist in different spaces: Euclidean space, where

the building form is physically homeomorphic and defined by stable or changing uses,

and network space, where it is historically or conceptuality related to the adaptability

and flexibility of classifications concerning its type. Guggenheim and Söderström argue

that the instability of buildings as types is a result of their dual existence as a topogra-

phy that becomes the object of reuse and a typology that is adaptable and flexible. After-

ANT’s commitment to multiplicity, we see here, is about understanding how objects be-

comemore robust or unstable. It is tempting to contrast thismulti-topological approach

with Lefebvre’s trialectics of space. But in contrast to multiplicity, Lefebvre’s frame im-

plies a zero-sum articulation of different types of space: the more “conceived space,” the

less “lived space,” and vice versa.

Finally, and perhaps the most unexpected turn of the argument, a multi-topological

approach allows after-ANT not to simply reject Euclidean space but to incorporate
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it into its analysis as a crucial topological formation: “The old unspoken hierarchical

ANT view—that network-objects and network-spatiality underpin Euclidean-objects

and spatiality—is misleading” (Law, 2002: 97). John Law’s suggestion is fascinating as

it involves adopting a symmetric perspective on the relationship between Euclidean

and other topologies. Using the example of tourist maps, Farías (2011) argues that in-

stead of accusing such maps of propagating confusion, “Imagine that—the real world

confused with the white expanse of a piece of paper!” (Latour, 2009: 142), we should

underscore how tourist maps decompress and expand destination space. By visualizing

the destination as a res extensa, tourist maps counteract the possibility of a synecdoche

of the tourist destination and render physical movement into a necessary condition to

cover the material extensions making up destination space. Rather than overcoming

Euclidean conceptions of space, the analytical challenge is to equate Euclidean space to

other types of spaces.

3 Near-ANT: Speculative cartography for the study of critical zones

John Law’s observation that a relational turn should notmean leaving physical space un-

theorized resonates in importantwayswithBrunoLatour’smost recentwork on redress-

ing our understanding of the Anthropocene and the terrestrial through the notion of the

critical zone. In geoscience, the critical zone refers to the thin layer of the earth’s surface

where life, human and non-human, has come to physically and chemically modify the

cycles ofmatter. Critical zones are therefore locations on the envelope of the earthwhere

geological,biophysical, and techno-social processes intermingle andwhich“under stress

[…]may break down entirely or shift to another state” (Latour 2014: 4). Latour’s own term

for the critical zone is that of a metamorphic zone, a space where heterogeneous entities

come together and undergo fundamental morphogenetic transformations, exchanging

properties and changing their form and identity.

The critical zone, to be clear, is not a topological but rather a metamorphic space. It

is a space of life and death, and it involves the radical transformation, not the smooth

deformation, of life forms. Rather than an after-ANT or post-ANT project aimed at fix-

ing the shortcomings of early-ANT, Latour’s work with critical zones can be regarded as

a “near-ANT” project, one that is obviously inspired and very close to ANT but not pri-

marily committed to the development of ANT (Farías et al. 2019). Something bigger and

more urgent seems to be at stake: namely, the question of whether and how we can live

together. Learning to live in the Anthropocene or, as Latour would put it, “facing Gaia”

requires radically changing our understanding and perception of our planetary condi-

tion, making visible the interconnections and ecological transformations occurring in

the critical zones of the earth (Latour 2017).

In recent years, Latour has embarked on just such an intellectual project in close col-

laboration with geoscientists, designers, and visual artists. His objective is to develop a

new visual language, a post-cartographic mode of representation, to stage the earth as

what it is: not a planetary system that can be viewed from above with a global perspec-

tive but rather a terrestrial rhizome that needs to be represented from the inside, taking

into account the interconnections of life on the earth (see Aït-Touati 2012). One of the
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key challenges, Alexandra Arènes, Bruno Latour, and Jérôme Gaillardet (2018) argue, is

how to give depth and volume to the thin layer occupied by critical zones. The common

visual representation of critical zones, they explain, follows the conventions of a “block

diagram,”meaning a cross section of the earth’s surface with the atmosphere on top, the

critical zone in the middle, and various geological layers on the bottom.

Fig. 1: Block diagram of a critical zone by Arènes, Latour, und Gaillardet

One of the problems with these representations is that they are incapable of display-

ing the complex ecological processes and metabolic dynamics that shape life in the crit-

ical zone. Block diagrams represent critical zones as local ecologies, thus missing how

their dynamics result from complex distributions of the microscopic and the planetary,

quick reactions and geological time, the local and the global.

In order to develop an alternative visual representation of critical zones, Latour and

his colleagues rely onwhat is called anamorphosis inprojective geometry: that is,a defor-

mation of the scales and relations between the elements of a space without transforma-

tion.Thefirst anamorphic operation consists of flattening the cross section of the critical

zone to produce a two-dimensional circular representation of the geological layers that

come together at a specific point in space. A critical zone is not represented as a local

region of the planet (like the cross section) but as a series of concentric circles with the

continental crust in the center and the atmosphere on the borders.The second anamor-

phic operation involves simply reversing the order of the layers so that the atmosphere
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is at the center and the mantle on the borders of the plane. The third operation entails

adding a third dimension to represent the sun as a source of energy for biochemical pro-

cesses.

Fig. 2: Anamorphic view of a critical zone by Arènes, Latour, und Gaillardet

The result is surprising. In the center of themap is the lower atmosphere and the top

soil: the critical zones in which life unfolds. The biochemical processes, feedback pro-

cesses,andotherdynamic relationsbetween inhabitants of the critical zone canbe repre-

sented in this space and related toboth the sunand the earthmantle as twomajor sources

of energy: tectonic and solar energy. The distributions of local and global, microscopic

and planetary processes can be traced both by moving from the soil to the atmosphere

and from the soil to the mantle. A system of spiral arrows is also proposed to represent

the processes cutting across layers with different intensities and velocities. Latour and

his colleagues exemplify this notation system with a map of the carbon biogeochemical

cycle.
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Fig. 3: Notational system for dynamic processes in a critical zone by Arènes, Latour, und Gaillardet

Have we finally arrived at ANT’s ultimate contribution to the study of space?The an-

swer is, of course, a resounding no.The value of these cartographic experiments, we be-

lieve, is less a possibility for establishing a new set of visual conventions to represent the

terrestrial andmore an invitation to experimentwith anamorphic and topological repre-

sentation of spaces, center-staging the multiple and complex interactions between dif-

ferent kind of actors,humans andnonhumans.ANT is indeednothing but a theory of the

spaces through which the social, understood as a more-than-human issue, circulates.
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Queer/feminist perspectives on qualitative

spatial research

Sandra Huning

“In the field of women’s studies, it is not

enough to simply fill in unknown ‘white

spots’ on the map; rather, the outlines of

the continents have to be drawn anew.”

(Bauhardt 1996: 41, own translation)

Using the image of amap that is to be fundamentally redrawn instead of filled in, Chris-

tineBauhardt illustrated in themid-1990s the aspiration of contemporarywomen’s stud-

ies: to provide new categories, concepts, and methodologies for spatial and planning

research. In urban and planning research, this inspiration has been picked up repeat-

edly and is nowwell established in the individual disciplines related to the exploration of

space, especially in geography, sociology, urban and spatial planning, and architecture.

Meanwhile, the current focus in feminist research is much wider today than it was in

the 1990s. All topics from these disciplines are potentially part of feminist inquiry. Ap-

proaches from queer theory and postcolonial studies have also been employed success-

fully for feminist research.The objective mentioned in the opening quotation continues

to apply: Feminist research aims to go beyond simply filling in knowledge gaps about

previously “overlooked” social groups and positions, unknown territories, or underex-

posed issues. Rather, it is also concerned with fundamentally challenging the relevance,

categories, and basicmethodologies of scientific disciplines.These aspects should them-

selves become objects of study (Hark 2009: 32) in order to uncover power structures and

epistemic gaps in the production of knowledge. Insights beyondwhat is currently known

are to be gained; at the same time,newblind spots emerge,which serve to encourage fur-

ther research.

In this paper, I present selected key feminist perspectives for the empirical study of

spaces using qualitative methods. I start with a brief summary of queer/feminist cri-

tiques of science, which reveal epistemic gaps and propose a specific understanding of

objectivity (Section 1). This results in (at least) two methodological conclusions. On the
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onehand,adeconstructive strategy canhelp to situate categories andconceptswithin the

context of their creation and to illustrate different—in particular, marginalized—life-

worlds and experiences (Section 2). On the other hand, researchers are called to reflect

on their own positionality to reveal the social and political context of knowledge produc-

tion, as well as their own role therein (Section 3). Finally, I discuss how these reflections

can be incorporated into the qualitative exploration of spaces (Section 4).

1 Queer/feminist critique of science

Queer/feminist critique of science rejects the premise of universalistic knowledge pro-

duction, which was promoted in the sciences for centuries, characterized by an andro-

centric bias in the wake of enlightenment (Althoff et al. 2001: 27). Starting in the early

1990s, feminist geographers began to contemplate the epistemic gaps (Rose 1993: 5).They

criticized howmany of their colleagues saw themselves as “detached explorers” who as-

sumed they couldproduceknowledge thatwas “universal,neutral,objective,unproblem-

atically communicable, and singularly true” (Bondi/Domosh 1992: 202 et seq.). In partic-

ular, the “white bourgeois heterosexualmasculine theorist” (Rose 1993: 149)was criticized

for doing research from an undefined standpoint in order to discover true and univer-

sal knowledge, while conceding other scientists—predominantly women—particularist

viewpoints at best as alleged representatives of partial groups.

Contemporary feminist architecture and planning made a similar critique of male

claims of universality and the so-called “god-father model” in planning. Many planners

regarded themselves as neutral experts acting on behalf of an “objective” common good

and able to make impartial decisions thanks to their extensive technical and scientific

knowledge. Feminist critique of urban and planning theory was directed both toward

professional exclusions and toward the contextual gaps that followed (see Fainstein/

Servon 2005; Rodenstein 2005).

In contrast, feminist critique of science underscores that knowledge production

takes place within social relationships, which are riddled with power relations, and that

researchers cannot assume a neutral position outside of these relationships.1 This gives

rise to (at least) two conclusions: on the one hand, the need for researchers to reflect

on their own positioning and their own experiences and perceptions because these

influence the research process and the research findings, for example,with regard to the

topic of interest, the selected methods, interactions, or the interpretation of the data;

on the other hand, the demand to deconstruct concepts, certainties, and normalities to

“situate and explain the production of truths within a societal framework as material-

ized forms that are created in relation to the context” (Gutiérrez Rodriguez 1996: 172,

own translation).

1 This also applies to feminist researchers themselves: ‘White’ feminist researchers have themselves

been accused of trying to represent a universalistic feminist standpoint that concealed racist social

relations, amongother things (Schuster 2019: 1). Today, feminism is thought ofmuchmore in terms

of plural feminisms, providing space for different perspectives (Ankele et al. 2010).
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Queer theory takes this one step further by advocating for the complete rejection of

universal epistemic and normative principles in order to “dismantle and de-hierarchize

normalized social relationships and especially sex and gender hierarchies, thus making

heterogeneousunderstandings of the self and theworld, aswell as diversemodes of exis-

tence, conceivable” (Engel 2007: 285, own translation).Many queer analyses focus on the

deconstruction of normality, normativity, and their role in stabilizing power relations

(Browne et al. 2017: 1380). This also involves rejecting “ahistorical, universal truths and

norms, as well as the concept of a holistic subject” (Engel 2007: 285, own translation).

Terms, concepts, and identities are contextualized within space and time and thus be-

come ambiguous. They can then be regarded (and investigated) as effects of symbolic-

discursive processes that regulate, normalize, and stabilize concrete social (power) rela-

tions.

Queer and feminist critique of science addresses scientific objectivity as “situated

knowledge” (Haraway 1988).According to this understanding, researchers can adopt nei-

ther a universalistic nor a relativistic position, but rathermust situate themselves explic-

itly within power-ridden discourses and processes. In doing so, their own positioning

inevitably remains ambiguous, open-ended, and partial, but this is the only possibility

to establish a relationship with a research topic, with interviewees, and with other par-

ticipants:

“The split and contradictory self is the one who can interrogate positionings and be

accountable, the one who can construct and join rational conversations and fantas-

tic imaginings that change history. […] Here is the promise of objectivity: a scientific

knower seeks the subject position, not of identity, but of objectivity, that is, partial con-

nection.” (Haraway 1988: 586)

2 Deconstruction

Against this backdrop, exploring spaces does not mean investigating something that is

“there” and simply needs to be discovered. Instead,many queer/feminist researchers as-

sume that every research (re)constructs its object itself by selecting categories, method-

ological premises, and methods. Therefore, they do not attempt to identify the “true”

qualities of (container) spaces and spatial phenomena by applying scientific methods in

a controlled environment.Rather,manyprojects are based on a relational understanding

of space (Schuster 2019: 2). Spaces are “a cut through the myriad stories in which we are

all living at any onemoment” (Massey 2013: 3) and canbe experienced in entirely different

ways at the same time.The preconceptions, categories, and methods of the researchers

determine which perspectives become visible and which remain hidden.

Critical feminist sciences are always caught in a field of tension between the critique

of power relations and the reproduction of hegemonic knowledge.Deconstruction as the

“practice of feminist critique of science”means enduring this tension (Wartenpfuhl 1996:

207, own translation). For example, research related to gender relations inevitably repro-

duces the hegemonic interpretation of the gender category itself. New categorizations

are not a solution in this case because they, too, define inclusions and exclusions, just
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in a different manner. By questioning the structures andmechanisms used to create the

categories in the first place, deconstruction can uncover power structures and the con-

tingency of current relations and create new spaces for creative thinking.

Especially by deconstructing spaces and the concepts inscribed in them—gender,

sexuality, housing, working, family, public, private—it is possible to develop new re-

search perspectives. Spatial settings reflect notions of masculinity and femininity,

gender arrangements, or sexual norm(alitie)s and can either stabilize them or reveal

fractures (see Frank 2003; Schuster 2010, 2019). The deconstruction of gendered “in-

structions, invocations, and valuations” (Maihofer 2004: 38, own translation) in different

spaces illustrates how these not only stabilize the two-sex binary but also heterosexuality

as a social norm and normality (see Frisch 2002; Oswin 2008). Intersectional perspec-

tives bring to the light the interdependencies of various categories with regard to social

inequality such as gender, race, and class (Walgenbach 2007).

With this in mind, Ruth Becker proposed the following strategy for planning re-

search:

“A feminist planning theory must strive to discover how spatial structures and spatial

planning [and of course also the categories and concepts used in this context; author’s

note] contribute to the social (re-)construction of the dual-sex system in order to derive

planning concepts that help disrupt this construction process andpromote deconstruc-

tion.” (Becker 1998: 157, own translation)

Only then can we seriously address the question of (utopian) realms of possibilities that

do not just reflect empirically observable social needs but also reveal opportunities for

new forms of coexistence in which power relations are challenged and new possibili-

ties for appropriation are offered. This means challenging concrete local needs, socio-

cultural frameworks for interpretation, and symbolic orders of spaces based on the re-

spective specific contexts, in order to determine the contingency of current relations.

This requires in particular research perspectives and methods from social and cultural

sciences to answer questions such as: How are spaces constituted,who constitutes them

(who does not), and in what manner? Who speaks with which authority and by which

means about spatial and gender relations and is able to assert conceptions of normality

that engender inequalities and exclusions? And finally: How can we spatialize a utopia

that rejects gender roles (Becker 1997: 27)?

3 Positionality and reflexivity

In her paperMethodischePostulate zur Frauenforschung (English:Methodological Postulates

for Women’s Studies), Maria Mies (1984) demanded from researchers a deliberate par-

tiality and their active participation in emancipatory activities:The objective of feminist

research should not be to contribute better or more comprehensive data; rather, femi-

nist research should deliberately aspire to eliminate oppression and exploitation.These

postulates did not remain uncontested (see Althoff et al. 2001: 61 et seqq.; Müller 2008;

Wohlrab-Sahr 1993).Nevertheless, partiality, a focus on transformative instead of simply
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explanatory knowledge, inter- and transdisciplinarity, self-reflection, and the critique of

power continue to be intrinsic commonalities in queer/feminist research (Hofmeister et

al. 2013).

From this perspective, the relationship between researchers and their research part-

ners needs to be redefined: on the one hand, from a normative perspective, to overcome

the traditional division between those doing the research and those being researched

or between research subjects and objects and to understand this relationship as part-

nership, which ideally is beneficial to both parties. Even if cooperation at “eye-level”

does not always work out in research practice—for example, due to unequal resource

availability—or inevitably remains a utopian ideal (McDowell 1992: 408), researchers

are called upon to reflect on their relationship and interactions with their research

partners throughout the entire research process. Insights gained from this reflexion

should then be incorporated into the further research. On the other hand, this means

laying bare assumptions that normally go unspoken. If identities are relational and are

constantly being renegotiated, this is also the case in the research process. For exam-

ple, the perception of personal similarities and differences influences the behavior of

all those involved. Caroline Faria and Sharlene Mollett (2014), for instance, show how

“being white”—together with attributions of success, modernity, and prosperity—play

out as structural privilege in their research in South American and Africa. They show

that “being white” has various connotations across class, sexuality, religion, or gender,

thus having distinct impacts in different socio-spatial settings. Who is considered

white and who is attributed which power and which social standing is constantly being

renegotiated; in this specific case, this had implications for how the researchers were

met and what information they obtained. Other researchers talk about the significance

of gender, sexuality, age differences, or physical impairments in the field, which can

play out in various ways depending on the research partner (see England 1994; Valentine

2002; Shah 2006).

Therefore, “the reflexive and critical use of qualitative methods and the struggle for

non-hierarchical and non-exploitative research practices” (Wastl-Walter 2010: 60, own

translation) plays a key role in queer/feminist research despite the fact that non-hierar-

chical research practices do not rest in the hands of the researcher alone. Societal power

relations also have an impact on the research relationship, not only in the intellectual ex-

changebut alsowith regard to embodiedknowledge,because subjectivity andexperience

are not detached from the body, but rather are situated in the body itself (Vacchelli 2018a:

17).

Furthermore, reflexivity has its limits because one’s own self is also relational and

non-transparent (Rose 1997; Valentine 2002), thus making it impossible to entirely un-

derstand one’s own positionality and its effects. Each project represents a performative

interventionbetweenresearchers andresearchpartners. Identities andrelationships can

be reconstructed, but ultimately, they cannot be fully controlled.Therefore, Gillian Rose

suggests modesty: “What we may be able to do is something rather more modest but,

perhaps, rather more radical: to inscribe into our research practices some absences and

fallibilitieswhile recognizing that the significanceof thisdoesnot rest entirely inourown

hands” (Rose 1997: 319) since, “in reality the research process is beyond the understanding

of the researcher” (Valentine 2002: 125).
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4 Research methods and reflexive research process

Despite the above-mentioned insights into the challenges of deconstruction and into

the impossibility of researchers to fully comprehend their own research process, there

are practical attempts to reflect on and expose the unavoidable shortcomings, indepen-

dently of the chosen research methods. Many researchers agree that there are no meth-

ods designed exclusively for queer/feminist research but that qualitative methods are

especially suited for addressing the subjective reality of the research partners (Althoff

et al. 2001; Wastl-Walter 2010: 59). In any case, this requires a complex theoretical ba-

sis (Krause 2003: 24). Participatorymethods, in which researchers and research partners

purposely co-produce knowledge (Wastl-Walter 2010: 60; also see McDowell 1992: 405;

Schurr/Segebart 2012), have received widespread attention over the last several years,

adding to the traditional spectrum of qualitative methods. The same is true for perfor-

mative methods, which incorporate the body as a bearer of experiences and thus data

(Vacchelli 2013, 2018a). Elena Vacchelli proposes themethods of collagemaking and dig-

ital storytelling from a queer/feminist research perspective (Vacchelli 2018b; Vacchelli/

Peyrefitte 2018). They can be combined with oral history (Kuhn 2008) and with story-

telling as it is discussed in spatial planning (Sandercock/Attili 2010).NinaSchuster (2010)

illustrates compellinglyhowethnography canbe fruitful for feminist research.Moreover,

discourse theories with references to the work of Judith Butler andMichel Foucault have

been translated intoempirical practiceover the last several years (Wastl-Walter 2010: 61 et

seqq.), which has resulted in methods from linguistic philosophy being employed more

andmore frequently (see Jäger 2008; Sommer/Bembnista in this handbook).

Regardless of the selected data collection and analysis methods, many queer/fem-

inist researchers address the question how reflexivity can be put into practice. Again,

there are no universal guidelines in this regard. Research journals and field notes with

records of what was experienced from a subjective perspective can be used to reveal per-

sonal assumptions, feelings, and reflexes in the analysis and can be fruitful for later re-

search. On this basis, many authors recommend systematically created forms of colle-

gial exchange during the research process: for example, everyday “kitchen table reflex-

ivity” (Kohl/McCutcheon 2014), email conversations, correspondence or blogs between

research teams (Browne et al. 2017), or even the reciprocal interpretation of interview

material to reveal blind spots (Kohler Riessman 1991). Additionally, Liz Bondi (2009) pro-

poses a teaching concept for giving future researchers the opportunity to experience re-

flexivity with their own body by means of deliberate exchange with others.

This short selection indicates that queer/feminist research requires personal com-

mitment, social skills, and temporal resources. Ethical questions are raised that “de-

tached explorers” did not have to address. In the end, there are always unanswered ques-

tions, and seeking answers anew in every project is whatmakes this both interesting and

challenging—knowing that there can be no such thing as a conclusive answer or a uni-

versal truth.
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The reflective methodology of artistic spatial research

Anke Haarmann

In the arts,we can observe aesthetic confrontationswith social, ecological, urban, acous-

tic, geographic, political, and many other spaces by means of corporal, performative,

graphic, interventionist, or participatory methods. But can spatial research methods be

applied to the arts? The performance group LIGNA explores the architectures of econ-

omy and power at central train stations in order to reveal mechanisms of exclusion in

public space.1Theartist group Ala Plástica performs aesthetic fieldwork as ecological ac-

tion at Rio de la Plata by involving the local population in identifying different insights

into the ecology of the space.2 These two examples serve to stimulate the imagination

for potential aesthetic spatial research with concrete artistic projects. By using conven-

tional scientific terms,suchas thoseof cartographyandfield research, it is possible tode-

scribe spatial researchmethods in thefieldof thearts or to translate aesthetic approaches

into aesthetic conceptions of space:This was the case for LIGNA,where urban space was

understood performatively and illustrated choreographically, or for Ala Plástica, where

ecological space was perceived rhizomatically and recognized as transformative based

on indigenous knowledge and landscape art. Before I take a closer look at the aesthetic

approaches to artistic spatial research specifically, it is first necessary to address the sys-

tematic challenges associatedwith this type of spatial research.Thismeans exploring the

epistemological realm of possibilities offered by artistic research methods.

The epistemological aspects raise the question of what qualifies certain practices re-

lated to space as aesthetic researchmethods? How can we summarize themethods used

in artistic spatial research? How do traceability and thus negotiability manifest in the

arts? Which paths to knowledge can be identified as aesthetic research methods? Artistic

spatial research requires contemplation of its methods: a methodology. As a doctrine

based on the structure, conception, or prevalence of the methods, a methodology can

be understood as the fundamental tenets of concrete scientific methods or as the con-

templation of the case-specific requirements for singular epistemic approaches. A reg-

ulatory methodology acts as a guide for the scientific field of work. A reflective method-

ology explains the specific methods used after the research endeavor as a retrospective

1 See https://ligna.blogspot.com/2009/12/radioballett.html

2 See https://alaplastica.wixsite.com
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plausible path to knowledge. I aim to show that we cannot refrain from using amethod-

ology in artistic research and that it is possible to develop a reflectivemethodology, espe-

cially to avoid the danger of disciplining the arts with a regulatory methodology. At the

same time, I hope to entice the other sciences to join us on our path toward a reflective

methodology capable of validating both the singularity and plausibility of the approach

in the field of the arts. I would like to focus on a contemplative theory of routes to knowl-

edge and learn to understand the aestheticmethods of the specific practices in the arts in

order to determine what methodological research means in relation to the arts and how

it can be assessed.

1 Comparative methodology

As of the beginning of the 21st century, artistic research is still at an early stage of de-

velopment on its way to becoming a normal science. A “normal science,” as denoted by

philosopher of scienceThomas Kuhn (1976), describes the status of an established disci-

pline that does not have to legitimize itsmethodological standards because it is no longer

called into question as a science. However, the debate about the arts and their methods3

illustrates that artistic research—and thus artistic spatial research as well—is still far

away from achieving the status of an uncontested normal science. Artistic research does

not yet have any methodological standards—andmany think this is a good thing for the

sake of supposed freedom in the arts. But at the same time, it is necessary to validate

the plausibility of and accept originally artistic practices and aesthetic methods as re-

search techniques for practical applications in the arts.Therefore, it must be possible to

distinguish arts-based practices from the methods used in the natural sciences, social

sciences, and humanities. It only makes sense to use the term artistic research instead

of arts that simply juggle with scientific practices if we can identify originally arts-based

research techniques and differentiate aesthetic field research, cartography, or surveying

from ethnological or geographic research.This differentiation with regard to the differ-

ent methodological approaches can in fact be achieved by a methodology devoted to the

manifold plausibility criteria of differentmethods in the various disciplineswith the goal

of identifying the specific characteristics and demonstrating the plurality ofmethods as

a basis for the epistemic distinctness of artistic research methods.

Such a comparative methodology is nothing new in and of itself. It will merely have

to be adapted to the arts and their unique character as artistic research. A comparative

methodology is a long-standing approach used since the advent of the natural sciences

and their separation from philosophy. During the transition from the 15th to the 16th

century, Francis Bacon differentiated between the experimentalmethod used in the new

“empirical philosophy”on theonehandand thedeductivemethodused in traditional, ar-

gumentative philosophy on the other, although he insisted that people “must for a while

renounce their notions, and begin to form an acquaintance with things” (Bacon 1990

[orig. 1620]: Aphorismus 36). Not only does Bacon endeavor to understand and discuss

3 For an example with a wealth of other references to the debate on artistic research, its methods,

and its practices, see: Badura et al. (2015).
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the methods in the differentiation, he also assumes that a new perspective on research

is required for this differentiation in order to truly recognize the epistemic substance of

the different roads to knowledge.This call to renounce our notions and familiarize our-

selveswith “things”canalsobe applied to themethodology in artistic research. In the 19th

century, Wilhelm Dilthey established the category of the social sciences, differentiating

them from the natural sciences based on the concepts of understanding in the natural sci-

ences and explaining in the social sciences (see Dilthey 1974). In the 20th century, Hans

Georg Gadamer took up this differentiation and proposed defining the understanding

and interpreting texts in the historically philosophical disciplines as “experience of the

world” in contrast to the modern natural sciences (Gadamer 1986). Gadamer explicitly

calls the type of understanding used in the natural sciences “methods” as opposed to the

type of understanding inherent in the social sciences,which appears through the experi-

ence of “hermeneutic understanding” and does not produce knowledge but rather “truth”

(ibid.). It is not necessary to followGadamer’s recommendations for a differentiated ter-

minology, but they clearly illustrate the considerable focus on an interpretative endeavor

to distinguish methods from types of understanding, which has characterized the his-

tory of comparative methodology for a long time.

This attention to an epistemological differentiation must be rediscovered and used

for the benefit of artistic research. It places aesthetic philosophy (as one could also call

artistic research based on Bacon’s concept of “empirical philosophy” for the emerging

natural sciences) on an equal footing. Closer inspection of the existing scientific dis-

ciplines, which are no longer only divided into the two main groups of argumentative

or empirical philosophy, opens up a multi-faceted cabinet of curiosities for the compar-

ative methodology with diverse, coexisting approaches to searching for knowledge: ap-

proaches that operate with different media such as numbers, words, or images and that

each varywithin the sciences. In the historical-philosophical disciplines, another analyt-

ical tool was established with Michel Foucault’s discourse analysis, different than Georg

Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel’s speculative dialectics, Plato’s narrative dialogues, or Edmund

Husserl’s phenomenology. In thenatural sciences,digital simulations differ fromempir-

ical laboratory work, exploratory fieldwork, or theoretical mathematics. Qualitative or

quantitative interview techniques deal with the social world differently than participa-

tory observation perspectives. Time and again, newmethods have had to be established

or assert themselves over the suspicion of pseudoscience.

Against the backdrop of this plurality of methods, aesthetic practices can princi-

pally also be added to the list of recognized methodological approaches. But which

ones? Despite the broad variety of methodological approaches, there is wide consensus

that negotiable and explicable methods are intrinsic to the concept of research, which

means researchmust take place within the framework of comprehensible practices.The

methodology underlying the methods—in their wealth of variations—is determined by

this traceability. The numerous research approaches are based on this shared expec-

tation for traceability as this serves as a negotiable instrument for each method in the

research.This raises the epistemological question of what exactly this traceabilitymeans

in the field of arts-based methods and how it works.
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2 Retrospective traceability

A comparison of the approaches used in different sciences to ensure traceability reveals

that some function differently in argumentative semantic webs than in deliberate lines

of reasoning or quantifiable experiments.The respective traceability of sentences, calcu-

lations, or effects operatewith distinctmedia or obligations.Froman epistemic perspec-

tive, deliberate reasoning (from the natural sciences) first had to prove itself historically

vis-à-vis speculative explanations (from philosophy) in order to be recognized as a com-

prehensiblemethod for acquiringknowledge.Not onlydoes the initial concern regarding

a lack of traceability clearly apply to modern art as a field of research, it also appears to

be part of the epistemological debate.The sciences are a long historical process of nego-

tiations about what should be accepted or rejected, which involves not only the right to

make assertions and speak but also the plausibility and persuasive power of the meth-

ods and how they are experienced or co-experienced. Therefore, a methodology for the

arts as a knowledge producer would seem indispensable for artistic research in order to

validate the plausibility of the aesthetic strategies. Nevertheless, such a methodology is

often rejected out of fear for the autonomy of the arts. However, the widespread rejec-

tion of an aestheticmethodology is related to the steadfast understanding of a regulatory

methodological approach that lays down a canon methods instead of aspiring for a re-

flective methodological approach.

After all, traceability does not mean regulation. The demand for comprehensible

methods in the field of artistic research does not have to imply anything more than the

post-hoc description of the actual path to knowledge, including the expedient system and

outcome in detail. Jean-François Lyotard (1993: 33 et seqq.) uses the term “post-modo”

to describe this anticipation of a not yet achieved but sensed knowledge about the path

of cognition that will make sense and lead to understanding in retrospect. Doing post-

modo research means preconceiving an evolving consistency and recognizing its imple-

mentation as consistent after the fact.We are familiar with such unanticipated work on

methodological consistency in the cognition process from other disciplines. Therefore,

no established sets of authoritative research methods and no canon of fixed reflexion

techniques can be defined before the deliberation process. Philosophies continue to de-

velop new, systematic-methodical answers to various questions and problems.The self-

reflexive and adaptive process of practical research is decisive in this regard. Reflexive

and adaptive practice means that the methods and their respective consistency develop

as the exploratory and investigative process unfolds logically together with its situative

genesis.

Accordingly, for artistic research, it can be advisable to define a basic requirement

for a precise, reflexive, consistent, and transparent method as an after-effect or conse-

quence of arts-based researchpractice,but not as a preceding set of rules.On thehorizon

of a reflectivemethodology looms the fact that research in the arts follows amethodically

consolidating practice and it is possible to discuss—reflectively—the traceability of the

appliedmethods in retrospect.This means relying on comprehensible, negotiable, falsi-

fiable aesthetic methods that are first developed and validated within the field of artis-

tic research; and this means integrating reflectivity and retroactivity into the epistemic

theory. This means striving for a doctrine of routes to artistic knowledge that does not
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prescribe but rather reconstructs.Thus, the fear of the arts being turned into a discipline,

induced by the search for standardmethods, appears to bemethodologically unfounded.

Amethodology for artistic research aspires to be a justification for the retroactivity of the

methodical and thus ultimately a collection of individual cases of artistic research. For

this collection, it is necessary to highlight the compelling nature of the individual arts-

based techniques post-modo, with the aim of establishing a tradition of research cases

and not identifying standardmethods. It would be helpful to refer to individual research

practices and to recognize their effects in terms of generating insights from this per-

spective—not based on universal methods. It is necessary to consider individual artistic

practices and determine their research potential, which brings me back to the cases of

artistic spatial research I mentioned at the beginning.What are the epistemic practices

underlying the artistic studies of urban space in the case of LIGNA or of ecological space

in the case of Ala Plástica?

3 A study of the exclusion mechanisms in public space

The Radio Ballet organized by the LIGNA performance group investigates the rules and

exclusionmechanisms of public space bymaking deviant behavior visible. It is regarded

as a “practice of inappropriate loitering.”4 The Radio Ballet follows the assumption that

public space is part of visual culture and can be understood as a mise-en-scène of the ur-

ban. Accordingly, the Radio Ballet can be found at the iconic level of the performative,

methodically developing a corresponding relationship between aesthetic research prac-

tice and the conception of the study object. The Radio Ballet is a performance that takes

place in partially public spaces, such as train stations. As a performance, it can demon-

strate something in and on public space because the public is performative. In order to

understand what can be illustrated in and with the performance, it is necessary to be-

come part of it. The understanding that is unlocked with this performance about open

space takes place as a “co-experience” (Badura 2015), by participating in and experienc-

ing the performative experience. For the Radio Ballet, the LIGNA group invites voluntary

participants tomeet at a certain time at a certain location, for example atHamburg Cen-

tral Station.Everyone in the performance then has headphones on or listens to a transis-

tor radio. The participants find themselves spread out across the space and hear over a

certain frequency on their radios what is inaudible for normal passers-by: instructions,

music, and reflections. “The Radio Ballet,” whispers the voice on the radio into the ears

of the participants attending the performance, “promotes the gray zone between per-

mitted, twilight, and forbidden gestures. It allows the gestures that are driven out of the

privatized public space to return.”5 The performance is based on a pre-produced radio

program that is broadcast via an open city radio station or a mobile transmitter. In a

mix of prompts, explanations, and atmospheric musical sounds, the participants in the

4 See the video documentation of the performance at: https://ligna.blogspot.com/2009/12/radioba

l lett.html

5 See here and listen to the following acoustic quotes: https://ligna.blogspot.com/2009/12/radioba

l lett.html
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performance are turned into collective and scattered experimenters in using permitted

and forbidden gestures in the privatized public space. Dispersed across the train station

with its platforms and lounges, stores and snack stations, the performance participants

follow the instructions from the radio and can be identified based on the simultaneous

movements of their bodies as a scattered choreography: As if by magic, all participants

of the performance bend their right arm suddenly and stretch out their hand to beg. All

participants lie down on the ground at the same time scattered across the train station.

“Thebusinesses in the consumption area,” announces the voice on the radio, “display ves-

tiges of a dreamworld: the dreamworld is the commodity.The privatization of the con-

sumption area guards wealth—other distributions of this wealth are conceivable in in-

appropriate loitering!” After these theories on the commoditization of the public and its

narcotic effects on the individuals, another voice now prompts the listeners to become

active: “Stand in front of the shop window and brush the goods against the grain!” As if

the brushing of themany fingers over the store windows were not enough as a gray zone

gesture to sense the forbidden first hand, the voice on the radio urges: “Contact: Knock

on the store windows—knock on the window again but harder.” This produces a fright-

ening clatter against store windows in the train station. What seems like a provoking

signal from outside, knocking against the principles of public order, is backed by the in-

ner logic of the choreography as an argument: “Another distribution of wealth becomes

conceivable,” says the radio and then calls: “Run away!”The performance participants fly

away from the storewindows,where theywere standing justmoments before, across the

space again in all directions—as if theywere fleeing.Theperformanceparticipants create

a choreography that provokes the space in terms of its socio-economic boundaries, thus

making those boundaries visible. By means of “inappropriate” loitering in public space,

participants of the performance step onto the stage of the public and become represen-

tative and visible actors.The interventionist performance of the Radio Ballet is a demon-

strationof regulationsandprohibitions in the literal senseof ademonstrare,performative,

and at the same time disconcerting display: a display that becomes accessible to the par-

ticipants of the performance as a co-productive experience. Furthermore, by means of a

retrospective, cinematic display, this performancemakes it possible to communicate and

thus replicate the knowledge unfurled in it. The cinematic documentation of the Radio

Ballet is an audiovisual montage consisting of acoustic inside views of the performance

using radio recordings and visual exterior views of the performative actions in the public

space of the train station. When watching the video, viewers are sucked into the atmo-

sphere of listening to and following instructions and subjected to the fixating gazes of

the passers-by when reaching out the hand to beg or sounding out the room fleetingly.

The aesthetic experience, which produces knowledge in the context of the performative

setting (like under controlled and structured laboratory conditions), is translated into a

communicable medium by means of the cinematic documentation, into an audiovisual

co-experience.
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4 Aesthetic field research in ecological space

Ala Plástica takes a different approach: methodologically, spatially, and in terms of com-

munication.The group deals with Rio de la Plata in Argentina and sees itself as an artis-

tic-political environmental organization. Rio de la Plata, the river of silver, is an estuary

the size of a sea and as such a complex socio-natural space. Several million people in

the densely populated metropolises of Buenos Aires and Montevideo are supplied with

water from the drainage basin.The estuary is polluted by trash and discharge.This eco-

logical and social starting point forms the basis for the research and transformational

work of Ala Plástica in the natural space. Its long-term project Junco/Especies Emergentes,

which started in 1995, resembles a field research project as a campaign in which the lo-

cal population, as well as scientific and technical experts, are invited to participate.The

social, political, aesthetic, and scientific research question centers around a local type of

reed, the junco, based on the traditional knowledge of the local rural population about

its occurrence, texture, effects, and pliability. Junco is used to weave baskets in the daily

practices of the rural community.Thanks to its extensive root system, however, junco is

also able to cleanwater and reinforce river banks. It creates landscapes,purifies bodies of

water, and clarifies facts. Its occurrence is economically and ecologically useful. Within

the scope of its artistic-political project, Ala Plástica makes use of photography, perfor-

mative gatherings, collections of objects and statements, and choreographies of people

and expertise. The local, site-specific, and traditional knowledge has been mapped out

and successfully applied to the specific environmental problems of Rio de la Plata as

an ecological, epistemic, and aesthetic tool. As an alternative to scientific, biochemical

knowledge types that respond to environmental pollution with laboratory analyses and

artificial substances, Ala Plástica unlocks experience-based knowledge and uses it as a

minimally invasive instrument to shape the landscape: The junco reed belt on the banks

of Rio de la Plata was restocked as part of the Junco/Especies Emergentes project in order to

improve the water quality in the basin.6This aesthetic-horticultural campaign implied a

collaborative analysis, land art, and political action, while also having a socio-epistemic

impact. Just as the reed spreads rhizomatically via its root system, the communication

networks of the group grew and are becomingmore andmore refined.The junco knowl-

edge type flows through these communication channels and settles in the ramified net-

work, like the river bottom covering the reed rhizome on the banks of Rio de la Plata.

Ala Plástica does not simply share the knowledge developed in its projects centrally via

the Western European cultural system. The oral knowledge transfer of the indigenous

population is activated aswell, similar to scientific networks inwhich papers arewritten

and presentations are held.The group restagesmethodologically comparable, participa-

tory interventions in the ecological space at other locations with other plant and human

collaborators and organizes exhibitions showcasing the reed as a representative exhibit.

The exhibitions are regarded as a platform for reflective artistic practice since, as estab-

lished by artist and theorist Julie Ault, they constitute “sites where art and artifact are

made public, where social processes and contexts that art and other kinds of produc-

tion come from can be described or represented to viewers” (Ault 2003: 361). Exhibitions

6 See https://alaplastica.wixsite.com/alaplastica
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can be understood as arrangements that are constitutive for the orders of knowledge.

Both the selection of projects as well as their spatial arrangements create meaning for

observers in the scenographic collaboration (see Haarmann 2019: 67 et seqq.).

5 Imagination of the future anterior

The path to knowledge in artistic practice can be interpreted as a singular and site-spe-

cificmethod following the completed research and artistic process.Nothing about these

spatial research practices proves to be paradigmatic and necessarily transferable. Ev-

ery arts-based spatial research project unfolds and develops its originally appropriate

methodological practice based on the inquisitive activity with which both questions are

formulated and performances are executed in the arts. Artistic spatial research is always

productive. It produces aesthetic findings and artifacts. It is a future anterior question-

ing in the reconstructiveperformanceof artistic actions andobjects. It is preciselywithin

the context of this figure of positing a question in the aesthetic process that the question

arises of the impulses within which a future anterior of retrospective prior knowledge,

and thus an inklingof themethodsof cognition,canunfold. Inotherwords,howdoes the

method of aesthetic research unfold at the interface between questioning and positing?

The imagination can be regarded as a key term that inspires artistic practice in

the context of research as an indication of the right route to knowledge. In this case,

imagination does not refer to arbitrary fantasies. From the personal experience of a

Spanish performance collective, the imagination that inspires artistic research can

be divided into two subtypes: The deconstructive “imagination breaks down real con-

nections and reassembles the parts,” while the projective imagination “enables us to

imagine an alternate reality in the sense of a perspective. […] This type of imagination

produces knowledge by attempting to transform reality” (Peréz Royo et al. 2013: 38).

While the deconstructive understanding of imagination is closely related to what the

founder of philosophical aesthetics, Alexander Gottlieb Baumgarten, calls the “power of

imagination”—the faculty of acumen (see Baumgarten 2007 [orig. 1750/58], own trans-

lation)—protective imagination expresses an aspect of speculative artistic practice that

reflects what art theorist Konrad Fiedler (1991 [orig. 1913/14], own translation) referred to

as the “expressive movement.” In the context of deconstructive imagination, the artistic

research subject uses the power of imagination to anticipate the possibilities inherent in

the objects and juggles them.The deconstructive and connecting power of acumen can

be explained based on the work of chemists in a laboratory who have to possess knowl-

edge about the ratios of molecules and their ability to be recombined in order to break

down or bind substances and thus to identify them. Essentially, this imagination can be

thought of as an essential component of science as a whole. Every research hypothesis

arises from the anticipatory power of imagination of the researchers. This anticipatory

power of imagination is not characterized by the spawning of arbitrary ideas, but rather

it results from the field of the known and fans those possibilities. In general, research re-

quires that sense of the possible, which can be called imagination, in order to anticipate

the unknown on the horizon of the known, which could be fabricated and understood

by reassembling the pieces.This imagination is made methodical and systematic by the
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fact that the aesthetic and research activities associated with it are guided by a focus

on the conjectured and thus systematized. The deconstructive imagination is targeted.

It resembles a concentrated forecast that anticipates a specific something in order to

follow it directly, albeit by means of searching and juggling. Moreover, the projective

imagination is inventive. It is the creative faculty that enables us to imagine alternate

realities and to gain insights by attempting to transform reality.This second type of ex-

ploratory imagination claims to recognize the creative process and develop knowledge

by forming and formulating (art)work. It leads to an artistic movement of expression,

which is accompanied by a process of creative understanding in working through and

shaping the matter. This diagnosis of the projective type of aesthetic imagination and

research reminds us of Konrad Fiedler’s claim that it is possible to recognize the world

by creating aesthetic products (see Fiedler 1991 [orig. 1913/14]). The process of creative

design unearths revelations. In doing so, the speculative power of the imagination not

only inspires the epistemic creation process but also structures it. As in the case of

deconstructive imagination, projective imagination does not refer to phantasms but

rather to emblematic premonitions of what could and will be. With this speculative

anticipation of an alternate reality, artistic practice is not regulated or predetermined,

although it is organized. And this organization of aesthetic activities can be replicated

post hoc in terms of the steps required to complete the work. Aesthetic deduction—as

an artistic multi-step approach—appears to be developing in the direction of inquiry,

which the imagination proposes to the act of doing and based on which it is possible

to scrutinize and negotiate the plausibility of the assumption and the stringency of the

path to creation in retrospect.

6 Research cases

Both the LIGNA performance group and Ala Plástica make use of projective imagina-

tionwith their transformative interventions in public or ecological space.The speculative

imagination of the Ala Plástica group anticipates a natural space that restricts indige-

nous knowledge and plant growth and acknowledges another ecology with themeans of

its realization.Here the Junco/EspeciesEmergentes campaign installs an alternative subject

of knowledge—the rural population on the banks of Rio de la Plata—and obeys exclusive

structures in the production of knowledge.Thewill not only to portray the world repeat-

edly but also to change it against the backdrop of its potential, recognized differentness

inspires this spatial art to question the knowledge of the world, to rethink the subjects

of candid speech, and to expand the epistemic methods. The artistic group LIGNA en-

deavors to explore and thus change public places of consumption and their structures

by means of a performance.The aesthetic work of the group is based on the assumption

that there could be a better world. Aworld inwhich public space is not organized around

consumption.The artists produce insights in their attempt to transform reality. LIGNA

imagines aworld inwhich thepublicmanageswithout exclusionmechanisms.Thegroup

anticipates this alternate reality and scrutinizes the truth of the existing reality bymeans

of aesthetic interventions. The speculative intervention in the case of the LIGNA group

is a creative, aesthetic discovery technique that challenges reality with change in order
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to reveal it and to make it possible to change what has been revealed. The group acts

proactively, not with verbal challenges but with a gesticulative performance by projec-

tively changing the choreography of public behavior.

Case by case, artistic projects can be analyzed using a reflective methodology, suspi-

ciously resembling an epistemic practice, motivated by the theoretical imagination that

practices that produce insights exist in the arts and can be applied as evidence in in-

dividual cases in parallel to the justification for an epistemological aesthetic in artistic

research. Case by case, artistic (spatial) research can be reconstructed as an epistemic

truth and understood as a practice for knowledge production, ultimately asserting itself

as a relevant research tradition.
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Case, context, and culture in spatial research

A conceptual delimitation of key terms

Gabriela Christmann and Nina Baur

In almost all spatial disciplines, terms such as case, context, and culture are not sim-

ply mentioned casually. Rather, these concepts are used for making and marking key

methodological decisions. Methodological decisions are often already implied by the

terms themselves. For example, think about case studies, contextualization, and cultural

comparisons. Often, when conducting very basic methodical procedures, researchers

take these terms for granted. For example, as part of the process of selecting cases,

scholars often first define fields or populations, from which they then randomly or pur-

posefully select cases (Baur/Christmann in this handbook). However, many times it is

unclear what exactly these termsmean.

In this paper, we will explore these terms and differentiate between them. We will

show that it is not possible to assignoneuniversal definition to the terms. Instead, the re-

search question scholars pose in each individual study ultimately determines what they

mean by case, context, and culture. Only during the research process do researchers con-

struct what case, context, and culturemean for their specific investigation, and in doing

so, they actively construct and specify their subject area. This involves focusing the re-

search question and setting priorities,which in turn is a prerequisite for being able to do

empirical research later on.

1 What is a case?

Almost no methodological tradition can get by without using the term case. As part of

determiningwhat constitutes a case ina specific researchproject, it isnecessary to reflect

on the dimensions and the uniformity of the case and on what constitutes a field, case,

and subcase.

1.1 Dimensions of cases

First and foremost, a case is an individual singularity. But the term individual does not

necessarily refer to a person. Rather, in the social sciences, many entities can be cases
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(Baur/Lamnek 2005). Cases potentially have four dimensions, and researchers have to

consider which of these dimensions they want to focus their analysis on:

• The substantial dimension of cases is in the foreground, if, for example, researchers

compare the economy with education, culture, or consumption.

• Situations, events, interventions, social processes, innovations, and decision-mak-

ing processes stress the temporal dimension of cases.

• Neighborhoods, cities, regions, nations, and world regions bring to the fore the spa-

tial dimension of cases.

• In addition to people, cases can also be entities at a higher action level, for example,

social groups such as families or groups of friends, organizations, networks, mar-

kets, or supply chains.

Most real cases address all of these dimensions. If, for example, scholars analyze the case

of “Germany,” they generally refer to the citizens (social group) of the Federal Republic

of Germany (spatial territory) since 1949 (temporal) in a certain cultural and institutional

system (substantial).

In order to be able to make methodological decisions, especially concerning the re-

search design, it is important both to analytically separate these dimensions and to de-

cide which of these dimensions should be the primary focus for the specific study. This

is important for at least two reasons, as illustrated by the example of “Germany”:

• Depending on which of the dimensions researchers decide to focus on, their case is

defined differently (in spatial terms). For example, the territory of the Federal Re-

public of Germany has changed significantly since 1949 (Baur 2014). Not all German

citizens live on the territory of the Federal Republic of Germany, and people who are

not German citizens live in German territory. Cultural, institutional, and territorial

borders also have different spatial extensions.

• If these dimensions are mixed, it is no longer possible to analyze their interdepen-

dencies. However, it is precisely these interdependencies that are the main research

interest in many spatial analyses. If, for example, scholars are investigating migra-

tion, then the relationship between the resident population and the territory is a key

aspect.

1.2 The uniformity of the case

Cases have certain characteristics—in the terminology of quantitative social research,

one would say that cases vary along variables and each case manifests as a specific set

of categories of these variables.However, as the discussion above indicates, cases are not

closed entities (Baur/Lamnek 2005).This becomes clear in particularwhenone takes into

account the history of a case:

Almost all cases begin and end at some point. Social groups such as organizations,

communities, and nations are founded, but they can also be dissolved, dismantled, etc.

(Abbott 2001: 145–160).
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Furthermore, cases can change with regard to key characteristics in the course of

their history (Baur/Lamnek 2005), as a case’s spatial demarcation exemplifies: The Fed-

eral Republic of Germany has changed its borders throughout its history. As a result, not

only the size of the territory but also the cultural system and the number of people living

in it have changed (Baur 2014).

Often these borders are not at all clear—they are open (“fuzzy”) (Abbott 2001: 145

et seqq., 261 et seqq.). For example, if a scholar wants to analyze a “university,” it is

unclear whether it consists of its buildings, organizational processes, events, employ-

ees, students, or even visiting researchers. Depending on who or what is included, the

“university” can also be situated at different locations.This example demonstrates that a

case does not have to be defined based on territory—for instance, TechnischeUniversität

Berlin is not only distributed across different locations throughout the metropolitan

area of Berlin (Germany), it also has a campus in El-Gouna (Egypt).

1.3 Field – case – subcase

Cases are often part of a field (also referred to as a population) and are themselves made

up of subcases (also referred to as subunits)—therefore, they have multiple levels (Akremi

2022). For example, nations are often composed of different regions and cities, which

are composed of neighborhoods, which are composed of houses, which are composed

of multiple rooms. Neighborhoods consist of stakeholders, residents, networks, events,

activities, media coverage, etc.

Defining what a field, case, and subfield are in the specific research project is there-

fore a priority. Researchers have to decide how they set these priorities in their specific

investigation (for more, see Baur/Christmann in this handbook):

• Most methodological procedures for data selection and generalization are based on

the principle that researchers select cases from a population. They use these cases

as examples for investigating the phenomenon in question and then extrapolate the

findings from these cases to the general population.

• Often it is not possible to analyze the cases of interest empirically. Instead only sub-

cases are assessed. Or it is necessary to take a multilevel approach. Differentiating

between units of data collection and units of analysis is helpful in this regard. For ex-

ample, you could interview people (unit of data collection) about their family (unit of

analysis).

Furthermore, in spatial research, it is important to know which cases are found where:

Where are cases located in physical space and what type of social phenomena do they

represent?These questions cannot be answered without referring to context.

2 What is a context?

As a rule, cases are embedded in contexts, and a context does not necessarily originate

from the field or the population (which is a large group of cases,methodologically speak-
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ing). In order to analyze the relationship between case and context, it is first necessary

to delimit the case from its context.This is never fully possible since the case is entangled

with and interactswith its context.At the same time, this calls into question thenotion of

the quantitative paradigm that delineatedpopulations exist that consist of a set of clearly

defined cases (Baur/Lamnek 2005).

2.1 Dimensions of contexts

Among other things, case’s (e.g., the city “Frankfurt”) context includes the following ele-

ments (Stake 1994: 238):

• The case’s historical development (for example, Frankfurt evolved as a trade center in

the Middle Ages and reproduced this role in the course of its history)

• The case’s spatial references (such as its location, size, physical structure, surround-

ings, transport infrastructures in which it is embedded)

• The case’s general economic, political, legal, and cultural conditions

• Other cases that are associated with the case (such as the national framework in

which the city is embedded or other cities with which it competes, etc.)

• Any people, organizations, and institutions involved in the case (such as residents,

politicians, key businesses,media, etc.)

2.2 Context and culture

Thequestion of how the term culture relates to the terms context and case is relatively easy

to answer. Provided a case does not comprise an entire culture (in which case, case anal-

ysis is simultaneously cultural analysis), the following holds true: A specific culture can

be part of a case’s context.We also refer to this as the case’s cultural context.

Becausea case’s specific contextusually exhibits specific features, includingones that

can influence the case, it is important to understand the context and its features in order

to better understand the case. This also applies to the case’s cultural context. However,

cultural aspects arenot relevant aspects of the context in every study.As longas the topics

of investigationand the researchdesignof the studydonot rely on cultural contexts, these

do not have to be assessed.

It is important to emphasize that the terms context and culturedonot denote the same

thing. Culture must be understood as a subset of the wider context. The following example

is intended to illustrate the differences:

Let us assume that a study sets out to understand the development of certain neigh-

borhoods. In this case, the neighborhoods are conceived as cases.The description of the

specific case’s context could contain, for example, the cities in which the selected neigh-

borhoods are located (large city, medium city, small city; Berlin, Frankfurt am Main,

Hamburg), how large the neighborhoods are (area, population), where they are situated

in the city (downtown, central, periphery), their geographic features (on the river, on

the lake, on a hill), information about the social structure, economic structure, trans-

port infrastructure, and shops in the neighborhoods, and/or the nature of the political

relationships in the city district. In contrast, the description of the cultural context of the
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neighborhoods could include the following topics: the neighborhoods’ cultural diversity,

their dominant cultures or minority cultures, their distant or recent history that is rele-

vant for local stakeholders (e.g., former working-class neighborhoods, tourist hotspots,

or art neighborhoods), collective identities that can be observed in the neighborhoods

and that represent the pride or sorrow of the local stakeholders.

This example illustrates that statistical information and simple descriptions of rele-

vant characteristics can be sufficient for characterizing a context. In contrast, descrip-

tions of cultural aspects tend to bemuchmore complicated. In this case, shared attribu-

tions and constructions ofmeaning have to be taken into account, alongwith any typical

behaviors of the relevant actors.

3 What is culture?

As culture can be part of the context, it is often impossible to avoid dealing with cultural

contexts in socio-spatial research. In a globalized world, spatial processes are closely in-

tertwined with complex socio-cultural frameworks.Therefore, in order to better under-

stand and explain changes in spatial thinking and action, aswell as developments of spa-

tial units in global contexts, it is essential for us to take into account the cultural aspects

of these phenomena, too. But what exactly does the term culturemean?

3.1 Classic concepts of culture

Culture is not an easy concept as there is no universally accepted definition of culture.

The various definitions are mostly characterized by respective key modes of thinking in

the underlying disciplines and theories. Accordingly, as early as the 1950s, Kroeber and

Kluckhohn (1952: 181) were able to identify more than 170 different concepts. Based on

these concepts, they attempted to propose a general definition combing the three key

dimensions of culture:

• A system of knowledge, meaning, symbols, and values shared by a certain social

group

• The traditional behaviors and lifestyles associated with that group

• Any related material artifacts

Since then, the number of definitions has increased even further. Reckwitz (2000: 64)

proposed a typology that divides existing “classic” concepts of culture into four categories:

• Normative concepts of culture define culture as the improvement and refinement of

human education and customs since the Age of Enlightenment in Europe (Herder

1985).

• Concepts of culture based on differentiation theory—which are often found in soci-

ology of culture—conceptualize culture exclusively as the social field of cultural pro-

duction and consumption (Alexander et al. 2012).

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839467343 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839467343
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


70 Exploring space: Theoretical and overarching methodological aspects of qualitative spatial research

• Meaning- and knowledge-based concepts of culture focus on ascribed meanings,

symbols, values, and knowledge systems shared by social groups.MaxWeber’s defi-

nition should be highlighted here as an example.Weber (1973: 223) describes culture

as a “finite extract of sense and meaning derived from the senseless infiniteness of

world affairs” and as a collection of specific “concepts of value.” Therefore, a certain

culture exists only due to the specific attributions of meaning provided by subjects

who are divided into social groups. However, Weber (1973: 223) points out that the

subjects can “have a (positive or negative) opinion” of the specific concepts of value.

This indicates that Weber in no way wishes to perceive culture as an intrinsically

coherent and consistent system.

• In contrast, totality-oriented concepts of culture are characterized by the fact that

they require a comprehensive definition of culture, such as that of a nation. A nation

is understood as a coherent culture because it shares a certain territory (that is to say,

a certain spatial unit) and is unified by a common history. In addition, it is assumed

that the members of this culture share key characteristics.

Especially the last category is problematic in that it rolls culture, space, and individual into

one based on essentialist presuppositions and considers them a totality. In order to re-

solve this issue, theorists have since developed alternative concepts of space and culture.

3.2 More recent concepts of the relationship between space and culture

From a theoretical and conceptual perspective, spaces have no longer been thought of as

“absolute,” objective, and uniform for some time now. Scholars recognized that viewing

spaces as separate entities independent of material objects (e.g., bodies) was a concep-

tual dead-end. Spaces are also no longer conceived as entities that enclose objects like

“containers.” In contrast, modern spatial theory postulates that spaces are constructed

relationally bymeans of intersections between objects.This centers around an idea that is

especially well developed in Löw’s relational spatial theory (2016: 141 et seqq.). According

to Löw,

• Spaces are actively constructed by people in processes of spacing.

• Humans create spaces by placing and arranging objects, living entities, and/or goods

and putting them in relation to each other.

• Humans then synthetize this arrangementof objects,entities,andgoodsand thus cre-

ate a holistic idea of a specific space.

• As a result, spaces are in constant motion and can change.

Consequently, spacesmust be understood as social constructs that are created,negotiated,

and potentially contested in the minds and (inter)actions of social groups and societies

(Christmann 2016). If this theoretical perspective is taken seriously, spacesmust be con-

ceived as relational frameworks of spatio-cultural elements that are constantly chang-

ing and being exchanged and whose elements can conflict with one another. Research

designs for empirical studies have to take this into account.
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A great deal of empirical evidence also advocates adopting this conception of spaces.

Since the sixteenth century at the latest, the modern age has been characterized by

a territorially based, centralist, and hierarchically structured “figuration of spaces,”

which has not disappeared entirely even today. However, since the 1960s, spatial and

cultural frameworks are being completely rearranged in the wake of globalization,

mediatization, and increasing translocation of the circulation for people and goods.

Knoblauch und Löw (2020) conceptualize these social processes as a large-scale “refigu-

ration of spaces,” which overlay the modern concepts of spaces with other principles of

organization, such as deterritorialized, flat, and decentralized structures.

Consequently, since the last third of the twentieth century,many new globally struc-

tured conceptions of physical, social, and cultural spaces have been identified. Rapidly

expanding, globally distributed economic relationships and social relationships have

been observed. An increase in migration across nations and continents is also a typical

occurrence (Giddens 1990: 64). As a result of rapid developments in transport technology,

there has also been an inrush of tourists around the world. Global cultural industries

and a “global information culture” have emerged in the media, permeating all areas of

human life (Winter 2008: 205, own translation).

Furthermore, digitialization and the internet make it possible for actors to be

“present” at multiple locations and to act translocally (Löw/Knoblauch 2020). Conse-

quently, local attributions of meaning, elements of knowledge, and cultural interpre-

tations have become detached from their original cultural contexts, crossing territorial

borders and circulating around the globe.This has resulted in the worldwide circulation

of knowledge, cultural elements (Winter 2008: 219), and even cultural practices and

objects.These circulations no longer create a homogeneous culture but rather engender

“diversity, plurality, and hybridity” (Winter 2008: 219, own translation). Processes of “hy-

bridization” and “deterritorialization” ensue (Pieterse 1994: 161 et seqq.) at the same time

as processes of reterritorialization, in which cultures are constantly being reconstituted

(Winter 2008: 219).

Therefore, cultural anthropologists have renounced traditional concepts of separate,

homogeneous cultures, proposing instead a “non-essentialist understanding of culture”

(Bachmann-Medick 2008: 96,own translation).The postcolonial concept of spacedeveloped

by Bhabha (1994) in particular should be emphasized as it focuses on the analysis of differ-

ences within and between cultures. It inquires into which conflicting meanings are present,

how symbols are contested, or which disputes over values exist. In addition, it investi-

gates the overlapping andmixing of different cultures, or cultural hybridity: for example,

in the form of syncretism or creolization.

Appadurai (1996), another proponent of postcolonial approaches toward space, pro-

poses the creation of “ethnoscapes,” especially cultural contact zones, spaces, or bor-

der zones, as the starting point for cultural analyses. From a methodological perspec-

tive, purely mono-sited, location-based ethnographies are no longer pursued but rather

ethnographic designs that are conceived as “cosmopolitan ethnographies” or “macro-ethno-

graphies” and that are able to capture phenomena related to cultural exchange, as well as

separation (Appadurai 1996: 52).
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4 Methodological implications of defining case, context, and culture

Inorder to reflect theabove-mentionedchanges in the relationshipbetween territoriality

and culture better in empirical research, there is an urgent need for new methodologi-

cal approaches (Beck/Grande 2010: 8 et seqq.). Although the number of new method-

ological approaches remains limited, initial attempts have already beenmade to address

the challenges of comparative cultural analyses.The attempts byWelz (1998), Osterham-

mel (1996), andHeimann (2020) described below illustrate that different solutions are re-

quired depending on which type of culture is being observed and what the guiding ques-

tions are.

4.1 Comparative cultural analysis of ethnicities or nations

Welz (1998: 6 et seqq.) refers to four traps researchers must avoid when comparing cultures

based on ethnicities or nations.

1. Fragmenting large cultural units (e.g., nation or ethnicity): Researchers often divide

frameworks into smaller, seemingly comparable units. From the large quantity of

phenomena that account for the characteristics of the culture, researcher select sev-

eral elements that they believe will allow for a comparison. However, it is important

to keep in mind that the selected elements of comparison cannot be observed sepa-

rately because they are entangledwith the other elements and oftenwhat constitutes

a culture can only be perceived when analyzing this entanglement as a whole.

2. Treating cultures as discrete and separate units: Researchers often assume that cultural

frameworks can be clearly differentiated from one another. This is the typical ap-

proach in quantitative research, where researchers define a population from which

they randomly sample cases which in turn are used for the purpose of generalization

(Baur/Christmann in this handbook). Note that according to the current state of

research, quantitative research cannot avoid this trap as the logic of generalization

in quantitative research requires researchers to demarcate populations substan-

tially, temporally, and spatially—although this is virtually impossible empirically. It

is a challenge for future research to find ways of avoiding this trap in quantitative

research. Instead of creating cultures as discrete and separate units, researchers

should analyze possible connecting lines and potential influences between cultures .

3. Observing restricted timescales: If cultures are synchronized for the sake of comparison,

one loses sight of their specifichistoricity and the culture-specifichistorical transfor-

mation of their respective framework. Therefore, scholars must avoid categorizing

the complex developmental processes of the cultures they are comparing into easy-

to-compare periodized blocks of time. Rather, the individual character of each spe-

cific historical developmental process must be preserved during analysis.

4. Lack of reflexivity regarding the role of the subject being studied: Researchers are often per-

ceivedas “objective”observers standing“above”or “apart from”the cultures.However,

researchers using comparative methods must reflect on how they can really analyze

a culture towhich they themselves belong or do not belong and how their subjectivity

influences the research process with regard to their perspectives, bias, and ability to
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understand (Baur 2021). It can be equally problematic if the culture is too “foreign” to

the researchers (because then they cannot adopt an internal perspective and truly un-

derstand the culture) and if the researchers are too “close” to a culture (because then

they are “blind” and cannot adopt an external perspective).During this process of re-

flection, techniques from reflexivemethodology and empirical philosophy of science

can be helpful (Knoblauch 2021).

4.2 Transcultural and intercultural comparisons

Given the fact that there are no clearly differentiated,distinct, and coherent cultures,Os-

terhammel (1996: 299), too, advises against comparing seemingly distinct cultures (e.g.,

in the form of nations) with one another as a whole. Instead, he proposes what are called

transcultural or intercultural comparisons (Osterhammel 1997: 277):

• Transcultural comparisons focus on a specific phenomenon (such as certain political

power relations, economic relations of production, or social symbols) and compare

that phenomenon across (multiple) different cultural contexts. It is also possible to

analyze a selected phenomenon (e.g., political power relations) in terms of its con-

nections to other selected phenomena (e.g., social symbols).

• In intercultural comparisons by contrast, specific series of characteristics from (usu-

ally only) two profiled cultural frameworks are juxtaposed and compared with one

another.

4.3 Cultures as shared constructs of knowledge

Heimann (2020) understands cultures as common constructs of knowledge shared by

actors with regard to a certain phenomenon (e.g., climate change). At the same time, he

assumes that actors are able to share a specific construct of knowledge (e.g., with regard

to climate change) across territorial borders (Heimann 2020: 43). As such, some actors

could be foreign to other actors in their own territory concerning climate change but re-

late closely to actors in a different territory in this regard.This gives rise to shared cultural

spaces—extending beyond territorial borders—whichHeimann refers to as relational cul-

tural spaces. In conceptual terms, these spaces are characterized by the fact that they sep-

arate culture and territory analytically: Relational cultural spaces are not conceived as

territorial but rather as social spaces because the carriers of knowledge (“Wissensträger”)

are social actors who are distributed translocally (Heimann 2020: 44).

In order to grasp relational cultural spaces methodologically, exploratory analytical

methods like cluster analysis are used to assess the cultural relevance of the territory

(Backhaus et al. 2008).Data are analyzed in order to determine empirically which actors

share common knowledge and therefore can be grouped together as a cultural group be-

yond territorial borders (Heimann 2020: 44).More specifically, actors’ characteristics are

depicted as geometric points in amultidimensional variable space.Then cluster analysis

is used to describe their distances (Heimann 2020: 44; Backhaus et al. 2008: 389 et seqq.).

Although this approach solves one problem, it can potentially give rise to another: It

overlooks power structures and instances of social exclusion. We know from method-
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ological research on techniques such as snowball sampling or discourse analysis that

when scholars reconstruct social networks based on social relationships, they are essen-

tially reconstructing the power relations in the field. That is to say, every field contains

“noisier” or more dominant actors who make their voices heard and those who are ex-

cluded and thus remain “invisible.”

5 Open questions

In general,we can conclude that although case, context, and culture are necessary concepts

for spatial research, it is often not very easy to define them for specific research pro-

cesses. Overall, one thing is essential for future spatial research: taking a closer look at

which characteristics especially complex cases have and how they correlate to contexts

and cultures.

This involves overcoming the seemingly natural connection between the subject

area, the action level, and the temporal and spatial dimensions of cases and instead

asking exactly which subject areas and action levels have which spatial characteristics

and when—and how can this relationship be analyzed methodologically. In particu-

lar, we must ask how to generalize in complex cases, how to carry out (cross-cultural)

comparisons, and how to call into question our presuppositions.
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Case selection and generalization

Nina Baur and Gabriela Christmann

Researchers usually want to generalize their findings and be able to transfer them to as

many other social settings as possible. For this purpose, it would be preferable to analyze

social reality as a whole—in the terminology of qualitative research, that would require

investigating the entirefield; in the terminology of qualitative research, that would imply

analyzing the whole population. However, analyses of the whole population are almost

never possible in research practice—because it is often unclear what the population is

and because the social phenomenon of interest for most research questions in the social

sciences is so extensive in terms of time, space, and the number of cases that it is virtually

impossible to include all cases within the scope of the phenomenon, especially since the

entire research project is limited by time and resources (Thierbach et al. 2020).

As a result, researchers can practically never examine the social reality as a

whole—even when working in teams—but rather only parts of it, which is why cases

have to be sampled—sometimes scholars also talk about selecting cases. The criteria for

selecting cases greatly influences whether and to what extent the findings of a study can

be generalized and transferred to other contexts (Thierbach et al. 2020).

Qualitative and quantitative researchers agree that what is referred to as convenience

sampling (also known as opportunity or availability sampling) should be avoided whenever

possible, except to explore a phenomenon that is difficult to access. An example for con-

venience sampling from qualitative research is snowball sampling,while examples from

quantitative research include street surveys and most analyses of digital, administra-

tive, and other process-generated data.These sampling processes have in common that

researchers do systematically select cases but rather choose cases that are easy to access.

Consequently, it is almost never possible to generalize results when convenience sam-

pling was applied (Thierbach et al. 2020). Against this background, social scientists have

developed various sampling strategies,whichdiffer concerning the reasoningbehind the

principles of selecting cases and to what extent generalizations are actually feasible.

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839467343 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839467343
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


78 Exploring space: Theoretical and overarching methodological aspects of qualitative spatial research

1 Requirements for selecting cases

Before we explain the strategies and criteria for selecting cases in detail, it should be

noted that the questions underlying an investigation are what primarily serve as the

starting point to choose adequate cases (Akremi 2022). In this context, at the beginning

of a research project, researchers need to define both the relevant premises for selecting

cases—how they understand both cases and the research process as a whole.

1.1 Defining the case

The first step of and necessary requirement for case selection is always to define cases.

Researchers have to clarify multiple points for their specific study:

1. What is the population or the field? Generally speaking, the population either describes

what is being investigated (study population) or the group to which the findings of a

study are generalized (target population). The two are not necessarily congruent—for

example, the resident population of a country is not the same as the legally registered

population or as the persons who have a phone number with the relevant country

code. Researchers need to define the population substantially, temporally, and spa-

tially. Usually, none of these dimensions are clear-cut. Think of, for example, social

media, transnational migration or supply chains.

2. What is a case? Researchers do not only have to define the population but also cases

substantially, temporally, and spatially (see Christmann/Baur in this handbook),

and in doing so, they need to keep in mind that with “cases” they might not always

mean “people” but e.g. events, situations, processes, organizations, cities, nations,

etc. In addition, cases can change (for instance, over time) (Abbott 2001). Therefore,

it is necessary to clarify how exactly a case can be delineated, what is part of the

case (and what not) based on the state-of-research,whether and how the case can be

empirically differentiated from other cases, and whether it is empirically entangled

with other cases thatmight influence it (Mayring 2016: 41 et seqq.). Furthermore, re-

searchers need to keep inmind that cases can have subcases (also known as subunits)

that are nested inside one another (Akremi 2022; Merkens 2015: 292). For example,

newspapers are made up of articles, which in turn are made up of sentences, which

in turn are made up of words. Nations are often composed of different regions

and cities, which are composed of neighborhoods, which are composed of homes,

which are composed of multiple families. Neighborhoods consist of stakeholders,

residents, networks, events, activities,media coverage, etc.Which cases researchers

should ideally select during sampling depends on which of these many aspects of a

case is relevant to the research question. They have to decide which type of stake-

holders (artists, district politicians), residents (Germans, migrants), events (group

meetings, network meetings), media coverage (local press, national reporting) etc.

should be included in the study. Researchers also have to determine which specific

units they have to collect data on: in other words, which specific individuals from

the category of artists or residents, which group meetings, etc. should be selected.

It is important to keep in mind that the units of analysis and the units of data
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collection are not always the same. For example, individuals (unit of data collection)

can interview properties of the group (unit of analysis).

3. What are the relevant aspects and aspect relationships?The topics of investigation stipu-

late what the objects of study should be, which aspects of those objects should be

studied, andwhich relationships between those aspects should be considered.These

then have to be translated by means of theoretical assumptions so that they can be

measured in empirical studies in the first place—in quantitative research terms, this

is referred to as operationalization. This translation process culminates in concrete

data collection and analysis methods, as well as variables and categories intended to

describe the aspects and aspect relationships relevant to the research question.

4. How is the population related to the relevant aspects?When defining a population and se-

lecting a case, it is important to pay attention to whether all aspects and aspect rela-

tionships of the researchquestions canbe studied in thepotential case. If researchers

do not only want to describe and understand a social phenomenon but also explain

it, they have to additionally apply causal analysis methods. In the latter case, they

have to keep inmind that all variables used to delineate the population can no longer

be considered as causes or effects in causal analysis (Ragin 2000). Hence, if you de-

fine the population as “German citizens living in Germany,” you can no longer exam-

ine whether nationality, territory, or residency status have an influence on the phe-

nomenon of interest because the variables were set as constant when defining the

population: non-Germans, Germans living in other countries, immigrants, tourists,

and homeless people are automatically excluded from the population andwill there-

fore not be part of the sample. As no data will be collected on them, it will be impos-

sible to compare them with German citizens living in Germany. The more variables

that are used to define the population, the less possible it is to translate or generalize

the results to contexts other than the study population (Ragin 2000).

There is no general answer to the above questions. Rather, researchers have to answer

themwith regard to a specific research question andwill only be able to answer themmy

making numerous theoretical assumptions.This is particularly true within the scope of

studies in socio-spatial research because researchers do not only have to decide if their

cases are individuals, organizations, events, processes, etc., but they also have to define

the spatial dimension of their cases (which is often ignored in other studies), and con-

cerning this dimension, case selection has to be just as well founded as for the other di-

mensions.

1.2 Ways of organizing the research process: linearity vs. iteration

In a next step, researchers have to decide how to organize their research process. In gen-

eral, there are two ways to organize the research process:

1. Linear research process: Inmany research traditions—such as qualitative content anal-

yses—the research process is organized linearly: Researchers start with developing

the research question based on their prior knowledge and state-of-research in aca-

demic literature.They then embed their research question in a social theory and use
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this as a basis to develop a research design, sample cases, collect the data, prepare the

data, evaluate the data, and use the data to formulate generalizations.While qualita-

tive researchers can choose, if they want to organize the research process linearly, in

quantitative research, linearity ismandatory since—following the logic of the statis-

tical inference—sampling must always come before data collection and analysis. Ac-

cording to the principles of inferential statistics, the sampling strategy can no longer

be changedafter randomsampling (e.g., replacing the selected caseswithother cases

is not allowed).This becomes problematic if it turns out in later stages of the research

process that data collection techniques need to be adapted as the initial hypotheses,

measuring tools cannot or only partially can measure the relevant aspects of the so-

cial phenomenon in question or when new questions arise.

2. Iterative research process:Therefore, many qualitative methods are characterized by a

muchmore open-ended approach, especially in the initial phase of the research pro-

cess (Lamnek 2005: 21 et seqq.). In particular, defining the research question be-

comes part of the research process, and researchers start by exploring their research

subject in exploratory fieldwork. Only after acquiring more in-depth knowledge of

the empirical field do they define initial cases for the investigation in detail. In or-

der to address the challenges of organizing the research process in this way, Glaser

and Strauss (1967) developed grounded theory and recommended carrying out the

further sampling iteratively: In the case of “theoretical sampling,” researchers alter-

nate between sampling, collecting data, and analyzing data. Based on the analysis

of prior cases, in later stages of the research process, additional cases are selected

because they will provide important new insights for the subsequent theoretical and

empirical work.Therefore, which cases are selected and which data are collected are

determined by the potential of advances in theory development. Samples can be ex-

panded as needed and are only considered complete when the study is “theoretically

saturated” (Lamnek 2005: 187 et seqq.; Flick 2017: 154 et seqq.): that is to say,when no

newresults and concepts emerge.Thismakes it possible to continuously adapt the re-

searchdesign to the research question, thusmaximizing the theoretical outputwhile

at the same timeminimizing the fieldwork required for that output.

1.3 Example: Spatial pioneers in urban areas

Wewill illustrate the considerations fromthe sections abovebyusingChristmann’s (2013,

2014) study on “spatial pioneers in urban areas” as an example:

1. Research question: The overarching question of Christmann’s (2013) study was how

spatial transformations take place in socially disadvantaged neighborhoods with a

strong negative image. Or to be more precise: how can communicative processes of

spatial (re)construction be described there from a micro perspective. Christmann

centered her study around certain actors she designated as “spatial pioneers,” whom

she characterized by—in pursuit of their life plans—having arrived in the neighbor-

hoods to take advantage of spatial opportunity structures. She investigated how spa-

tial pioneers conceived their neighborhoods in a new light within the context of their

spatial actions, how they developed new points of view and negotiated them in com-
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municative processes with others, how they gained influence over discourses and

knowledge systems, how they coordinated their actions and implemented projects,

how they incorporated physical-material objects, and how they promoted transfor-

mation processes in turn.

2. Rhetoric approach: The (spatial) theoretical starting point for Christmann’s consid-

erations was the fact that spaces are reconstructed in everyday processes of action

and interaction between actors, which can create new or modify existing spatial di-

mensions at times and further stabilize thosedimensions at others.The fundamental

idea behind her studywas that it is worth analyzing spatial transformationswithin a

period of decades from amicro-perspective to shed light on discursive and commu-

nicative reconstruction processes. Christmann (2016) furthered Keller’s et al. (2013)

theory of communicative constructivism towards the communicative spatial (re)con-

struction approach.

3. Research design: Because such a dynamic and complex object of investigation re-

quires a complex research design in terms of the methodology, Christmann (2014)

also developed the methodological approach of “ethnographic discourse analy-

sis” which combines focused ethnography (Knoblauch 2001) with the sociological

approach towards discourse analysis (Keller 2007).

4. Cases, units of collection and analysis: On the basis of both her theoretical and

methodological reflections, Christmann decided that for the study, cases were

neighborhoods, and she purposefully selected the neighborhoods Moabit (Berlin,

Germany) and Wilhelmsburg (Hamburg, Germany). These neighborhoods have in

common that policy-makers consider them as particularly needing development,

even though upward trends have been reported for them in the last several decades.

In addition, both neighborhoods boast numerous local media outlets, host vibrant

neighborhoods-related discourses, and are home to many different spatial pioneer-

ing initiatives with diverse activities. In Christmann’s study, the units of analysis

consisted of (a) spatial pioneers, including social entrepreneurs (e.g., people who

find jobs for youth), the self-employed (e.g., owners of bookstores or tea shops),

freelancers (e.g., artists, creatives), and representatives of social organizations (e.g.,

social workers); (b) group and network meetings of spatial pioneering initiatives; (c)

media coverage in the local press. Additional spatial pioneering initiatives identified

by the research teamwere added to the study throughout the research process.

2 Random sampling, statistical inference, and associated problems

Once the research questions, theoretical background, ways of organizing the research

process and what the cases are have been clarified, researchers can begin with the ac-

tual case selection.Threemain principles of case selection can be distinguished: random

sampling, purposeful sampling of multiple cases, and single case studies.

Random sampling is used not only in quantitative research but also—even though

rarely (and for a good reason)—in qualitative research. Nevertheless, it is necessary to

address random sampling because many researchers either first associate, or only asso-

ciate, case selection with random sampling and generalization with statistical inference. Ran-
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dom sampling and statistical inference are therefore reference points for all debates on

case selection andgeneralizationnot only in quantitative but also in qualitative research.

Consequently, in order to differentiate between random sampling and other sampling

techniques, it is necessary to first understand the logic of random sampling and any

problems associated with them.

Specifically, after having clarified the points above, when applying the principle of

random sampling, researchers work through the following steps (in this order):

1. They calculate the ideal number of cases in the random sample with the help of prob-

ability theory.

2. They randomly select cases from the population.Randommeans that every case in the

population has a predictable chance of ending up in the sample—this chance needs

to be calculable before drawing the sample.

3. They collect data on the selected cases, prepare that data, and then use descriptive

statistics to analyze the data.

4. They generalize the results gained by using descriptive statistics to the population by

using inferential statistics.Researchers express the degree of certainty of their general-

ization using significance levels (in statistical tests, which are also called significance tests

or hypothesis testing) or confidence levels (in confidence intervals).

In order to be able to apply this very abstractmodel in research practice, quantitative re-

searchershavedevelopedconcretemethods for randomsampling,whichprovide specific

recommendations depending on the spatial contexts, type of data, and data collection

method. For example, content analyses, face-to-face surveys, telephone surveys, postal

surveys, online surveys, etc. Because such good-practice models are extremely context de-

pendent and are constantly beingmodified due to social changes, the recommendations

for a certain type of random sampling should be consulted in a recently published hand-

book of methods from the relevant country of investigation.

There are several key characteristics of random sampling that are rarely discussed

but often lead to problems in research practice (Thierbach et al. 2020):

1. Linearity:Asmentioned above, random sampling requires a linear research process.

2. Population and causality:As pointed out earlier, all variables that are used to define the

population can no longer be studied in terms of their causal effects.

3. Probability theory vs. social theory: For any principle of case selection, researchers have

to make theoretical assumptions in order to be able to select and generalize cases. If

these assumptions are incorrect, then the generalization is also invalid. This is also

true for random sampling: statistical inference is by no means “objective” either in

the sense that its results do not have to be interpreted. On the contrary, there are

several different statistical theories on what probabilitymeans and how the results of

inferential statistics should be interpreted. Using statistical inferencemerelymeans

that researchers rely more on probability theory than on social theory in terms of

justifying their case selection. Over the last few years, however, the logic underlying

probability theory has been increasingly threatened by increasing non-response errors

and the increasing difficulty in defining the study population. In the past, a popula-
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tionwas the “resident population of a nation.” As a result of transnationalization and

digitalization, it has become progressively unclear what populations are or could be.

4. Need for a large sample size: Random sampling requires a relatively large minimum

sample size—typically ≥ 30—as otherwise the probability of a randomerrorwould be

too high to draw anymeaningful conclusions based on the data.This makes random

sampling impractical for many lines of qualitative research (e.g., social hermeneu-

tics or biographical research) because data collection and data analysis would exceed

the resources allotted for the project. Frequently, a sample size of n ≥ 30would not be

possible regardless of the resources scholars have because not enough cases exist in

social reality: for instance, in the case of rare incidents (e.g., the Covid-19 Pandemic)

or phenomena at the macro level (e.g., the EU has only 27 member states).

5. Quantity vs. quality: As a rule, if data are collected for a large number of cases, the

downside is that less information can be collected for each case and researchers do

not have the time and the data required for an in-depth analysis. Such in-depth anal-

yses are absolutely necessary if the subject areas change very quickly or if the type of

research phenomenon is not yet known (Kelle 2017).

3 Purposeful sampling of multiple cases

In order to resolve the problems inherent in random sampling, qualitative researchers

have developed a wide range of techniques for theory-based sampling (also known as pur-

poseful sampling),which use social theories (instead of probability theories) in order to se-

lect cases and generalize and which are also suited for small case numbers, allowing for

amore in-depth analysis. As is the case for random sampling, in theory-based sampling,

researchers use theoretical considerations to develop their sampling strategy. However,

they use social theory instead of probability theory. Therefore, the generalization strate-

gies are not based on statistical arguments but rather on sociological reasoning (Baur et

al. 2018).

3.1 Methods of agreement and difference

If multiple cases are selected, two basic sampling principles exist (Sept/Baur 2020):

1. Method of Difference (also known asmost similar cases design,MSCD): Researchers select

cases that are as similar as possible (with regard to the research question). For ex-

ample, they might select only typical or only atypical cases (Behnke et al. 2010: 204

et seqq.), in order to delve deeper into the cases’ structures (Flick 2017: 170 et seq.).

If researchers want to do causal analysis, a most similar cases design enables them

to identify potential necessary conditions (Baur 2018: 308 et seqq.). For example, the

authors of the study on the “Intrinsic Logic of Cities” (Frank et al. 2014) applied a

most similar cases design to select four cities that resembled each other in terms of

their size, density, heterogeneity, and structural conditions and thatwere all affected

equally by the crisis of the 1970s.
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2. Method of Agreement (also known asmost different cases design, MDCD): Researchers se-

lect cases that are as different as possible (with regard to the research question) in or-

der tomeasure the full breadth of the phenomenon (Behnke et al. 2010: 204 et seqq.).

If researcherswant to do causal analysis, amost different cases design allows them to

identify potential sufficient conditions (Baur 2018: 308 et seqq.). In the study on the

“Intrinsic Logic of Cities” (Frank et al. 2014), in addition to the method of difference

(see above), also the method of agreement was applied: In order to study the influ-

ence of the national context onurbandevelopment, the authors selected twoGerman

cities (Dortmund, Frankfurt) and two British cities (Birmingham, Glasgow). Based

on prior knowledge, in order to analyze how urban practices and the economy are

entangled over time, two cities were selected that had succeeded in overcoming the

structural transformation of the 1970s (Frankfurt, Glasgow) and two were selected

that had failed to overcome the same transformation (Dortmund, Birmingham).

As illustrated in this example, themethods of difference and agreement can be combined

when selecting cases. Another example of combining these principles is quota sampling,

which—contrary to popular belief—is not a random sampling technique but rather a

variation of theory-based selection (Thierbach et al. 2020).

3.2 Criteria for selecting a specific case

When purposefully sampling multiple cases, it is necessary to determine to what extent

the selected cases can be compared with one another in the first place, how they fit to-

gether,howsimilar theyare,or ifweare comparing“apples”and“oranges” (Akremi2022).

If we are comparing “apples” and “oranges,” then we are dealing with far too many basic

structural differences.

Therefore, it is advisable to assess the comparability of the cases in a separate step

in the actual research process. For example, one sub-element of the study on the “In-

trinsic Logic of Cities” (Frank et al. 2014) consisted of reconstructing the cities’ economic

development in the course of history. This process-oriented analysis revealed that sev-

eral original assumptions—concerning e.g. the timing, course and results of economic

restructuring—onwhich the case selection was based could not be upheld when empiri-

cally scrutinized (Baur/Hering 2017). In this qualitative study, the results of process-ori-

ented analysis not only allowed for a deeper understanding of the cases and encouraged

methodological reflection but also provided the bases for a differentiated empirically-

grounded theory-building.

Furthermore, it is recommendable to keep as many factors as possible as constant

as possible and to concentrate on as few dimensions for comparison as possible. Here

it is useful to think about the research questions with their aspects and aspect relation-

ships and to ask what is of most interest for the specific study. For example, the authors

of the study on the intrinsic logic of cities were interested in whether and how certain

social practices are reproduced beyond crises or whether cities have to be reoriented in

the wake of a crisis—this is precisely why they selected cities that were affected by the

same crisis. By concentrating on these questions, they were able to demonstrate that the
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intrinsic logic of a city does in fact influence how a city reacts to and overcomes crises

(Baur/Hering 2017).

4 Single case studies

In a single case study, as the name suggests, only a single, yet particularly interesting,

case is selected (Lamnek/Krell 2016). Researchers aim to completely reconstruct the case

with all its complexity and its whole context.

4.1 Potential categories underlying single case studies

There are several key categories which can typically be used as a basis for selecting single

cases (Baur/Lamnek 2005: 241 et seqq.; Yin 2018) and that can also be applied to socio-

spatial research (see Tab. 1).

Category Example of an application in socio-spatial researchwith research question

Person, actor Study on a significant architect such as Le Corbusier investigating how he

influenced developments in the field of architecture

Group, setting Study on “Urban Catalyst,” a group of architects and planners in Berlin, to

determine how they served as trailblazers for promoting the concept of

temporary use in spatial planning

Network Study on the “Climate Alliance” city network investigating how the network

organizes its collaborative activities and works on urban environmental

protectionmeasures and reducing CO2 emissions

Organization, association Study on an association of cities and municipalities exploring how the

association represents the interests of local communities in digitalized cities

City district,

neighborhood

Study on the Leipzig-Mitte district to answer the question of how the first

innovative temporary use of vacant spacewasmade possible and legal

City (as a whole) Studyon theGermancityof Frankfurt looking intohowtodescribe its intrinsic

logic

Region Study on the Rhine-Ruhr metropolitan region in Germany intended to

reconstruct its economic development

Nation Study on Great Britain and its urban planning policies

Supranational union Study on the European Parliament examining how rural development

policies are negotiated

Process, procedure Study on deindustrialization in the Rust Belt and how this took place in the

oldest and largest industrial regions of the United States

Tab. 1: Potential categories underlying single case studies. | © Author’s own diagram
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4.2 Criteria for selecting a specific case

If only one case is being studied, this means that the quality of the entire study depends

greatly on the extent to which this case is suitable for carrying out the planned investi-

gation. Therefore, researchers should take particular care when selecting this case. The

following questions and deliberations can help during the case selection process (and

should ideally be made adequately transparent in a subsequent publication):

1. Determining whether the case is suitable for the research questions: To what extent is the

case suitable for addressing all research questions in the study together with their

aspects and relationships? Does the case have any particular advantages for the re-

search project? Does the case have any specific disadvantages or limitations?Howdo

the advantages compare to the disadvantages?

2. Determining whether the case is suitable for the theories underlying the study and the selected

methods: Do the theoretical assumptions of the study apply to the case? Can the se-

lected methods be used for the case?

3. Weighing the case against other potential cases:Which other cases have been found that

could also be suitable for the study? Are the characteristics of these cases known (or

could they be studied in advance)? Which of the different potential cases is particu-

larly compelling with regard to the specific study?

4. Categorizing the case within the general context of the phenomenon being studied: Based on

research todate,whatdoes the case representwithin the context of thephenomenon?

If the study examines an extendedprocess (e.g., an innovationprocess),does the case

only apply to part of the process or does it cover the entire process?How typical is the

case within the context of the phenomenon? Does it represent frequent cases of this

type, rare cases, or extreme cases?

5. Categorizing the case within its specific context: How can the context of the case (see

Christmann/Baur in this handbook) be described? In other words, what are the

characteristics of the case context according to existing knowledge (e.g., what are

the key characteristics of the national, regional, historical, cultural, economic, po-

litical, social environment) and to what extent could they potentially influence the

phenomenon being studied?

4.3 Case selection and generalization

While some cases are of interest in and of themselves (intrinsic case studies), instrumental

case studies are aimed at generalization. Various strategies are available for this purpose

(Baur/Lamnek 2005; Yin 2018):

1. External case comparison:The case is compared to other cases—for example, from spe-

cialized literature—or by using sociological theory as a synopsis of earlier empirical

studies. It is also possible to iterate between single case analyses and case compar-

isons in mixed-methods studies. This generalization strategy depends on how the

specific case was selected. It is particularly helpful to select (a) hypothesis-testing

cases or critical cases that theoretically should not exist but that apparently do from
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an empirical standpoint; (b) extreme or unique cases that are especially suited for

analyzing firmly established routines and norms; and (c) typical cases that are suited

for detailed analyses.

2. Internal case comparisons:Alternatively, based on the observation described in Section

2.1 that cases are often made up of subcases, it is possible to make use of systematic

variation within the case to identify typical patterns that can be used for the purpose

of generalization.

5 Case selection as the key determinant for generalization

In summary, case selection is a key step for the overall study results and for determin-

ing if and how the findings can be generalized. Frequently, researchers do not devote

enough attention to this step in both research practice and in the literature on quali-

tative methods. In particular, qualitative researchers have spent far too many decades

justifying why random sampling is generally not appropriate for qualitative research in-

stead of developing more suitable alternatives. However, as demonstrated above, this is

crucial because random sampling has specific weak points, which largely apply not only

to qualitative but also quantitative research.

This includes the fact that random sampling requires a linear research process,while

in spatial research, it is often unclear what the cases and populations are and how they

can be differentiated from one another. Almost all of the definitions of populations used

in quantitative research (and many of those used in qualitative research) assume that

populations can be clearly delineated territorially (as communities, regions, or nations)

and consist of immobile cases (permanent residents). Because this assumption often

doesnot hold true in spatial research, the entire concept of generalizationalso falls short.

Although critics of methodological nationalism have referenced this problem for some

time now, they have not offered any viable solutions.

This is compounded by the fact that—if the sampling technique practiced in actual

research is closely scrutinized—quantitative researchpractically never uses only random

sampling but rather tends to combine random sampling with single or multiple case

analyses: For example, if the “residents of the Federal Republic of Germany” are defined

as the population for the analysis, from the point of view of sampling theory, this consti-

tutes a single case.However, the reasonwhy this case is being analyzed and not, let’s say,

the “residents of Samoa,” is virtually never justified by quantitative researchers, although

single case analyses offer a useful set of tools for this purpose.

In addition to thinking about populations, another research gap concerning case se-

lection in qualitative spatial research is the need to develop practical guidelines for se-

lecting specific cases based on the abstract recommendations derived from the princi-

ples of purposeful sampling. In this regard, quantitative research could serve as a role

model, as quantitative researchers have developed specific sampling methods based on

the abstract random sampling techniques. For Germany, for example, researchers can

use random-route sampling for face-to-face surveys or theGabler-Häder design for tele-

phone surveys. These sampling strategies provide precise instructions regarding which

decisions should bemade when in the sampling process, which implications those deci-
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sions have, and where there are standardized operations available for the case selection

process.

References

Abbott, Andrew (2001): TimeMatters. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.

Akremi, Leila (2022): Stichprobenziehung in der qualitativen Sozialforschung. In: Baur,

Nina/Blasius, Jörg (Eds.):HandbuchMethoden der empirischen Sozialforschung.Wiesba-

den: Springer VS, pp. 405–424. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26

Baur, Nina (2018): Kausalität und Interpretativität. In: Akremi, Leila/Baur, Nina/

Knoblauch, Hubert/Traue, Boris (Eds.): Handbuch Interpretativ forschen. Weinheim:

Beltz Juventa. pp. 306–360.

Baur, Nina/Hering, Linda (2017): Learning from the Past: How Local Economic Conven-

tions Influence Responses to Global Crises. In:Human Figurations, 6(2). Online: http:

//hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208 (accessed: 10 November 2020).

Baur, Nina/Lamnek, Siegfried (2005): Einzelfallanalyse. In: Mikos, Lothar/Wegener,

Claudia (Eds.):QualitativeMedienforschung. Konstanz: UVK, pp. 241–253.

Baur, Nina/Knoblauch, Hubert/Akremi, Leila/Traue, Boris (2018): Qualitativ—quanti-

tativ—interpretativ. In: Akremi, Leila/Baur, Nina/Knoblauch, Hubert/Traue, Boris

(Eds.):Handbuch Interpretativ forschen.Weinheim: Beltz Juventa. pp. 246–284.

Behnke, Joachim/Baur, Nina/Behnke, Nathalie (2010): Empirische Methoden der Politikwis-

senschaft. Paderborn et al.: Schöningh.

Christmann, Gabriela (2013): Raumpioniere in Stadtquartieren und die kommunikative

(Re-)Konstruktion von Räumen. In: Keller, Reiner/Knoblauch, Hubert/Reichertz, Jo

(Eds.): Kommunikativer Konstruktivismus.Wiesbaden: Springer VS, pp. 153–184.

— (2014): Investigating Spatial Transformation Processes. In: Historical Social Research,

39(2), pp. 235–256.

— (2016): Das theoretische Konzept der kommunikativen Raum(re)konstruktion. In:

Ead. (Eds.):ZurkommunikativenKonstruktionvonRäumen.Wiesbaden: SpringerVS,pp.

89–117.

Flick, Uwe (2017):Qualitative Forschung. Reinbek b. Hamburg: Rowohlt.

Frank, Sybille/Gehring, Gehring/Griem, Julika/Haus, Michael (Eds.) (2014): Städte unter-

scheiden lernen. Frankfurt a.M.: Campus.

Glaser, Barney/Strauss, Anselm (1967):TheDiscovery of GroundedTheory. Chicago, IL: Aldi-

ne.

Kelle, Udo (2017): Die Integration qualitativer und quantitativer Forschung—theoreti-

sche Grundlagen von »Mixed Methods«. In: Kölner Zeitschrift für Soziologie und Sozial-

psychologie, 69(2), pp. 39–61.

Keller, Reiner (2007):Diskursforschung.Wiesbaden: VS.

Keller, Reiner/Knoblauch, Hubert/Reichertz, Jo (Eds.) (2013): Kommunikativer Konstrukti-

vismus.Wiesbaden: Springer VS.

Knoblauch, Hubert (2001): Fokussierte Ethnographie. In: sozialersinn, 1(2), pp. 123–141.

Lamnek, Siegfried (2005): Qualitative Sozialforschung. Weinheim: Psychologie Verlags

Union.

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839467343 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839467343
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-37985-8_26
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.11217607.0006.208


Baur/Christmann: Case selection and generalization 89

Lamnek, Siegfried/Krell, Claudia (2016): Qualitative Sozialforschung. Weinheim/Basel:

Beltz.

Mayring, Philipp (2016): Einführung in die qualitative Sozialforschung.Weinheim: Psycholo-

gie Verlags Union.

Merkens, Hans (2015): Auswahlverfahren, Sampling, Fallkonstruktion. In: Flick, Uwe/

Kardorff, Ernst von/Steinke, Ines (Eds.): Qualitative Forschung. Reinbek b. Hamburg:

Rowohlt, pp. 286–298.

Ragin,CharlesC. (2000):Fuzzy-SetSocialScience.Chicago, IL:University ofChicagoPress.

Sept, Ariane/Baur, Nina (2020): Stadt- und Metropolenvergleiche. In: Breckner, Ingrid/

Göschel, Albrecht/Matthiesen,Ulf (Eds.): Stadtsoziologie und Stadtentwicklung. Baden-

Baden: Nomos.

Thierbach, Cornelia/Hergesell, Jannis/Baur, Nina (2020): Mixed Methods. In: Atkinson,

Paul Anthony/Delamont, Sara/Williams, Richard A/Cernat, Alexandru/Sakshaug,

Joseph W. (Eds.): SAGE Research Methods Foundations. London/Thousand Oaks, CA/

New Delhi: SAGE.

Yin, Robert K. (2018). Case Study Research and Applications. Thousand Oaks, CA/London/

New Delhi: SAGE.

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839467343 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839467343
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839467343 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839467343
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


Integrating visual and verbal data

Anna Juliane Heinrich

Researchers in the interdisciplinary field of qualitative spatial research are concerned

with understanding spaces in terms of theirmultifacetednature, complexity, simultane-

ity, ascribedmeanings, and transformation. In order to grasp the constitution of spaces,

researchers make use of a nearly infinite spectrum of data:They analyze scientific, liter-

ary, and journalistic publications, interview transcripts and field notes, tweets and chat

histories, plans andmaps, sketches and photographs, videos and films, everyday objects

and other artifacts, and much more. This plurality of data is not only characteristic for

qualitative spatial research as a whole but also applies to individual research projects. As

a rule, it is often necessary to use diverse data to achieve a certain research objective.

If not only diverse data but also diverse types of data are used within a research

project, this is especially challenging as it results in methodological and practical

requirements. Surely themost prominent discourse relates to the combination of quali-

tative and quantitative data inmixedmethods designs.1 In contrast, the combination of

distinct qualitative data has rarely been discussed and there are virtually no recommen-

dations on the topic (see Cronin et al. 2008: 576; exceptions: Moran-Ellis 2006; Cronin

2008). There are even fewer references in the literature to the specifics of integrating

visual and verbal data (see Emmel/Clark 2011: n.p.; exception: Forum: Qualitative Social

Research, special issue 2/2008). At first glance, this is astonishing for two reasons: Firstly,

visual and verbal data are regularly combined in the research practice of many disci-

plines, a practice that is becomingmore andmore common.Therefore, data integration

is a highly topical issue for research practice. Secondly, it would seem obvious that the

various characteristics of verbal data, such as interview transcripts, and visual data,

such as photographs, could at least potentially contain relevant implications for the

research process: for example, with regard to the selection of analysis methods or the

acquisition of analysis software.

1 Broadly speaking, the termmixedmethods research also refers to research that uses diverse qualita-

tive data (see Moran-Ellis et al. 2006: 46). However, because the term is primarily associated with

the combination of qualitative and quantitative research methods, I will refrain from describing

the integration of visual and verbal data as mixed methods research for the sake of clarity. Baur

et al. (2017) put together a comprehensive overview of the state of mixed methods research in a

special issue of the Cologne Journal of Sociology and Social Psychology (KZfSS).
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Against this backdrop, there is a dire need for a discourse that addresses themethod-

ologies,methods, and practical issues in research that uses different types of qualitative

data (see Emmel/Clark 2011: n.p.; Mey/Dietrich 2016: 2, 16). I will use this research gap as

a takeoff point for my article, focusing specifically on the integration of visual and ver-

bal data. I will start by explaining the rationale for combining visual and verbal data as

this illustrates how data integration is relevant for qualitative research. Next, I will de-

fine what verbal and visual data mean for the purpose of this paper. Afterward, I will

explain what is meant by data integration and outline which different strategies have

been developed for this in general. Finally, I will concentrate on how to develop research

designs that make it possible to integrate visual and verbal data. Of course, there is no

one-size-fits-all solution for data integration that I can present here.The research topics

and designs, data types, analysis methods, and interpretation techniques in qualitative

spatial research are simply far too diverse for this to be possible. Nevertheless, the aim

ofmy paper is to introduce the concept of data integration, to outline various options for

data integration, and to point out relevant challenges and potential solutions.With this

in mind, I will close my paper with questions that researchers can use to reflect on data

integration in their research projects and to develop their own integration strategies.

1 Reasons for using diverse data in qualitative spatial research

Therationale for integrating visual and verbal data frequently refers to quality criteria for

research. For example, combining different data is intended to achieve validity or con-

trasting different data can verify interpretations.Because concepts such as validation and

verification are borrowed from thewide range of quantitative research, I would like to cite

the argumentation used by Strübing et al. (2018)2 for data plurality.

Strübing et al. (2018: 85) understand data plurality as a key contribution to empirical

saturation in qualitative social research. In order to achieve empirical saturation, the au-

thorsmaintain that both the scope and the composition of the data are relevant: “Studies

can also ensure empirical saturation by focusing on a wide range and diverse composi-

tion of data” (Strübing et al. 2018: 89, own translation).Accordingly,data plurality can en-

hance research projects in a number of ways: Structural characteristics of the research

topic can be revealed based on different types of data; the relevance of the phenomena

can be demonstrated based on the findings from different types of data; the “danger of

only offering superficial and cursory analyses” (Strübing et al. 2018: 89; own translation)

is reduced.3 In short: Integrating different types of data improves the quality of qualita-

tive research.

2 Strübing et al. (2018) put up for debate five quality criteria regarding qualitative social research:

adequacy, empirical saturation, theoretical pervasiveness, textual performance, and originality.

These were originally developed based on qualitative research and not derived from quality crite-

ria for quantitative research.

3 Moran-Ellis et al. (2006: 47–50) provide a detailed description of the arguments in favor of using

diverse data types and evaluation methods.

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839467343 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839467343
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


Heinrich: Integrating visual and verbal data 93

Moreover, in qualitative spatial research, it is widely accepted that working with

diverse data—specifically, with visual and verbal data—ensures adequacy in terms of

understanding space. If spaces are understood as relational arrangements constituted

in socio-material actions, then it is necessary to find research approaches that address

physical-material consolidations, subjective spatial knowledge, and communicative ac-

tion.A combination of visual and verbal data is well suited for this purpose: For example,

using visual data makes it possible to address the materiality of spaces (e.g., material

properties and arrangement of play equipment on a playground), social practices (e.g.,

observable behavior of children on a playground), and resulting physical-material traces

(e.g., beaten paths on a playground). In turn, using verbal data, for example, opens up

possibilities for reconstructing how people perceive and experience spaces, how they

imagine spaces, andwhatmeanings they ascribe to those spaces.Hence, the integration

of visual and verbal data appears to be particularly adequate for understanding the

constitution of spaces.

2 Verbal and visual data

In order to think systematically about the use of various data, we first need to under-

stand what data are and which types of data can be differentiated from one another. In

general, the term data4 describes collections of empirical materials that researchers use

to understand their research topic. First and foremost, qualitative data are characterized

by the fact that they are non-numerical, in contrast to quantitative data.The spectrumof

qualitative data is extremely wide: For example, qualitative data can be generated using

the kinds of interviews included in this handbook, based on ethnographic and webno-

graphic spatial exploration and by means of mapping.5

The most popular approach to structuring the data from this diverse range of con-

texts and scenarios in which they are generated and collected is to differentiate between

verbal and visual data. Verbal data include all material based on the spoken and written

word. Recordings are transcribed in the course of the research process so that it is pos-

sible to continue working only with text documents. Visual data refer to “any kind of vi-

sualmaterial […] that depend in theirmeaning and significance on the visualised records

[or visual perceptions; author’s note]” (Knoblauch et al. 2008: 2).While photographs and

videos are commonly used as data (see ibid.: 2), the use of graphics, objects, and artifacts

is (still) more of the exception (see Mey/Dietrich 2016: 2).6

4 The term and concept of data are the subject of increasingly critical debate in qualitative research.

Essentially, the widespread understanding of data as disclosed, discrete information that is inde-

pendent of researchers is criticized. Especially in the context of newmaterialism, this purportedly

positivist definition is opposed by the understanding of data as “an emergent and relational man-

ifestation of research activity” (Torrance 2019: 1).

5 Baur/Blasius (2019) offer a comprehensive collection of articles on diverse types of data.

6 Emmison/Smith (2007; 1st Edn. 2000) published an initial paper on visual research offering in-

structions for using a large repertoire of visual data. In addition to a chapter on “Two-dimensional

visual data: images, signs and representations,” they devote one chapter each to “Three-dimen-

sional visual data: settings, objects and traces,” “Lived visual data: the built environment and its
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Both visual and verbal data are routinely classified with regard to how they were

generated: They can include either already existing materials that were collected by re-

searchers (which are referred to as process-generated or naturally occurringdata), or they can

begeneratedaspart of the researchprocess (whichare referred to as research-induceddata)

(see Kuckartz/Rädiker 2019: 442). The broad spectrum of process-generated visual and

verbal data comprises, for example, newspaper articles, protocols, podcasts, tweets, chat

histories, diaries, photos and photo albums, plans, and everyday objects. On the other

hand, research-induced data can be divided into three types of data, depending on who

generates them:

• Researcher-generated data, such as field notes or hand-drawn sketches created by

researchers

• Participant-generated data, such as photos taken or diaries produced by research

participants within the context of the research project

• Co-produced data generated in close collaboration between the researcher and the

participants, such as sketches ormeetingminutes that were developed together (see

Bentlin/Klepp in this handbook)

3 Data integration and integration strategies

If researchers are working with visual and verbal data in a research project, then they

have to develop and implement an integration strategy for the data: this is the main ar-

gument of my article. Data integration is relevant for two reasons: First, it is only pos-

sible to reach the full potential of a research project using diverse data if relationships

are created between the data. In the context of mixedmethods research, Kuckartz (2017:

163; own translation) refers to the fact that the struggle surrounding the “striking equa-

tion ‘1 + 1 = 3’” can be solved only bymeans of data integration: a claim that also applies to

working with visual and verbal data (see Moran-Ellis et al. 2006: 50; Cronin et al. 2008:

584). Ifwehope to create anaddedvaluebeyond the sumof twoadjacent linesof research,

then the integration of the datamust boast an explicit benefit. Second, the varying char-

acteristics of visual and verbal data justify the need for a strategy to integrate the data.

If these respective characteristics are not taken into account, then there is a risk that the

methodology will be inadequate. Integrating visual and verbal data raises the question,

for example, of whether the data can and should be analyzed using the same method.

By nomeans a trivial question seeing as the intrinsic logics of different types of data fa-

vor or preclude certain analysis techniques.While verbal data are sequential (exhibiting a

linear succession of spoken orwrittenwords),many visual data are considered simultane-

ous—characterized by the simultaneity of the medium (e.g., paper or canvas), the object

of the image (i.e., that which is depicted), and the subject of the image (i.e., that which

is represented) (see Kogler 2018). Accordingly, it is necessary to call into question the use

uses”, and “Living forms of visual data: bodies, identities and interaction” (Emmison/Smith 2007:

v).
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of sequential analysis methods—which are conventional for evaluating verbal data—for

the integrated analysis of visual and verbal data.

So what does data integration mean? Integration describes the methodical and

systematic process in which distinct data are related to one another and during which

researchers generate additional findings. All data are considered tantamount in this

regard, helping to answer the same research question(s). The data integration process

serves to address the epistemological and practical implications of a research approach

that uses diverse data.Therefore, the processmust be designed so as to take into consid-

eration themethodological characteristics of the different data types (seeMoran-Ellis et

al. 2006: 51 et seq., 56; Cronin et al. 2008: 584; see Marguin et al. in this handbook).

Two basic integration strategies can be differentiated from one another: the analytic

and the interpretive (see Moran-Ellis et al. 2006).They differ in terms of where integra-

tion takes place in the research process. If the researchers opt for analytic integration (also

known as data-based integration), then the data are integrated during the analysis stage.

This can take place in different ways: Either the data are analyzed using different meth-

ods, but addressing consistent analytical research questions or pursuing consistent top-

ics, or the diverse data are analyzed using the samemethod,while ensuring that the spe-

cificqualities of thedata arenot lost (seeMoran-Ellis et al. 2006: 54 et seq.; Kuckartz 2017:

172). In the case of interpretive integration (also known as result-based integration), the data

are evaluated using customized methods in line with their specific paradigms.The data

are merged afterward when interpreting the findings (see Moran-Ellis et al. 2006: 55;

Kuckartz 2017: 169 et seq.).

If the researchers opt for a data integration strategy that envisions different analysis

methods for different data, any combination of data (types) is conceivable in principle. In

contrast, analytic integration using one method for all data has limitations and cannot

be applied practically to answer any research question: If, for example, analyzing pho-

tographs or works of art is advisable to answer a research question and there are also

text documents available whose sequential analysis appears useful, then using a stan-

dardized analysis method is neither possible nor effective.

4 Integrating visual and verbal data

How can data be integrated in the research process? The next section discusses how to

create researchdesigns that allow for themethodologically adequate integrationof visual

and verbal data.

Thedefinitions for verbal andvisual dataprovidedabove establish that data are either

verbal or visual.However, a closer look reveals that it is not always possible to assign data

to such a binary categorical schema. Different data types do not always exist separately

and independently from one another. In fact, visual and verbal data can be intertwined

with one another to different extents. This influences which integration strategy is se-

lected.Therefore, I have decided not to structure the data integration options according

to the two basic strategies—analytic and interpretive integration—but rather to use the

data types and how they are interconnected as a guide (see Fig. 1).
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Fig. 1: The interconnectedness of visual and verbal data—the connection between

data(sets) has implications for the selection of an integration strategy. | © Anna

Juliane Heinrich and Julian Kaiser

4.1 Integrating separate visual and verbal data

Visual and verbal data can be generated separately or collected independently of one an-

other. For example, they could include interview protocols, newspaper articles, aerial

images, and photographs for a specific research topic (see Fig. 1). In this case, the re-

searchers could decide to use both interpretive and analytic data integration. The most

common practice is to use the interpretive data integrationmethod as it makes it possi-

ble to employ established analysis methods and support software. However, on a critical

note, interpretive integration is frequently rather unsystematic anddoesnot follow strict

rules.
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Castillo Ulloa and Schwerer provide detailed guidelines for one possible interpretive

integration option (in this handbook). Based on their description of the qualitative meta-

analysis, the authors explain the steps and goals of the synthesis process: First, it is nec-

essary to abstract the keymessages little by little from the individual analyses taking into

account theunderlying theoretical concepts and todocument this process systematically.

Basedondifferent comparison strategies, thefindings are related to one another to iden-

tify similarities, differences, and correlations.The research questions serve as a guide in

this regard. Although the authors do not work with different types of data in their ex-

ample, their approach can also be applied to the integration of visual and verbal data as

they explicitly refer to the possibility of multimedia synthesis. Finally Castillo Ulloa and

Schwerer address a further aspect that is relevant to the integration of separate data:

the necessity to reflect on the contexts in which naturally occurring data are generated.

Specifically, they work with profiles that describe the publications used with regard to

the type and time of publication, as well as the disciplinary backgrounds of the authors.

This information is incorporated into the interpretation.

Sommer and Bembnista propose an innovative approach for analytic integration

with the multimodal discourse analysis (in this handbook). The authors have developed a

complex research approach with which to analyze multimodal discourses: that is to say,

discursive practices for which, apart from (written) language, images or artifacts are

also relevant. Essentially, the approach is based on various coding methods. In order

to take into account the methodological characteristics of the visual data, the authors

combine the coding methods with the socio-semiotic image analysis. They develop

guiding questions that can be used to describe the images. This image analysis serves

as the basis for coding the visual material. As a result, verbal and visual data can be

analyzed in accordance with their respective paradigms and integrated into codes (for a

concrete example of integrated coding, see Sommer/Bembnista in this handbook).This

deliberated intersection between grounded theory, sociological discourse analysis, and socio-

semiotic discourse analysis can be used as a template for developing your ownmethods.

4.2 Integrating interrelated visual and verbal data

Data can contain both visual and verbal components that relate to one another “in par-

allel” so to speak. Examples of this include different types of publications that contain

graphic and textual elements, such as scientific publications with diagrams or photos in

addition to text or plans with textual explanations in addition to the graphics (see Fig.

1). Because the individual authors related the visual and verbal information deliberately,

analytic integration is generally used in this case.

A popular means of integrating such data analytically is to use a text-based analysis

method (e.g., qualitative content analysis) and to apply this method to all of the data. In

this case, the graphic elements are either analyzed directly (e.g., coded) or “transformed”

first—in other words, ”translated” into text—to then analyze that text.

Of course, researchers ask themselves the fundamental question of whether using a

text-based analysis method is worth considering for their visual data or whether only an

image analysis method seems adequate for analyzing the graphic material. It is neces-

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839467343 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839467343
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


98 Exploring space: Theoretical and overarching methodological aspects of qualitative spatial research

sary to determine which qualities of the visual data are lost by transforming them into

text on a case-by-case basis (for a critical perspective, see Cronin et al. 2008: 574).

Another widespread analytic integration technique for such interrelated data is to

use a visual analysismethod to evaluate all of thedata, includingverbal data.Thismethod

is primarily selected if the share of visual data is significantly more and/or if the textual

information should be referenced geographicallywhen analyzing data inmaps.Marguin

et al. introduce an approach for this (in this handbook):They further develop the concept

of joint displays, which are used for the purpose of data integration in mixed methods

research, to create joint spatial displays, which they use to integrate heterogeneous data

within a spatial reference system. Specifically, the authors usemaps as an interface to in-

tegrate spatial and space-related data. Accordingly, the key step is to localize all of the

data on a map. In doing so, it is possible to compare the data in a visual, space-related

display format, thus revealing correlations (e.g., overlays, dependencies) that were not

apparent beforehand.

4.3 Integrating visual and verbal data from a shared initial context

Visual and verbal data can be generated simultaneously and interrelated with one an-

other. Examples of this include interview situations in which not only an audio file of

the conversation but also hand-drawn sketches of the interviewees are produced (see

Bentlin/Klepp in this handbook; see Fig. 1) or ethnographic observations that are doc-

umented in different forms—for example, in videos, field notes, and photographs (see

Wetzels in this handbook).

As a rule, both the analytic and interpretive data integration strategies are possible in

this case (for example, weighing the respective advantages and disadvantages: see Mil-

lion in this handbook). If the data are analyzed separately using different methods, con-

trasting the individual results is particularly important. Differences and similarities be-

tween the findings have to bemade productive while keeping inmind that the data orig-

inated from the same context (see Kogler 2018). Findings are condensed by combining

the data, but misinterpretations also come to light.

Cronin et al. (2008) developedananalytic integrationapproach that explicitly focuses

on the connections betweendifferent data, thusmaking it ideal for integratingdata orig-

inating from the same context.The method, which they refer to as “following a thread,”

consists of choosing phenomena that seem relevant from the separate data analyses and

using them to refine the subsequent analysis of all the data. In iterative analysis loops, a

data repertoire is created for each of these topics, comprising references to the individ-

ual topic fromall datasets.These data repertoires are then evaluated in detail (see Cronin

et al. 2008: 576).Thismakes it possible to determine the interplay between different data

and incorporate this aspect into the interpretation.

4.4 Integrating intertwined visual and verbal data

Visual and verbal data can be so closely intertwined that it is almost impossible to exam-

ine them separately.This is the case in urban analyses, for example, in which researchers

or participants transpose visual, acoustic, olfactory, and tactile stimuli into integrated
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datasets that work with graphic and textual elements (see chapter on Drawing and visu-

alizing in this handbook; see Fig. 1). In these instances, the transition between data col-

lection/generation, analysis, interpretation, and illustration for publications is fluid and

can hardly be differentiated, which is why a type of analytic integration is always used

here.

This interconnectednessposes a challenge for researchers and should alwaysbe taken

into consideration: Firstly, similar to the pointsmentioned above, it is necessary to verify

whether the data type and analysis method(s) are compatible. Contemplating the medi-

ality of the data is not enough in this regard; instead, it is necessary to take into account

further characteristics of the data. For example, the previously mentioned question on

whether the data are sequential or simultaneous is important. But the question ofwhere

the data came from, meaning who generated them and for what purpose, is extremely

relevant as well. For example, the representation techniques (e.g., camera perspective,

detail) are generally important dimensions when analyzing naturally occurring or par-

ticipant-generated images. Here, statements regarding staging practices should be col-

lected, for instance (see Sommer/Bembnista in this handbook). By contrast, these anal-

ysis dimensions appear questionable in the case of researcher-generated images since

the researchers decided on the representation techniques and media themselves (see

Pauwels 2011: 10).

Secondly, and this is especially relevant due to the interconnectedness of the steps,

researchers must ensure plausible intersubjectivity in their work. This is relevant both

during the research process among a team of researchers andwhen publishing the find-

ings. Various approaches are feasible in this respect:

Million (in this handbook) suggests producing what she refers to as a scientific source

text, in reference toBehnken/Zinnecker (2010).The source text contains precisely the sec-

tions of the datamaterial that should be used to answer the research question, as well as

their analysis and synthesis.Thedata are interpreted in a separate text.Thisdetaileddoc-

umentation can certainly be very helpful for managing data and analysis methods with

deliberation, but it is extremely time-consuming.

Pelger et al. (in this handbook) offer an alternative for integrating interconnected

data in a structured manner based on multi-scale mapping by defining process steps and

documenting intermediate results. The process is broken down into different synthesis

stages, and the results are presented in the form of integrated maps with “reading aids”

that help understand the different analysis steps. Although the simultaneous, non-lin-

ear representation on the map is used to synthesize findings, it is dissected to clearly

illustrate the process steps and intermediate results.

5 Conclusion: Developing a strategy to integrate different types of data

Combining visual and verbal data is not only common practice in spatial research, it is

also an adequate approach given the relational understanding of space. However, a re-

search project with diverse data can only be beneficial if a strategy for integrating differ-

ent data types is developed and implemented. It is essential for researchers to reflect on

the characteristics of the data to be integrated in a researchproject and the consequences
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this can and should have for the research process.The characteristics of the datamust be

captured and harnessed by the analysis method(s) in order to exploit the full potential of

the data and find an adequatemeans of dealing with themethodological particularities.

Against this backdrop, I have outlined and discussed different data integration ap-

proaches in my article. In closing, I would like to summarize the questions that are es-

pecially relevant when developing an integration strategy.These questions are intended

to serve as a guide for defining your own research designs:

• For (interdisciplinary) teams:What does the termdatamean for us, and canwe agree

on a common understanding of data?

• Which data do I need to answer my research question(s)?

• Are different types of data required to achieve the objective of the research project,

and if so, which types and why?

• Which characteristics do the data to be collected or generated have? In particular:

How interconnected are visual and verbal data?

• Whichmethodological particularities of the data types should be taken into account

in the research process?

• Which data integration strategy is adequate and practical for working with the data

given the methodology and content: analytic or interpretive integration?

• How can the data integration process be designed and communicated so as to ensure

intersubjectivity?

These questions are intended to encourage self-reflection and support a methodologi-

cally founded approach. This means continuously striking a balance between method-

ological requirements and practical considerations during the research process.The in-

dividual approach and decisions should be communicated and justified transparently in

the presentation of the results.

In the future, it will be necessary to address two major challenges that make it diffi-

cult to work with visual and verbal data beyond the methodological research questions:

First of all, data integration currently (still) represents a technical difficulty.There is soft-

ware that can be used to merge different data types. For example, aside from texts, im-

ages and video files can be imported into software programs for qualitative analyses.

However, to date, these programs only offer a few differentiated options for specifically

analyzing visual elements.Conversely, software solutions intended to analyze visual data

are not adequate tools for analyzing text. Second—and this point also applies to theme-

diality of the data and analysis results—there is a lack of publication channels that are

suited for publishing visual research findings.

Given the paucity of methodological recommendations and software solutions for

data integration, as well as the inadequate publication channels, creativity is required!

Integrating visual and verbal data calls for more scientific discourse andmeans enhanc-

ing our repertoire of methods and technical tools, as well as developing new formats for

proper discourse.
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Biographical-narrative interviews

Gunter Weidenhaus and Maria Norkus

Just like matters related to our way of life, a glimpse at our lives as a whole is closely

connected to spaces. It is not possible to live,plan,or recount our liveswithout answering

the question of “where?” Despite the fact that space is omnipresent across biographies,

studies that focus on space analytically and theoretically are still rare, although space

(generally as urban space) and spatial references (e.g., as a source of identity for Polish

immigrants) certainly played a key role in the early days of biographical research: namely,

in studies byThomas and Znaniecki (1958 [orig. 1918–1920]) and later within the Chicago

School of Urban Sociology.

However, as it was the case in a large share of the social sciences, space disappeared

again from the biographical research agenda. On the one hand, this was related to the

prevailing concept of seeing space solely as a container for the social without giving it

explanatory power (see Löw 2001). On the other hand, especially in Germany, one can

assume that the spatial rhetoric during the period ofNational Socialismmade it difficult

to address this issue explicitly.

Space reappeared as a prominent item on the agenda of the social sciences thanks to

the reflections of Henri Lefebvre (1991 [orig. 1974]) and later on in the wake of the “spa-

tial turn” (Bachmann-Medick 2006). It was only quite recently (Becker 2017; Weidenhaus

2015) that approaches emerged again in the field of biographical research that use space

and its reconstruction as a central research topic and introduce space as a dimension of

biographical research, and quite successfully at that as we will demonstrate below.

Within sociology, biographical research constitutes a research perspective that al-

lows many different topics to be addressed using various methodological techniques.

Within this research school, biographical-narrative interviews are a basic form of data

collection, which also imply certain methods of data analysis. The methodological con-

cepts of the sociology of space and biographical research are outlined belowwith a focus

on biographical-narrative interviews, followed by two possible approaches to combining

biographical-narrative interviews with spatial analyses.
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1 The basics: Narrative interviews, biographical research,
and spatial conception

In this section,we present the key concepts of the sociology of space and biographical re-

search with a focus on the biographical-narrative approach in order to prepare the con-

siderations on reconstructing space by means of this method.

1.1 Spatial theory

When investigating space itself in social sciences, it is first necessary to unfold the con-

cept of space in this context. If space is not to be regarded simply like an independent

variable within biographical research (as some earthly section in which biographies play

out), thenweneed a conception that understands space itself as a social construct.This is

decisive because space can certainly be conceptualized differently in the context of phys-

ical research.

The notion of space has three different connotations in everyday life and in science.

It either defines the distance between several points in the outside world (e.g., the table

is one meter wide), addresses social spatial constructs such as nations, or it is related to

prelinguistic, subjective perceptions of distance (e.g., a fear of heights).Thesedefinitions

can be used to differentiate between the terms physical and social space and between an

immediate perception of distance and an inner psychological space.

Physical space is understood as the product of an outside universe. A wide array of

measures serve to define distances in this space, whose incredibly complex characteris-

tics are described in physics. Based on their reference to the outside world, the accep-

tance or rejection of such assertions depend on these definitions as well. The sentence

“This apartment is 95 sqm big” is not refuted by the sentence “It seems smaller to me

though.”

Social constructions of space are fundamentally different.Their origin can be under-

stood, in reference toMartina Löw’s “TheSociology of Space” (2001), as the comparison of

different elements (synthesis) and as the positioning of those elements (spacing).The con-

stitution of a large number of social spaces—such as living rooms, homes, or nations—is

institutionalized, directly linked to meaning, and historically mutable. It is not possible

to reduce social definitions of space to physical definitions of space. For example, a place

is not necessarily part of my home, even if it is located in my home town.

Ultimately, the immediate and subjective perception of distance is studied primar-

ily in the field of perceptual psychology. This field also includes spatial definitions such

as the sensation of a frighteningly great height when stepping onto a three-meter div-

ing board at the swimming pool for the first time. As a rule, people overestimate verti-

cal distances in comparison to horizontal distances (Künnapas 1955). Our consciousness

generates immediate impressions of distances and the position of our own body, which

cannot be reduced to metric measurements.

Objectified definitions of distance impact social spaces: We move away from home

(social definition of space) because our new job is located 300 kilometers away (physical

definition of space).Therefore, the fact that spatial definitions with different references
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to theworld1 aremutually irreducible innowaymeans that they cannot influence one an-

other. However, it is important to note that such influences are anything but clear since

they depend on the social contexts: A passionate driver does not have to relocate at all

if they have a fast car and the infrastructure is developed enough. Exploring when and

which physical definitions of space can be empirically translated into socio-spatial con-

structs merits a separate research project in and of itself, which would have to take into

account the differentiation between the references to the world and thus the different

spatial terms at the conceptual level.

Within the context of spatial research using biographical-narrative interviews, the

concept of social space is obviously helpful since it is required to determine which socio-

spatial constructs are relevant for biographical processes andwhich spaces are produced

through people’s actions (e.g., setting up a home and thus creating it in the first place).2

Several basic considerations of a relational concept of socio-spatial construction are de-

scribed briefly below, based on the work of Martina Löw and Edward Casey:

According to this notion, spaces can be understood as relational arrangements of ob-

jects andpeople inplaces (Löw2001: 159 et seq.).As such,a space isnot apassive container

filled with something, but rather it is produced by the goods and living beings that be-

long to the space and by the spatial relationships in which these elements are arranged.

What matters is what subjects perceive as spatially constitutive and which meaningful

relationships are established between these elements.

The constitution of social spaces is a phenomenon that must be comprehended as

a structure formed by human action on the one hand and as human action formed by

structure on the other. This means spaces form a structure that exists objectively in the

outside world, and we adapt our actions to these given spaces. In general, acts of spa-

tial constitution are carried out in the practical consciousness (Löw 2001: 161). The fact

that they are usually not available in consciously articulable form primarily means one

thing for the social sciences: namely that scientists frequently rely on interpretative re-

construction work in order to reveal spatial constructs for the research process.

There is a conceptional difference between the terms space and place. Places are points

at which the living beings and goods relevant for a spatial construct are located, while a

space represents the complex formation produced from these goods and living beings

at locations, as well as their relational references (see Löw 2001: 198 et seqq.). Hence, it

is possible to imagine multiple spaces at one location because a positioned social good

or living being can be part of multiple spatial constructs. For example, the gas station

as a place can become a key location for youth culture, or it can be regarded as part of a

product chain or as a functionally specific place in a road network.

From a phenomenological point of view, constructs of place also feature several

special characteristics, which can be useful for connecting the sociology of space to

biographical research. Edward Casey (1996) argues that people gather experiences con-

cretely, meaning physically at places. From this perspective, places hold space and time

1 For a differentiation between communicative references to the world, see Habermas (1981).

2 A physical spatial referencewould ask onlywhere someonewas in the course of their life andwhen

withoutmaking the space an object of interest. Thus, it is only possible to study in the space instead

of studying the space itself.
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together and have a symbolic meaning. At the same time, places are produced by sub-

jects referencing them with the help of locations. Therefore, the reconstruction of such

localization processes represents (as demonstrated by Johannes Becker; see Section 3.1)

a possible connection between biographical research and the sociology of space.

These explanations are intended to illustrate that we are dealing with an almost in-

finite number of social spaces in the social world. In this sense, “space” exists solely as

a formally analytical term, but not in the form of an empirical entity that encompasses

everything. The spatial concept presented here is thought of relationally with regard to

the constitution of spaces. Such a formal-analytical concept can help reconstruct spatial

constitutions relevant to subjects, thusmaking it easier to understand their actions.This

is especially relevant because it can be assumed that different people and groups consti-

tute different spaces.

1.2 Basis for biographical research and biographical-narrative interviews

Biographical research is a long-standing discipline, not only within the social sciences

but also in many other academic fields, such as psychology, education sciences, and lit-

erary studies. Within sociology, this research method was first used in the US as part

of the Chicago School, after which it was quickly brought to Europe through diverse re-

search contacts,where itwas refinedconsiderably (Kohli 2013; Apitzsch/Inowlocki 2000).

In terms of its exact methodological design and purpose, biographical research has re-

mained quite diverse. Biographical analyses are carried out within ethnographies and

other qualitative research methods. Various data formats can be used, and the analy-

sis often focuses on subjective experiences. Biographies can also serve as starting points

for quantitative studies that explore patterns and structures in the life histories of large

groups. Over the last several decades, an intense debate has taken place regarding the

methodological design of biographical research in the social sciences, which led to its

establishment as a method (see Bentlin/Klepp in this handbook).

Belowwe focus on a specific type of data collection, the biographical-narrative inter-

view, and the associated approach of data analysis. Biographical-narrative interviews,

which take the narrative flow of the biography as the starting point of the analysis, have

been used in Germany for a long time and were expanded on methodologically by Fritz

Schütze (Schütze 1977, 1981).The interview process often has three steps: First, a genera-

tive starting question aimed at the personal experiences of the interviewee to stimulate

a narrative, which should not be interrupted.Then, follow-up questions can be asked in

reference towhat was said in order to prompt new narratives. Finally,what are called ex-

manent follow-up questions can be askedwith regard to aspects that were not addressed

in the interview but that are pivotal for the research question (Rosenthal 1995; Küsters

2006). The data can be analyzed using various techniques. One of the most common is

Fritz Schütze’s narrative analysis (1983), which first involves performing a textual analy-

sis of the individual cases and then consolidating all of the cases to create a theoretically

founded concept. In addition to this analytical technique,which is primarily aimedat the

subjective,methodshavebeendeveloped that aspire to linkobjective structureswith sub-

jective meanings (Fischer 1978; Fischer-Rosenthal/Rosenthal 1997). Rosenthal, for exam-

ple, connects the textual analysis of the narrated, subjective self-representation (narrated
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life) to the reconstruction of the life history (experienced life) in order to carry out a typifi-

cation (Rosenthal 1995). Furthermore, biographical-narrative interviews can be analyzed

bymeans of grounded theory (Dausien 1996) documentarymethods (Franz/Griese 2010),

sequential analyses (Soeffner/Hitzler 1994), or objective hermeneutics (Silkenbeumer/

Wernert 2010).

Against this backdrop,wewill nowpresent twopossibilities for combining biograph-

ical research in the social sciences with the sociology of space in the context of concrete

research projects and based on biographical-narrative interviews. Both approaches en-

deavor to make spatial constitutions the explicit object and not to simply understand

institutionalized spaces as distinct but pre-existing social contexts. Such a perspective

can certainly be worthwhile, for example, if it can be used to focus on the invalidation of

educational qualifications when crossing the border in the case of refugee biographies.

However, this generally does not imply a spatial-sociological perspective since the social

processes of constituting spaces are not addressed.

2 Spatial analyses

Spaces are a central figure in biographical narratives. Biographies occur in places, and

biographers localize themselves constantly in those places.Ultimately, space was the key

focus at the onset of biographical research in the context of the Chicago School, where the

city represented the thematic core and focus was placed on the study of the local and the

associated lines of conflict and upheavals (Fuchs-Heinritz 2005). Twomore recent stud-

ies also explicitly concentrate on the spatial in biographical-narrative analyses (Becker

2017; Weidenhaus 2015).We present both studies below in order to illustrate how the bi-

ographical-narrative method is used in spatial analyses.

JohannesBecker (2017) reconstructs biographical locations, thusperforming ananal-

ysis of special spaces (in this case, the Old City of Jerusalem) and their socio-historical

meanings. Gunter Weidenhaus (2015) reconstructs biographically relevant spatial con-

stitutions, that is to say “lebensraum,”3 thus obtaining a typology of the spatial “existing

in the world” in modern German society.Thus, the localization of biographies (Becker) and

reconstruction of lebensraum (Weidenhaus) represent two provenmethods that combine bi-

ographical-narrative interviews and the sociology of space systematically with awell-re-

flected methodology.

2.1 Biographical locations

Johannes Becker (2017) explores locations, especially at the level of experienced life his-

tories.The biographical-narrative interview forms the empirical basis for the analysis of

3 The term lebensraum is problematic due to its use and instrumentalization during the period of

National Socialism.We reject any naturalized conception of lebensraumas used in theNazi world-

view. In this context, the term refers to spaces that are relevant to an individual fromabiographical

perspective. The study can demonstrate that it is not possible to assume that these spaces have a

certain natural structure, but rather lebensraumcan only be understood appropriately as a cultural

product.
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such socially/processually conceived locations since it allows them to be assessed effec-

tively. Becker uses specific biographical locations within the Old City of Jerusalem as an

example for the significance of social spaces in the life history of its residents. In this

case, he distinguishes between places and locations in order to reconstruct the localiza-

tion process methodically from the biographical stories, which can both occur in places

and co-construct places.This socio-constructivist analysis conceives individuals as pow-

erful actors within socio-spatial structures on the one hand and as subjects localized by

discourses and politics on the other. From this perspective, locations are understood as

potentially changing and thus must be differentiated from the static concept of place.

In accordance with Edward Casey, places are understood as complex, multifaceted,

andmutable structures that, in addition to the purpose dictated by theirmateriality, are

constructedby the interpretations andactions of the actors (Becker 2019: 8–10).These ac-

tors are incorporated into afiguration and thus into specific power constellations that al-

low for and restrict actions.Therefore, places are negotiated under the auspices of power

and conflict, which also means that different discursive uses of places are available as a

result and thus can be found in parallel (ibid.: 11–20).

How the actors perceive spaces changes as a matter of course, especially as a result

of alterations in thematerial world itself but also due to the constantly changing percep-

tions of the actors.This is particularly important for reconstructing places and locations

based on biographical-narrative interviews as this aspect must be reflected in the analy-

sis. To understand how people describe spaces, it is necessary to take into consideration

both past experiences and current discursive spatial constructs.

The study by Becker combines participant observation with biographical-narrative

interviews. A two-step procedure is used to combine results from ethnography and bio-

graphical research, leading to a focus on specific, empirically derived, heuristic research

spaces, which can then be explored further to achieve theoretical saturation. The first,

relatively open collection phase is followed by a second focused phase, where the new

findings are transformed into a second spatial sample,which in turn is analyzed bymeans

of ethnography and narrative-biographical interviews.The first phase starts with a rela-

tively open research question and broad-based data collection. In the second phase, this

culminates in focused research spaces, inwhich biographies and their socio-spatial loca-

tions are explored further.Thismade it possible to demonstrate that locations change in

the course of life and that people localize themselves at different places within the same

research space. Thanks to biographical research, it is then possible to draw conclusions

about the individual biographical self-presentationwith regard to places.Thus, it is pos-

sible to create typologies of “localization places” on the one hand and of “localization pro-

cesses” on the other. Types of localization places provide information about the location

itself and its creation, while localization processes say something about the stability of

locations and produce results, for example, with regard to an experienced expansion or

contraction.

2.2 Constructing lebensraum

Basedonbiographical-narrative interviews,GunterWeidenhaus (2015) reconstructs var-

ious spatial modes of “existing in the world.”The guiding categories with regard to con-
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structing spaces are (a) the levels at which biographically relevant spaces exist, (b) the re-

lationship of these spaces within a biographical narrative, (c) the constituting practices

of the individual spaces.

In terms of the methodology, it is first important to note that an immense range of

spaces arementioned in a biographical narrative.We can virtually never tell a storywith-

out addressing the “where” of our experiences. However, not all of these spaces are bio-

graphically relevant,whichmeans that not every spacementioned in an interview has to

be reconstructed.

When reconstructing individual spaces, two questions are particularly expedient:

first thequestionofwhichgoodsand livingbeingsare included in the spatial constitution

(synthesis), and then the question of what concrete biographical meaning this space has

specifically. Is, for example, a certain city important for the biography because a long-

standing group of friends lives there or because potential employers are located there?

Theanswers to thesequestions reveal informationabout the appropriation (or to bemore

precise, about the assimilation strategy) of these spaces.Based on the reconstruction of the

synthesiswork or the assimilation strategy, it is nowpossible to determine the biograph-

ical significance.

If all biographically relevant spaces of a certain case are regarded at once, this results

in the lebensraum: a unique pattern of spaces that can exist at the same or at different lev-

els. In the case of spatial constructs at the same level, it is necessary to ask whether the

functions of these spaces are similar or different for the biography. If they are similar

(e.g., Hamburg and Berlin as potential places for personal artistic projects), it can be as-

sumed that these places are compared and hierarchized by the narrators themselves. In

the case of different functions (e.g., Hamburg as home and Berlin as a springboard for

the career), the spatial constructs tend to be complementary. If the spaces exist at dif-

ferent levels, it can be assumed that biographically relevant spaces form such a comple-

mentary structure (since home and nationwill have differentmeanings in the biography

even if both constitutions are highly relevant).

This method is appropriate for the construction of ideal types, which Weidenhaus

(2015, 2023) did as an example for modern German society in an exploratory research

project to generate hypotheses (for empirical examples from Kenia see Weidenhaus/

Mock 2022; Weidenhaus/Korte 2022). He developed three ideal types of lebensraum

constitutions that differ from one another fundamentally.The classic-modernmode can

be regarded as a concentric lebensraum constitution. Positioned around the home as the

center of life, further spaces aremade biographically relevant, such as the neighborhood,

the city, the home region, and the nation. In the case of concentric types, all of these

spaces exist at different levels and therefore have different meanings for an individual’s

life. A relocation always necessitates establishing a new home and is therefore deliber-

ated at great length.This indicates a correlation that is easy to prove empirically: People

with a concentric lebensraum constitution consistently constitute the historicity of their

lives linearly, meaning they plan their future. Therefore, we can call this a concentric-

linear space-time type.

The second form of biographical spatial construction can be referred to as network-

like.Themost striking characteristic is that a home is not mentioned in these cases.The

place where the individual’s bed is located remains largely irrelevant from a biographi-
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cal standpoint. Relevant living spaces can be found exclusively at the level of cities and

neighborhoods,which are assimilated primarily based on their atmospheres and the as-

sociated scenes represented there. These urban spaces are constituted by means of un-

specific options that are offered there. In these cases, it is possible to observe a height-

ened relevance of post-traditional forms of community building in scenes (Hitzler et al.

2001). Over time, a network of interconnected, relevant living spaces is created at the

level of cities and neighborhoods, which are compared with one another and hierar-

chized (does London or Berlin offer better options?). The network-like spatial structure

of this rather post-modern type correlates to an episodic temporal structure that leaves

the past, present, and future of an individual’s life largely unconnected and allows for a

biographical change of course depending on the options available.

A third form of lebensraum constitution can be referred to as insular. It is more com-

monamongpeoplewitha lower socio-economic status and is frequently observed in con-

nection with long-term unemployment or precarious employment. In these cases, the

lebensraum generally consists of only the individual’s home, which is separated by clear

border constructs from what is perceived as a hostile outside world. This type of lebens-

raum constitution is always related to a type of biography that essentially postulates an

eternal present,which is why this can be called an insular, eternally present biographical

space-time.

3 Conclusion: Complementary approaches

We have demonstrated how space can be explored as a key category of the social using

biographical-narrative interviews.Biographical-narrativemethodsofferpossibilities for

analyzing spaces, but also has limits. This applies with regard to the focus of the analy-

sis as not every space can be studied by means of biographical-narrative interviews.The

studies selected as examples illustrated how space can be analyzed based on biographi-

cal-narrative interviews.The biographical reconstruction serves as the key point under-

lying the spatial analysis and to which the selected spatial concepts are connected.Wei-

denhaus (2015) used this biographical approach to determine how people exist spatially

in the world, which spaces are relevant within an individual’s life, and how those spaces

are constituted. However, biographical-narrative interviews can also be used to analyze

biographical localization processes and thus to identify different references to places. As

Becker demonstrated, they can be used—in connection with ethnographic method—for

spatial analyses and for emphasizing the subjective reference to spaces.

In contrast to themethod proposed by GunterWeidenhaus, the approach developed

by Johannes Becker (2017) allows for amethodical preselection of research spaces (in this

case, the Old City of Jerusalem) in which one can search empirically for locations and

then determine their biographical significance for different cases. In doing so, it is pos-

sible tomake assertions about the various typical meanings these locations have for spe-

cific groups of the population in order to better understand space in terms of its social

relevance and, for example, to estimate the potential for conflict resulting from certain

urban transformations (e.g., tearing down a symbolically relevant building).

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839467343 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839467343
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


Weidenhaus/Norkus: Biographical-narrative interviews 113

By contrast, Weidenhaus inquires into the manner in which people position them-

selves in the world spatially in the context of their subjectivity. The biographical spatial

constructs are interpreted as answers to the challenges of life and have the potential to

diagnose the present by applying a historical perspective. If the classic concentric-linear

lifestylemodel of themodern remainshegemonicwith its normative implications—such

as long-term, rational life planning and centering (family) life around a home—it can

be assumed that the subjects are put under pressure internally. Network-like, episodic

models are rewarded with a more flexible working world, while a retreat to an insular,

eternally present lifestyle is suggested as a result of exclusion.

Both approaches appear suitable for effectively combining spatial and biographical

research and for producing relevant findings depending on the topic of interest. More-

over, the questions of experienced locations according toBecker andways of constituting

lebensraum according toWeidenhaus can be seen as complementary and can certainly be

addressed in unison.
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Using visual-biographical interviews to analyze learning

and spatial experiences

Felix Bentlin and Sarah Klepp

As part of life-long learning and experience processes, humans come into contact with

built space and their socio-spatial environment. In educational research, however, the

planning, building, and designing of spaces is a surprisingly neglected and compara-

tively undeveloped area, especially from the perspective of the learners. Nevertheless,

it is possible to employ research questions,methods, and findings from the field of built

environment education using an inter- and transdisciplinary approach, thus offering re-

ciprocal points of reference between spatial sciences and educational research. Starting

from an integrated understanding of space (Löw 2001), forms of (spatial) appropriation

(Deinet/Reutlinger 2004) and self-efficacy (Bandura 1997) are also inherent components

of the spatial design disciplines: acting autonomously and being creative in one’s own

environment. Understanding how built environment skills and knowledge are acquired

is not just necessary for training architects, planners, and urban designers. The influ-

ence of different lifeworlds on the learning and educational process is highly relevant for

all educational biographies, especially given the interdependency between educational

success and social background: How does the creation of spatial contexts impact learn-

ing? What role does learning play in and about the space? How are learning processes

initiated or restricted in terms of shaping the environment? Therefore, we regard bi-

ographical learning processes as an interplay between various educational settings, as

well as educational and learning environments, in one’s life history. As such, we focus

our research on spatial references and the significance of different informal and formal

educational settings.Based on the everyday lifeworlds of young people,we illustrate how

numerous educational opportunities and biographical learning experiences in Baukultur

can be described and analyzed in different learning spaces.

Our everyday experiences are interconnected to such an extent that a specialmethod

is required to identify spatial references in biographically relevant moments and pro-

cesses of a learning path. The method presented here is used to provide an overview of

individual learning biographies from a disciplinary perspective: In addition to the insti-

tutional acquisition of knowledge and skills, informal appropriation and learning pro-

cesses are also taken into account with regard to multidimensional empirical aspects.

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839467343 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839467343
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


116 Conversing and storytelling

Below we describe how visual survey techniques can help us to stimulate and classify

narratives from different spatial settings and to better understand learning processes.

To introduce the approach,we first outline a conceptual framework and then explain the

methodological principles. Afterward, we present themethod as a combined qualitative

and visual technique anddescribe how to use it based on a case study. In accordancewith

visual elicitation techniques, such as graphic elicitation techniques (Bagnoli 2009; Crilly et

al. 2006), we refer to themethod we have developed here as the life events approach. Be-

yond the context of Baukultur, this approach facilitates access to educational-biographi-

cal narratives and shows how people acquire and potentially expand personal skills and

exploit spheres of activity by engaging actively with their environment. This, in turn,

shows how learning about and in the space unfolds. Visualizing and describing indi-

vidual learning spaces and learning worlds provides insight into complex learning bi-

ographies,documentsmultidimensional lines of development in the learning and exper-

imenting process, and evaluates these in relation to space.By reconstructing the subject,

it is possible to retrace the learning experiences and individual educational requirements

in termsof their biographical relevanceand todepict variousdimensionsofparticipation

in the built space.This results in a themed and space-based learningmatrix representing

the embedded processes and frameworks for action of the subjective spatial constitution

at the interface between lebensraum1 and learning biography.

1 Reconstructing biographical narratives along the graphical timeline

We obtained significant insights into inter- and transdisciplinary research on built en-

vironment education in a long-term collaborative project between education and urban

scholars.2 As part of this partnership,we used biographical narratives as amethodologi-

cal tool to generate findings about built environment learning.3Wedefine built environ-

ment learning as the creative engagement of the subjectwith their socio-spatial environ-

ment and the built space. Accordingly, we analyze biography—in the sense of a recon-

struction of lived experiences (see Ecarius 2008)—based on narrated experiences in the

described lifeworld.The biographical perspective of learning and educational processes

allows for an analytical approach that “understands these [processes] not as separate en-

tities butwithin the temporally structured context and in relation to other life history ex-

periences and processes, as well as their arrangement,which can be reconstructed in the

1 For a more detailed explanation see footnote 3 in Weidenhaus and Norkus in this handbook.

2 The starting point for this article was a three-year study on built environment learning in Germany

and Austria carried out by Technische Universität Berlin, the University of Siegen, and theWüsten-

rot Stiftung foundation under the leadership of Prof. Dr.-Ing. Angela Million (TU Berlin, Depart-

ment of Urbanism and Habitat) and Prof. Dr. Thomas Coelen (University of Siegen, specialized in

socialization, youth education, and life course research).

3 The study involved 44 interviews with young people between the ages of 8 and 18 years old. A

comprehensive documentation of this study can be found in themonography published by Angela

Million, Thomas Coelen, Felix Bentlin, Sarah Klepp, and Christine Zinke titled Educational Institu-

tions and Learning Environments in Baukultur.Moments and Processes in Built Environment Education for

Children and Young People (Million et al. 2019).
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biographical material” (Ruokonen-Engler 2018: 441, own translation). Combining visual

andnarrativemethods results in an approach to biographical research that represents an

alternative to narrative-focused research methods.The central object of investigation is

significant for this interdisciplinary approach:The biographical narrative and biograph-

ical space areunited andvisualizedbyusing the life course as a graphical communication

element (Lackner-Pilch/Pusterhofer 2005: 182 et seqq.).

Togetherwith the learners,we concentrate on life experiences and life events that can

at the same time serve to shape their identities (Ecarius 2008).They are recounted in the

course of qualitative interviews, combined with visual survey techniques, and arrange

chronologically according to the biographical narrative. Here, the representation aims to

differentiate between the different biographical characteristics in terms of their spatial

educational settings and subjective learning processes based on socialization spaces in

what we refer to as a life course: In the empirical material we collected, we find the fam-

ily as an educational environment, daycare and school as learning spaces, leisure time,

peers, andmedia as learningworlds, and social space (Million et al. 2019: 26 et seqq.).We

use the biographical timelinewithin structured interviews as a graphical guide and stim-

ulus in order to encourage the respondents to fill in any gaps in their memories. At the

same time, the timeline serves as a structural element for thedialogue,which canbeused

to categorize and arrange life events both visually and narratively in order to address the

space-related aspects of subjectively relevant experiences in the biography. Within this

biographical space, we illustrate the experiences young people have with architecture and

space.This approach facilitates low-threshold access to biographical experiences by not

only focusing on the verbal exchange and the individual being interviewed but also by

adding visual aspects to the dialogue that can provide new impetus. As a result, it is pos-

sible to elicit aspects that are difficult to verbalize, such as everyday experiences, emo-

tions, or implicit knowledge.

1.1 Educational-biographical spatial research:

Theoretical and methodological basis

Assessing the relationships between lebensraum and educational biography requires an

inter- and transdisciplinary exploration, aswell as a biographical perspective of learning

and appropriation processes. In the field of educational-biographical spatial research

(see, among others, Bertels/Herlyn 1990; Meusburger 1998), we adopt a socio-spatial

perspective that takes into account both the pedagogical level of biographical learning

and—as in our example—the architectural and space-related experiential level (Kogler

2017: 2 et seqq.). In general, we make use of research methods from the spatial sciences

in order to uncover references and interfaces to other areas of education (Million et al.

2019: 16 et seqq.). Biographical-analytical approaches, as well as theoretical approaches

to education and learning, can be found in a wide range of different disciplines; never-

theless, there have been attempts to determine the nature of the relationship between

educational and learning processes (Ruokonen-Engler 2018: 441; also see Marotzki 1990;

Ecarius 2006).
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1.2 Biography and space as social constructs

At first glance, biography and learning are traditionally central fields of research in ed-

ucational studies (Ecarius 2006: 92 et seq.). We intend to use both concepts here as the

starting point for examining biographical dimensions of built environment learning and

for expanding the socio-spatial analytical category of space as defined by Martina Löw

(Löw 2001). Thus, our thematic focus on built environment education and learning im-

plies a dual approximation to definitions.One attempt at defining the termunderstands

built environment education as “self-constructed built environment knowledge, skills,

and aptitudes […] aimed at raising awareness for an architecture surrounding and ap-

propriated by people and at examining built space” (Reiterer 2017: 137, own translation).

Similar to how this applies to sociological approaches, biographical research in edu-

cational studies understands the concept of biography as a social construct that can both

be constituted by the dialectical relationship between experience, memory, and narra-

tive and reconstructed by the dialectical relationship between the individual and soci-

ety (Rosenthal 1995; Völter et al. 2005: 10). Against this backdrop, the biographical-ana-

lytical approach strives to reconstruct “patterns of individual structuring and process-

ing of experiences in social contexts” (ibid.: 7 et seq., own translation), which always re-

fer to underlying societal and social conditions. Even though the biographical-theoret-

ical premises resemble one another, the perspectives in educational studies focus more

on the learning experiences and educational and socialization processes of the subject

(Ecarius 2018: l66) compared to sociological biographical research (see Rosenthal 1995).

Biographical-analytical educational research, for example, uses biographicalmethods to

reconstruct “individual and collective learning and educational processes” in both formal

and non-formal (educational) settings (Ruokonen-Engler 2018: 440, own translation).

First and foremost,biographydescribes “[t]hearrangementof times,experiences,and

social circumstances in one’s own life” and can therefore be considered a process of ap-

propriation (Böhnisch/Schröer 2010, own translation). This thinking is discussed and

propagated in research using the socio-spatial concept of biographical space. The “aspect

of a learning and educational space” structures and outlines experiences, while at the

same timemaking them compatible (Lackner-Pilch/Pusterhofer 2005: 282 et seqq., own

translation). In contrast to the subject-oriented educational theory ofWinfriedMarotzki

(1990), Jutta Ecarius (2006, 2008) differentiates between learning and educational pro-

cesses. She deems “narrated experiences” as learning (Ecarius 2008, 2018: l69, own trans-

lation). Learning, according to Ecarius, “is then no longer just reflexive or conscious but

rather gradual or delayed” (ibid., own translation). Thus, the analysis of biographically

relevant learning processes requires to a much greater extent the reconstruction of so-

cial interactions and contexts (Ecarius 2006: 98 et seqq.). In this context, the “manner

in which the social world, spatial arrangements, and key attachment figures are per-

ceived and the experiences that result from them,which are likewise emotionally biased,

[…] is of fundamental importance” (Ecarius 2008: 104, own translation). In connection

with biography and built environment learning, we are interested in learning experi-

ences that are biographically significant in retrospect; that is to say,we use thememory-

based narrative style of young people to gain access to subjective learning experiences.

As part of their actions and experiences in connection with the built environment in di-
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verse learning and educational spaces, children and young people appropriate individ-

ual knowledge and skills, expand their own competences and spheres of action, and train

biographical orientations that can be evaluated empirically with the concept of (spatial)

appropriation as developed by Ulrich Deinet and Christian Reutlinger (2004, 2014: 11 et

seqq; see also Kogler 2017, 2018). Consequently, people collect (built environment) learn-

ing experiences in varying formal and non-formal settings, with space representing a

fundamental commonality as a multifaceted learning and educational space.

2 Combined qualitative-visual techniques

In empirical biographical research, interviews represent a standard data collection tool,

used to generate contexts of experiences in particular bymeans of verbal communication

based on the biographical-narrative approach (Schütze 1983; seeWeidenhaus/Norkus in

this handbook). In terms of our research topic, as well as the narrative elements of our

data collection, we use the principle of the (partially structured) guided interview (see

Thierbach in this handbook) as a guide, contrary to standard practice in biographical re-

search. This allows for a thematic focus on built environment learning experiences. At

the same time, this approach offers possibilities for an open narration of biographically

relevant experiences. We believe that the advantage of using guided interviews is that

the researcher deliberately asks as few open questions as possible with a reference to the

subject and thebiography (seeFig.2). In addition,wewere facedwith themethodological

challenge of finding an appropriate method for assessing different levels of experience:

This includes the practice-oriented dimension of building, as well as the young people’s

perceptions of architecture and space.

2.1 Combining visual and verbal survey methods: Participatory guided

interviews and graphic elicitation techniques

It is not just difficult for young people to verbalize everyday experiences or implicit

knowledge.Our daily experience ismade of amultiplicity of dimensions, “which include

the visual and the sensory, and which are worthy of investigation but cannot always be

easily expressed in words, since not all knowledge is reducible to language” (Bagnoli

2009: 547). When choosing their survey method, researchers who work qualitatively

with children and young people are therefore presented with the challenge of selecting

an approach that conceives young people as subjects and competent actors in their life-

world and, ideally, includes them as participants in the research process (see Million in

this handbook). Classic data collection methods quickly reach their limits here, such as

narrative interviews in biographical research. Guided interviews are also usually based

entirely on narrative elements. Verbal survey methods require certain powers of recol-

lection on the one hand and good storytelling skills on the other. Furthermore, visual

means of expression allow for not only low-threshold access but also the development of

various levels of experience (Bagnoli 2009: 547 et seqq.).
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2.2 Graphic elicitation techniques

Visual survey methods can serve as a methodological tool for stimulating stories about

biographical experiences, implicit knowledge and skills, and personal competences or

emotional experiences (Lobinger/Mengis 2018: 3). Various visual elicitation techniques

exist that make use of different kinds of visual elements: including, for example, maps,

drawings, or photographs (Crilly et al. 2006: 341; see Dobrusskin et al. in this handbook).

Visual elicitation techniques can vary in terms of the origin or production of the visual

material (Lobinger/Mengis 2018: 3 et seq.; Pauwels 2012):The researchers or participants

can incorporate this material into the conversation, or graphical elements can be devel-

oped in the course of the conversation (Crilly et al. 2006: 342).

In the field of graphic elicitation techniques, diagrams and drawings are also integrated

into the research process as visual stimuli in the context of qualitative interviews (ibid.).

InEnglish-language research, timelines are used in interviews as graphic elicitation tech-

niques in order to encourage young people to reflect on biographically significant events

in their past, present, and future (Bagnoli 2009: 560). While “already existing visual arti-

facts” are used more frequently in photo elicitation (Lobinger/Mengis 2018: 3, own trans-

lation, emphasis in original), visual material produced by the respondents themselves

has been used to date to create a stimulus for the timeline (Crilly et al. 2006: 342).These

participant-produced visuals are also conceivable “in the form of co-production with the

involvement of researchers and participants,” which in turn entail “different degrees of

involvement”of the interviewees (Lobinger/Mengis 2018: 3 et seq.,own translation).Sim-

ilar to children’s drawings, timelines can serve to stimulate conversation, thus helping to

encourage narrations about biographical experiences. The participant-produced time-

line can act as a memory-aid to help remember certain biographical details or verbalize

subjective experiences (Bagnoli 2009: 549 et seqq.).

3 Triangulating methods, collecting data, and performing analysis:
From the biographical timeline to the space-based life-events approach

Wediscuss the application of the biographical timeline as an example below: a variant of

the timeline developed by Bagnoli (2009) adapted to our research that we used as part of

the study “Learning in Built Environment Education” as a complementary method and

refined to create the life-events approach. In this case, further biographical observations

and linkswith emotional events play a role thatmust not beunderestimated: After all, the

life-events approach not only reconstructs direct and indirect learning and experience

processes but alsomakes it possible tounderstandascriptions ofmeaningandemotional

connections.

3.1 Applying this approach

A timeline printout, colored pencils, and Post-its are prepared for the interview.The in-

terview is recordedusing a voice recorder.During the interviewprocess, the respondents

create a life-events line themselves or in collaboration with the researchers. The time-
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line is a horizontal arrow; at the start of the interview, the current age of the interviewee

is entered at the end of the arrow (see Fig. 2). During the interview, the interviewer or

respondent elicits experiences on Post-its; that is to say, they collect memories, teasing

out diverse moments and events from the respondent. Milestones represent especially

prominent events here, which the respondent marks as particularly important built en-

vironment memories in the interview. In order to gain a comprehensive understanding

of the educational background, both individual and institutionalized learning processes

are collected together.

3.1.1 Terms and approaches

The interview is conducted based on general terms from the discipline being studied,

such as building, planning, and designing from architecture. The topics are developed

continuously by means of the verbal questions and corresponding specifications about

the subject and adapted situationally to the individual stories of the respondent (see Fig.

2). In order to help the participants find the answers, references to the subject are used:

an appropriate interview setting characteristic of the location together with descriptive

questions and associations. Indirect experiences of built environment teaching formats

and retrospective built environment learning experiences are explored by means of fol-

low-up questions as to whether the contents can be processed biographically somehow

or show connections to other lifeworlds.

Fig. 1:The phases and products of the method can be divided into the data collection phase (life-events collec-

tion, transcript) and the assignment phase (learningmatrix. | ©Felix Bentlin and Sarah Klepp)
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Fig. 2:The reconstructedmock-ups for conducting the interviews show the individual steps of

co-producing the visual material. | ©Felix Bentlin and Sarah Klepp
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With the help of these two steps in the interview, new stimuli for conversation are

constantly being introduced to acquire information about the young people’s under-

standing of architecture and space.

3.1.2 Data collection on the timeline and assignment in the matrix

Thesurvey takes place in two phases: the data collection phase and the assignment phase

(see Fig. 1). In order to create the timeline, the following steps are carried out in the data

collection phase (see Fig. 2), which should not be understood as a sequence of analyti-

cal steps but rather as partially parallel, interlocking, and iterative strands of data col-

lection. In the interview, events are first collected and sorted together on Post-it notes.

These events are then described in detail and characterized. Using targeted follow-up

questions, the events are analyzed to determine their significance for the individual’s

everyday life. As soon as the life-events collection is considered complete, particularly

important events are marked with a sticker. Afterward, the life events are fixed on the

timeline.

In the second phase, the final collection of life events is transferred digitally to a

matrix of five socialization areas developed by us (see Section 1). A standard hierarchy,

color-coded styles, and formal codingmake it possible to compare the different surveys.

Figures 3 and 4 illustrate how the selected graphic language is coded using both colors

and symbols. The different color categories are assigned to the physical educational in-

stitutions and learning or educational environments that were found. In this case, ed-

ucational settings—such as childcare centers and schools, along with leisure time and

friends—are grouped together in one color category. The symbols designate moments

and processes of built environment experiences, as well as biographical milestones.The

latter represent events that denote particularly important built environment memories

for the children and young people in the interviews.

At the same time, the chronological visualization is presented as a schematic dia-

gramof life events. Because this order is based onmemories, it comprises only rough es-

timates of the periods of time in some instances. It is important to assign the events and

processes as best possible. The temporal units are only collected schematically for each

year, which means the events need not be entered for precise months. Periods of time

ranging from early childhood to adolescence are indicated, frequently includingmemo-

ries as early as the age of six.The matrix is created with a detailed account of all events,

while a second abbreviated matrix is created in parallel for the purpose of a compara-

tive overview.The block graphics (see Fig. 4) represent the diverse range of experiences

related to the built environment.
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Fig. 3: Detailed learningmatrix:The three examples show the subjective learning path within the five social-

ization and learning spaces (Million et al. 2019: 166).
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Fig. 4: Abbreviated learningmatrix:The summarymakes it possible to compare and obtain an overview of

the learning paths of a certain group (Million et al. 2019: 86).
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In this step of the digital styling, the life events are transferred to the timeline as

moments (point) or processes (line).Multiplemoments and events are related to one an-

other across extended periods of time although this link is not expressed or arranged as

such by the interviewees (point-line-point).The association to the areas of socialization

are identified by the details and descriptions in the collection of life events. In addition,

only the descriptions of the actions are filtered out as activities. All life events are then

organized horizontally and listed vertically, thus linking together various life events and

processes, which are related to one another.

The (co-)production of visual material serves both as a thought-structuring element

and as a memory-aid for the verbal narration of the respondents. The respondents and

interviewers can refer to the experiences collected on the timeline at any time, which

makes it possible to visualize or ask about details in the narration. This procedure

demonstrates how both visual and text-based materials resulting from the interviews

are interrelated and therefore analyzed as one unit (Lobinger/Mengis 2018: 11 et seq.;

Bagnoli 2009: 567).

3.2 Analysis and interpretation

This approach first entails the manual collection of life events, second the creation of the

digital learningmatrix, and third the recording and transcription of the interview. To in-

tegrate the narrative and visual data, it is practical to use a comparative triangulation

method when analyzing the empirical material (see both Heinrich and Million in this

handbook).With the help of theMAXQDA software, the transcribed interviewswere an-

alyzedandcoded inductively,ensuring thegreatest possible opennessbasedonaqualita-

tive content analysis to structure the content (Kuckartz 2014).The interpretation focuses

on the biographical experiences with planning, building, architecture, and space men-

tioned during the interview in the broadest sense.Here the respondents describe spatial

experiences, important attachment figures, and details about the narrated (built envi-

ronment) activities. Key criteria for the reconstructive analysis of the interview include:

• Form and perspective of the experiences (reference to social and lifeworld-related

dimensions of experiences, such as mentioned attachment figures)

• Form of the activities and level of detail of the descriptions (reference to level of in-

volvement)

• Description of a personal or observed action (reference to active or passive partici-

pation, as well as level of self-efficacy)

Key starting points for analyzing the collection of life events include:

• Positioning and temporal arrangement of the life events (as reference to the distinc-

tion between a long-term process and amomentary event)

• Striking or additional representationmethods, such as symbols, drawings, explana-

tions of events, or objects (as reference to biographically relevant experiences)
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Both the visualmaterial and the transcribed text are analyzedwith regard to thenarrated

experiences on the basis of the criteria listed above. The life events placed on the visual

material are first identified and evaluated manually in terms of their processuality. In

order to link the text to visual citations, the transcribed interviews are analyzed using

MAXQDA and then the code tree is complemented with visual material. In this way, the

coding in MAXQDA can be condensed with the results from the visual material and the

findings acquired fromboth sources canbemerged (Bagnoli 2009: 567 et seq.).The cross-

references between the analysis of the visualmaterial and the interview transcript enable

us to understand and categorize the narratives better; both data materials complement

and enrich one another.Moreover, the triangulation of the different data material helps

with the graphic preparation and translation of the timeline into a schematic diagram,

as well as with the digital stylization of life events, which also allows for cross-case com-

parisons (see Fig. 3 and 4).

An analysis of all life courses reveals both processual experiences and intermittent

recollections (Million et al. 2019: 83 et seqq.). Learning environments and educational in-

stitutions can be analyzed in terms of their biographical relevance and quality. For learn-

ing environments and educational institutions as a whole, but especially for the family

as an educational environment, the respondents describe the self-determined appropri-

ation, development, and use of these lifeworlds for both long-term experiences and in-

termittent recollections.

4 A reflection on methods: Between support and influence

By adding a visual and participatory survey environment, it is especially important to

question critically the influence of the researcher.When producing and interpreting the

visual material, researchers can influence the outcomes by providing indications or pre-

sorting material and can even prescribe mindsets. For example, “[t]ime may be subjec-

tively experienced in ways that are not linear and that do not easily rest within the pa-

rameters of amathematical progression” (Bagnoli 2009: 566 et seq.). An undesired result

would be a distraction or limitation due to a targeted stimulation in the interview set-

ting. But also a lack of confidence on the part of the respondents to formulate certain

points must be reflected. For example, the horizontal arrow can also be drawn by the re-

spondents, and the labels should at least be added collaboratively.Any individual ideas of

the respondents, such as marking multiple milestones or unusual stories, should be in-

tegrated as best possible.This demonstrates the ambivalence of the combined narrative-

visual approach: On the one hand, the method supports the subject, while on the other

hand, it poses a higher risk of being influenced.

At the same time, the translation of the biographical timeline and the transcript

into a schematic diagram and interpretation require a great deal of critical reflection.

Biographical milestones, moments, and learning processes reflect the diverse range

of memories that are mapped out by the co-productive reconstructive work between

researchers and respondents: experiences in the family environment, role models and

occupational profiles in the intimate social sphere, travel experiences, observations of

architecture and space, interest-specific fantasy worlds, and even digital worlds, such
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as blogs or gaming platforms. Especially outside of institutional education, there is a

variety of educational and learning environments in which children and young people

experience the built environment. Further correlations between learning and spatial

experiences are still to be discovered and explored.
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How to use guided interviews in spatial research

Cornelia Thierbach

Guided interviews are a frequently used and established survey method for collecting

verbal data in the social sciences (Flick 2004: 117; Kleemann et al. 2013: 208).They aim to

reconstruct subjective experiences, lifeworlds,motives for action, common theories, sit-

uational interpretations, attitudes, or social processes. However, interviewees can only

recount knowledge they can retrieve fromtheir discursive consciousness. In this context,

Löw andMarguin (2022: 113) write about their experience with qualitative interviews re-

garding space:

“People are virtually incapable of giving information about spaces when asked to do

so. […] Whether we are managers or travelers, cultural entrepreneurs or hairdressers,

spaces appear to inhabit an area of experience we know a great deal about in practical

terms, but this knowledge is hardly accessible to the discursive consciousness of the

layperson. This does not apply in the same measure to places that can be specifically

named.”

Thesame applies to routines and practices for the same reason.Even impressions, atmo-

spheres, and feelings are sometimes difficult to put intowords (Kaspar 2012: 104).There-

fore, guided interviews are only suited for studying spaces to a limited extent or have to

be given special consideration in the operationalization stage. Ultimately, only respon-

dents themselves can provide information on how they perceive, constitute, produce, or

appropriate spaces or their intentions when using spaces and the manner in which they

do so.Thus, guided interviews are also used in spatial research. For example, in the DFG

project Neighborhoods in the tourist trap?, stakeholders and residents were interviewed to

explorewhether and how the perceived quality of living has changed as a result of touris-

tic use, especially given the supply of Airbnb apartments (Müller et al. 2019). In contrast,

Kaspar (2012) used guided interviews to study the perception and use of city parks and

reconstructed how park visitors produce space. Chiu (2009), in turn,was able to identify

skateboarding as a means of appropriating and experiencing space based on interview

data.
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1 Classification and detailed description of the method

There is a wide range of different surveymethods,which are classified according to vari-

ous characteristics in the literature onmethods in the social sciences. Gläser and Laudel

(2010: 39 et seqq.), for example,distinguishbetween themethodsbasedon theirdegreeof

standardization as (fully) standardized (or structured) interviews, semi-standardized (or

semi-structured) interviews, and non-standardized (or unstructured) interviews. How-

ever, certain guidelines have to be taken into account for non-standardized interviews,

which is why this type of interview is further differentiated according to its structura-

tion:

• Narrative interviews are introduced by a complex question to which the interviewee

is supposed to respond with a long narration (e.g., her or his life story) (seeWeiden-

haus/Norkus in this handbook).The interviewer is allowed to ask follow-upquestions

only toward the end of the interview for clarification purposes.The narrator is there-

fore given the opportunity to develop the story asmuch as possible and to explain the

relevance.

• Open interviewsare characterizedbya set of predefined topics that are tobediscussed.

• Guided interviews,by contrast,aremore structuredandarebasedonaguide.Theguide

contains topics and questions to be discussed in every interview. However, the se-

quence and wording of the questions are not mandatory.The respondent is allowed

to answer freely.

It should be noted that special types of guided interviews have been developed. They

include focused interviews (Merton/Kendall 1946), problem-centered interviews (Witzel

2000), in-depth interviews (Bock 1992), and expert interviews (e.g., Gläser/Laudel 2010).

These types vary with regard to multiple aspects (such as their theoretical foundation),

they are each better suited for certain research questions, allow for different types of

questions and stimuli, target specific social groups (e.g., experts, elites, children), or

permit a certain number of narrators (individual interviews, couple and group inter-

views, or focus groups).Helfferich (2005: 24 et seqq.), for example, provides a descriptive

overview of the different types andwhat distinguishes them from one another. All forms

of guided interviews take into account the principles of qualitative social research,

especially openness, communication, processuality, and reflexivity (for more details,

see Helfferich 2005: 22; Misoch 2015: 66 et seqq.; Gläser/Laudel 2010: 29 et seqq., 115 et

seq.). This gives rise to the following requirements for guided interviews (Hopf 1978: 99

et seqq.):

• Scope: The narrator must be given the opportunity to react in an unanticipated man-

ner.This means the interview should not be based only on the theoretical or empir-

ical insights and hypotheses that were developed beforehand, but rather it should

encourage those found outside of this framework, for example, by allowing for dif-

ferent perspectives, relevancies, etc. and stimulating storytelling.
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• Specificity: Any issues and questions raised should be addressed specifically. As a re-

sult, general findings or assessments have to be fleshed out in order to understand

their meaning and their underlying experiences.

• Depth:The interview should be conducted so as to support the narrator in recounting

the affective, cognitive, and valuable meanings that certain situations have for them

and in describing their involvement.

• Personal context: The personal and social context of the narrator, which includes their

interpretations and reactions, must be captured to the extent necessary. This per-

sonal context is required for the interpretation.

The data can be collected—that is to say, the guided interview can be conducted—face-

to-face, over the phone, or online (see Salmons 2015). As a rule, guided interviews are

conducted orally, although written variations (e.g., group chats) are also used.

2 Defining the field and carrying out the sampling

It is imperative for the study to focus on the research question throughout the entire

research process. In the case of spatial research, this also entails defining which under-

standing of space is represented and whether the guided interview is suited for this in

spite of the difficulties described.Therefore, it is necessary to define the field of research

(what is to be studied?)within the context of this reflection and to select a sampling strat-

egy (who is to be surveyed?). Underlying this is the objective to produce results that can

be generalized despite low case numbers.This is only possible if these definitions and se-

lection procedures do not take place at random (see Baur/Christmann in this handbook).

For example, the research field can be defined as a territory and then selected indi-

viduals can be surveyed, as was the case in the Kiez (neighborhood) project (Müller et al.

2019). The researchers based their neighborhood selection on the lowest level of the life-

world-based spaces (lebensweltlich orientierte Räume, Senate Department for Urban De-

velopment and Housing in Berlin, n.d.), the so-called Planungsräume (planning areas).

The criteria for selecting the neighborhoods included the share of traditional tourist ac-

commodation establishments and the share of Airbnb apartments within these spaces.

The selected neighborhoods featured contrasting forms of these criteria (minimum and

maximumcase comparison): One neighborhood featured a high share of hotels and hos-

tels, while another had a high share of Airbnb apartments, one neighborhood was se-

lected because all three types of accommodation were represented equally, and finally

one neighborhood with a poor tourist infrastructure was chosen. Next, the researchers

chose residents and stakeholders for the interviews.Kaspar (2012) used a similarmethod

to define the field in her park study. However, her research objective related to a rela-

tional understanding of space (Löw 2016), according to which places can be localized but

not everyone constitutes the same spaces at a given place.Therefore, she ensured a bal-

anced gender ratio and aimed for a range of perspectives that was as diverse as possible.

The interviewpartnersweremostly recruited on site and adhoc in the field.The sampling

was guided by Kaspar’s prior knowledge, hypotheses, categories, and their characteris-
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tics, which she developed based on previously collected data. Thus, Kaspar sought out

contrasting cases to facilitate the analysis (grounded theory).

To define the field and carry out the sampling, it is necessary to obtain information

about the research field, be it by means of a literature review, informants, or your own

investigations on site. Once the research field has been determined or at least roughly

defined, a strategy is required for conducting interviews with the deliberately chosen

individuals or the individuals to be selected.

3 Creating a guide

Using a guide serves several purposes, which include guidance of contents, ensuring

comparability between the data, and providing security and relief for the interviewer

(Misoch 2015: 66; Helfferich 2005: 159; Meyen et al. 2019: 85; Gläser/Laudel 2010: 142 et

seqq.).The guide represents the results of the operationalized research question, as well

as interesting thematic and theoretical aspects. It can beunderstood as a translation into

the everyday understanding and everyday language of the people being surveyed, thus

acting as a mediator between theory and empiricism (Meyen et al. 2019: 85). In general,

it contains a list of questions and instructions for the interviewer. The guide can be re-

garded as a previously arranged and systematically applied template for organizing the

interview process (Helfferich 2019: 670). Guides can vary considerably in terms of how

they aredesigned,dependingon the requirements for the selected interviewmethodand

the needs of the researchers: for instance, with regard to the formulation and layout.

According to Helfferich (2005: 160), guides should fulfill the following requirements:

They must comply with the principles of qualitative research; they should not be over-

loaded with questions (pay attention to time management); they should be concise and

easy to manage. In terms of the composition, they should allow for a “natural” flow in

the storytelling and argumentation while avoiding bureaucratization (Hopf 1978: 101 et

seqq.). Questions can be differentiated according to category (from open-ended, narra-

tive-generating to inquiring), the variability of their wording in the interview situation

(variable to exact wording), whether or not they are optional or mandatory, and the level

of guidance (content-related guiding question/follow-up question) (Helfferich 2005: 160

et seq.).

There are only a few instruction manuals for creating guides. Meyen et al. (2019: 85

et seqq.) recommend three steps: first, define the topics based on the epistemic interest;

second, operationalize the concepts, meaning formulate the main questions and sub-

questions and prepare any fun or creative elements; third, determine the arrangement,

which includes defining the sequence. Additionally, they suggest formulating the in-

troduction as well (introduction of the project, informed consent, etc.). A collection of

example guides can be found here, too. Helfferich proposes the CCSS principle (the

German acronym is SPSS, i.e., a software for statistics) with the following steps: Collect

(first formulate all possible questions regarding the subject of interest, putting aside

any doubts), Check (aspects of prior knowledge, openness in terms of stimulating sto-
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rytelling and providing room to develop the story freely, and wording of the questions)1,

Sorting (chronologically, contentwise), and Subsume (questions from individual the-

matic blocks are sorted according to their structuration from open-ended to highly

structured, after which the researcher decides which question is best suited to solicit

a response for each thematic block) (Helfferich 2005: 161 et seqq.). Beforehand, it is

important to determine the prior theoretical knowledge and implicit expectations.

Afterward, it may be necessary to formulate transition texts and transfer the questions

to the layout of the guide.

But how can you ask about space when people are hardly able to provide information

about spaces on demand, as described by Löw and Marguin (2022)? Spatial researchers

have developed very different strategies for this purpose.The list below is not exhaustive,

but it is intended to illustrate various possibilities for dealing with this issue.

• Ask about specific places that can be named and with which the respondents are familiar: In

her park study,Kaspar (2012) only surveyed peoplewho spent time in the parks being

studied and conducted the interviews on site. Specifically, she asked them questions

such as “How was it the first/last time you were here?”, “If you were to describe this

place to a friend who had never seen it, which words would you use to describe this

place?”, or “If this park were to close temporarily, what would that change for you?”

(own translation, for the published guide, see Kaspar 2012: 295 et seq.). Only in the

analysis did the researcher address the different spatial constitutions.

• Wait for times or situations in which spaces are present in the minds of the respondents:These

include, for example, changes in arrangements or rules of conduct in certain spaces,

such as the prohibition of skateboards in public spaces (Chiu 2009) and construction

processes in which new spaces are created (Fuller 2017), or when spaces are partic-

ularly relevant to the respondents themselves, such as when their personal safety is

at risk in certain spaces (Gotham/Brumley 2002), or when the respondents are ac-

tively involved in certain spaces, such as the spatial pioneers described by Christ-

mann (2013).Therefore, the concrete wording of the questions is less of a priority for

this strategy. You can also access prior experiences and stocks of knowledge reflected

in the questions.

• Elicit spaces: Introducing stimuli (e.g., prompts, newspaper articles, photos, videos,

drawings, etc.; see Dobrusskin et al. in this handbook) can relax the situation, while

at the same time enhancing the depth of information as they represent detailed or

specific incentives to respond. Sometimes, creative and cognitive processes can be

initiated, such as indications as to how respondents perceive or constitute a concrete

space. Marguin et al. (2019) prompted their interview partners to draw their work-

places.The result was a variety of different illustrations that could be reduced to two

types (topological and multi-scalar). These two types simultaneously represent dif-

ferent forms of relationality, thus providing information about spatial constitutions

that would not be possible to articulate in words. Jones et al. (2008) went on a walk

with the respondents and interviewed them in parallel.This allowed them to evoke in

situ spatial perceptions or memories that were triggered by these places and spaces.

1 For more information, see an overview of question rules by Helfferich (2005: 95).
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• Do not talk about the space: Every interview contains information about spatial struc-

tures, even if they relate to a different object of investigation. For this reason, it can

behelpful not to talk specifically about the space and instead to examine the resulting

texts afterward in search of the space (Löw andMarguin 2022: 115 et seqq.). Löw and

Marguin (2022) present a section from a DFG project on prostitution as an example

to show how this is constituted as “an ‘other’ space” (Löw and Marguin 2022: 116) by

different rules of conduct.

Finally, keep in mind the requirements for guided interviews (scope, specificity, depth,

personal context): The point specificity seems particularly significant. For instance, you

canask about specific experiences,processes,examples,descriptions, comparisons, con-

tradictory situations, or places (contrasts).

Once the guide has been created, it should be tested. This can be done by specialist

colleagues.They can verify whether the guide can be used to collect “the right” data and

whether it corresponds to the research question. Alternatively, the guide can be tested

in trial interviews with people from the target group. Focus is placed primarily on the

clarity of the questions, potential ambiguities, missing aspects, sequence effects, and

time management. After these pretests, the guide is revised and then it is ready for use

in the field.

4 Collecting data by means of guided interviews

Guided interviews should be conducted based on a natural conversational situation. In

reality, however, only a few elements and rules can be adopted from everyday commu-

nication, but this does not include the norm of reciprocity or the taboo of interrogation

(Hopf 1978: 107). As such, the interview situation is characterized by a strong asymmetry

between the roles of the interviewer and the narrator. Furthermore, prior shared experi-

ences and contextual information can be used in everyday communication, which is not

generally the case in the interview situation.Both the interviewer and the respondent act

strategically in line with the topic of interest (Helfferich 2005: 35 et seq.). The interview

must be understood as a collective process and a collaborative construction.The partic-

ipants interact with one another, and, depending on how the course of the interview is

organized, this interaction influences the data that are generated. The first impression

can be decisive in this regard. Thus, the space and the atmosphere in which the inter-

view takes place also play a role in producing the data.The interviewer faces one special

challenge:

“From the interviewer’s point of view, the qualitative interview process can be de-

scribed as a process of continuous, spontaneous operationalization. […] Situational,

more general research questionsmust be translated into relevant interview questions,

while, conversely, the information obtained from the interviewee must be constantly

assessed and analyzed based on the theoretical significance—analyzed in the sense

that the interviewer is under constant pressure to decide whether, where, and how he

should use links to ask further questions.” (Hopf 1978: 111, own translation)
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Accordingly, interviewees should be familiar with the objectives of the research project

and its (spatial) theoretical assumptions in order to overcome this challenge.The require-

ments for guided interviews are particularly important at this stage as the unique inter-

view situation cannot be repeated.

The guide should be applied flexibly in the interview situation when it comes to pri-

oritizing sets of questions and rephrasing, omitting, or adding questions. Decisions as

to whether, how, and at what time a question is asked can often only bemade during the

interview itself: for example,when the intervieweementions a thematic block or answers

a question without it being asked.The term bureaucratization refers to a rigid adherence

to the interview guide. In this context, it is important to bear inmind the problem posed

by guides that are too long, which foster questions to be ticked off bureaucratically due

to the limited time and large number of questions (Hopf 1978: 101 et seqq.). The follow-

ing mistakes are common when conducting an interview: tending to dominate the con-

versation (accumulation of suggestive questions, judgmental statements, or explanatory

remarks, even if they are meant to help), difficulties listening, lack of patience, missing

out on theopportunity to ask follow-upquestions,always referringback to theguide (“we

finished that section”), using the guide as a disciplinary tool (“we have to bemore concise

so that we can get through all the questions”), or ignoring unexpected but interesting as-

pects (Hopf 1978, 2019: 357 et seqq., own translation). An interviewer training session can

be organized beforehand.The book by Helfferich (2005) provides exercises for different

requirements and skills, which can be done in teams and then discussed.

5 Data preparation

An interview protocol should be created after every interview, containing a record of the

interviewsituation (date,duration,place,atmosphere,particularities) andwhatwas said

after the dictation machine was turned off.This facilitates both the documentation and

the interpretation process.

Typically, guided interviews are recorded. The recording is transcribed as soon as

possible after the interview,meaning it is converted into writing to prepare the collected

data for analysis. The selection of the transcription system (Dittmar 2009) depends on

the research question and the analysis method. In the case of a content analysis, a sim-

ple transcription system is usually enough, such as the one described by Dresing and

Pehl (2015: 27 et seqq.). According to this approach, the interview is transcribed verba-

tim, while maintaining the capitalization and punctuation. Dialects are translated into

standard language, but slang is left unchanged. Stuttering and repeated words are ig-

nored.Thismakes it possible to focus entirely on the content.Other analysismethods,on

the other hand, require a more complex presentation of the conversation. For example,

the discourse and conversation-analytic transcription system (GAT in German-speaking coun-

tries) is used to record an exact account of the conversation, including prosody, overlaps,

pauses, etc. However, this can impact the legibility.
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6 Analyzing guided interviews

Now that the data are available in written form, they can be analyzed using appropri-

ate text-based analysis methods. When selecting the method, it is important to decide

which is best suited. This decision essentially depends on the research question. Using

analysis methods ensures a systematic and scientific approach. For example, guided in-

terviews canbe evaluatedusing a content analysis (Kuckartz/Rädiker 2023),hermeneutic

methods (Kurt/Herbrik 2019), or grounded theory (Strübing 2019).

Chiu opted for a content analysis in his skateboard study (2009). First, he identified

key topics based on the interview questions. Field notes, transcripts, and even secondary

datawere coded.A taxonomywas developed based on the coded data to compare the dif-

ferent types of skating (street skating and park skating). Three main dimensions were

developed: social production of public space, social control imposed on skateboarders,

and discursive construction of skateboarding. Kaspar (2012) followed the grounded the-

ory approach throughout all stages of the research process, applying appropriate coding

methods to the analysis (open, axial, and selective coding). In parallel, she wrotememos

(Kaspar 2012: 113 et seqq.).The key elements of the analysis include asking questions and

the constant comparison method. By means of a contrast analysis (hypothetical or em-

pirical), it is possible to concentrate on specific details.

Especially for large sets of data, using QDA software such as MAXQDA (Kuckartz/

Rädiker 2019) is recommended. When using elicitation techniques that generate visual

data instead of text-based data, other analysis methods are required. QDA programs

such asMAXQDA now also support the analysis of visual data.

7 The possibilities and potential of using guided interviews
in spatial research

Guided interviews are used in spatial research to obtain information on how people

perceive, appropriate, produce, constitute, and use spaces.The greatest methodological

challenge is enabling the narrators to retrieve their knowledge about spaces, which

is mostly practical, from their discursive consciousness. Spatial researchers employ

specific strategies in different research stages for this purpose. For example, they may

use contrasts to define their research fields andwhen sampling, but alsowhen analyzing

their data material. This is not evident to the respondents and thus does not impede

them. Such strategies are also used when creating the guide and conducting the inter-

view. For example, individuals are asked to talk about either specific places or the spaces

that are relevant for them, or spaces are not mentioned at all. Finally, spaces can be

elicited.

It is worth noting that guided interviews are frequently combined with other meth-

ods in spatial research. Interdisciplinary collaborative work on spatial research holds

great potential for producing, using, and analyzing more visual data within the frame-

work of interview studies: for example, by using elicitation techniques (Löw/Marguin

2022).
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Image-based qualitative interviews: on the example

of photo elicitation

Janina Dobrusskin, Ilse Helbrecht, Anthony Miro Born, and Carolin Genz

We experience spaces with all our available senses: We see the vastness of the horizon,

hear the noise of traffic, smell the street market, taste the salty sea air, and feel the

wooden boards beneath our feet. When we imagine these spaces, images appear in

front of our mind’s eye: images of the crowds rushing through the streets, the colorful

market stalls, the white-capped waves, and the room in the old apartment building.The

immanent presence of the visual when imagining spaces encourages the use of images

in spatial research. Accordingly, visualizations are used to collect data, as a means of

analysis, and to illustrate results. They have established themselves in spatial research,

where their use goes emphatically beyondmere illustrations.

Since the visual turn at the beginning of the 1990s, academics have shown a strong

tendency toward images. With regard to geography, Gillian Rose (2003: 212) noted that

there had been little reflection on a corresponding theoretical-methodological frame-

work. Several authors have since taken up this critique as food for thought in spatial

research (Dirksmeier 2007; Schlottmann/Miggelbrink 2009, 2015). In particular, Rose

emphasizes the “need for careful, empirical research that explores the dynamics of im-

age, audience and space in ways that remain alert to the power relations that inhere in

all of these” (Rose 2003: 219). This article considers this and illustrates the—empirically

founded—possibilities, methodological challenges, and limitations of using visualiza-

tions inqualitative, interview-baseddata collection for space-related researchquestions.

For this purpose,weuse the example of the photo-elicitationmethod for studying spatial

imaginaries.

After a theoretical review of the relationship between image and space, we present

various potential applications of image-based qualitative interviews, while describing

and reflecting on the use of images based on empirical experiences with the method of

photo-elicitation. Finally, we consider the potential offered by image-based interviews

for the spatial sciences.
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1 Image and space

As photographer Nilüfer Demir took a photo of the drowned three-year-old boy Alan

Kurdi on the beach of Bodrum (Turkey) in the early morning hours of 2 September 2015,

she changed the world. The photograph transformed the media representation and the

social and political discourse onwhat became known as the summer ofmigration. It be-

came a powerful discursive turning point in the debate on refugees and asylum. This

single image had a greater impact than all the previous video, television, radio and so-

cial media coverage. Abstract notions of the dramatic situation at the far-away gates of

Europe became palpable with this single photograph, bringing the horrific reality of this

humanitarian disaster close to home.

Why can images have such a profound affect? How are they used as ameans of com-

munication? Moreover, in terms of their role in research: How can images be employed

purposefully as tools for empirical social research in the spatial sciences?

Images—including their many variations (photographs, drawings, maps, graph-

ics)—have been widely used in spatial research, especially geography, for a long time

(Rose 2003: 212 et seq.). Traditionally, images have proved useful in two respects: first as

ameans of increasing clarity for didactic reasons.For example,public relationswork and

knowledge sharing rely heavily on visualizations (Tolia-Kelly 2012: 136). Second, images

are used analytically to explore space-related research questions, such as the analysis

of aerial and satellite images in cartography and geographic information processing.

Although images are an integral part of spatial research, an in-depth theoretical debate

about their status only emerged in the 1990s (Rose 2010; Dirksmeier 2015; Schlottmann/

Miggelbrink 2015).

For our interest in the significance and use of images in qualitative spatial research,

the recently developed hauntological approach proposed by Elisabeth Roberts (2012) is par-

ticularly relevant. The human geographer argues that the often contradictory positions

regarding the status of images in the literature do not do justice to their complexity. In

many cases, images are understood unilaterally, either as representational systems of

signs or as material artifacts, as depictions of reality or as virtual portrayals. However,

Roberts sees no need to choose just one of these theoretical perspectives. She observes

that doing so results in false opposites, emphasizing the potential of this intermediate

status of an image (ibid.: 386). According to her, photographs cannot be reduced tomere

symbols and must therefore be read as visual text in line with Ernst Cassirer or inter-

preted iconographically as a sign system in line with Erwin Panofsky (Dirksmeier 2015:

198 et seqq.). Beyond their semiotic nature, images boast a surplus of importance, act-

ing both emotionally and affectively, depending on the intentions of the author (e.g., the

photographerNilüfer Demir). Images are performative (Butler 2007): Each time they are

observed, they reveal anew facet,and theybecomepart of anassemblageof sign systems,

material objects, emotions, andmuchmore (Roberts 2012: 397).

While a great amount of skepticism remains beyond the spatial sciences regarding

the sensory and the visual inherent to images—because truth allegedly cannot be found

in words or text (see Bredekamp 2010)—using images has become everyday practice in

geography, urban planning, and architecture. Especially in the spatial sciences, the ob-

jects of investigation (such as places, landscapes, cities) are complex entities that are
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constructed both materially and socially, thus acting as semiotic sign systems, aesthetic

apparitions, and material infrastructures (Helbrecht/Dirksmeier 2012; Pohl/Helbrecht

2022).Therefore, it is not only logical but also productive to consider the diversity and si-

multaneity of images in empirical spatial research. As such, it is no coincidence that the

photo-elicitationmethod—onwhich we focus on below—was developed in the course of

a spatial science study (Harper 2002).The anthropologist John Collier proposed this ap-

proach in the 1950s as part of a study on the living conditions of different social groups

as his research team faced the challenge of agreeing on how to categorize quality of life

(ibid.).

2 Image-based interviews in spatial research

There is a wide methodological range of image-based interviews, which can be used in

spatial research to addressmultiple researchquestions (Schlottmann/Miggelbrink2015).

This includes methods that emphasize non-verbal elements, such as auto-photography,

which is often seen as the epistemological counterpart to the narrative interview (Adair/

Worth 1972). Our contribution, by contrast, illustrates the use of image-based methods

in combinationwith interviews. In essence, it is possible to differentiate between two rel-

evantmethodological approaches for spatial research: reflexive photography and photo-

elicitation (Dirksmeier 2009: 166).

Reflexive photography is particularly useful for studying subjective conceptions of ev-

eryday spaces, as well as for exploring sensitive spaces and those that are difficult to ac-

cess (e.g., private premises such as the home or semi-public spaces such as clubs). This

method involves the respondents themselves acting as photographers, sent into the field

with a camera and given a task that is as open-ended as possible. Auyero and Swistun

(2009), for example, use this approach to study the perspectives of children on their envi-

ronment in a highly polluted informal settlement in Argentina. In reflexive photography,

the capturedphotographs serve as a basis for discussion in the subsequent interview.The

interviewees are experts on their ownphotographs by explaining to the researcherswhat

can be seen on the images andwhy they decided onwhat is depicted and the specific per-

spective (Hurworth 2012). This approach requires a high degree of commitment on the

part of the interviewees, who must be willing to take photos independently and make

them available for the subsequent interview.

Another approach that combines images and language is the photo-elicitationmethod.

In this case, researchers use selected images to tease out aspects from the interviewees

that often remain latent when using purely cognitive-linguistic impulses. In what fol-

lows, we focus on outlining this method by illustrating and reflecting on its empirical

application based on a research project on “geographic imaginations”1.

1 As part of the Collaborative Research Centre 1265 Re-Figuration of Spaces funded by the German Re-

search Foundation (DFG), the projectGeographic Imaginations: People’s Sense of Security and Insecurity

in a Cross-Generational Comparison explores which subjective conceptions of space are relevant in

terms of how different age groups perceive space. We would like to thank Yannick Ecker, Henning

Füller, and Ylva Kürten for collaborating on this project in the early stages.
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3 The photo-elicitation method: Preparation, implementation, analysis

In photo-elicitation, the images used for the interview are chosen or created by the re-

searchers in advance. The images serve as a visual guide for the interview, operational-

izing space-related research questions.Therefore, careful reflection on the selected im-

ages and the positionality of the researcher, which influence the research endeavor, is

of utmost importance (Rose 2003). Creating an analysis matrix for the images helps the

researcher by divulging a description of the motif, the image composition, the image

genre, and the assumptions with regard to the intended markers, or planned impulses.

For the research project on geographic imaginations, photos were selected that repre-

sent the various scales and types of space and at the same time connected themarkers of

security and insecurity. In addition, the study focused on using images that allowed as

much room for interpretation as possible in order to avoid the reproduction of conven-

tional discourses and everyday dichotomies (such as secure/insecure, positive/negative,

close/far). When selecting images, aspects related to the content, as well as ethical and

practical implications, should be taken into account. For example, researchersmust con-

sider the right of publicity of the depicted individuals.This applies both to photos taken

themselves and to those provided by third-parties. For the latter, the copyright of the im-

age is relevant, especially when publishing a study.

The interview structure takes different forms and is determined by the specific re-

search objective: For example, images can take up only a small part of the interview, or

they can be used to introduce various thematic blocks during the conversation.The im-

ages can be combined with general questions (“What do you see in this photograph?”,

“What feelings do you associate with the image?”, “How does the image relate to your

everyday life?”) or with specific thematic questions. In the interviews for the project on

geographic imaginations, imageswere shownone after the other to set the tone and thus

elicit new associations. In parallel, a thematic interview guide was used. We referred

back to this when the corresponding topic wasmade relevant in the statement of the in-

terviewedpersonorwhen itwasdifficult to create a reference to the image.This approach

helped to keep the interviews as open as possible and to give the participants room for

free associations. Often photos are used in an effort to reduce the intrinsic power asym-

metries between the researchers and the respondents in the interview situation.The use

of images can be empowering or even liberating for the interviewees since they support a

significantly open dialogue and structure during the interview (Richard/Lahman 2015).

At the beginning of the data collection phase, a pretest is carried out to trial the se-

lection and order of the images used, as well as the inherent content of the topics. In our

interviews, for example, the participants reacted to the photos—whichwe printed out in

DIN A4 format and laminated for the interview—as follows:
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Fig. 1: Photo: Bedroom. | ©Fabrizio Bruno, 2018 (http://fabriziobruno.org)

Fig. 2: Photo: Children’s Day in Altlandsberg | ©B-Musik, 2014

“Well, that is—I’d say the first thing that comes tomind ismy time as a student. […] And

something where I certainly would no longer feel comfortable today. So, if we are talk-

ing about feeling comfortable and such, that’s how itwas in those days. And then it was

alright if you—it just looks a little scruffy. Right? And a little bit like after, how should I

say it, after a hard night. That’s basically what it remindsme of. And then—but it’s also

a little too cold because of the floor here. Right?” (Interview B31, 19, own translation)
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“That could be somewhere in Brandenburg. But it could also, man, I’ve seen so many

of these churches, I have no idea. But it’s horrible, it’s not for me. I wouldn’t go inside.

Definitely not, I’dwalk past it, as quickly as possible.” (InterviewB3, 13, own translation)

Fig. 3: Photo: Installation by artist JR. | ©Guillermo Arias/AFP/Getty Images,

2017

“I feel very close to the child. […] Basically,my father came toGermany in 89 and applied

for asylum […] And I still remember the airport. Yeah, it was the Hannover Airport. The

passport control, where we were really scared, where we had to wait. Those are the

memories, the border, crossing the border.” (Interview B40, 75 et seqq., own transla-

tion)

When analyzing the interviewmaterial, it is possible to follow different approaches:The

transcript of an audio recording can be analyzed entirely in text format as a basis for the

data. In this case, the preliminary considerations of the researchers regarding the image

selection for space-related research questions are relevant as they are taken into account

and verbalized when analyzing the interviewmaterial: for example, bymeans of coding.

We chose this approach for the research project on geographic imaginations where we

were especially interested in the emotional and affective dimensions of spatial imagina-

tions, which were triggered by the image. The text-based analysis can be enhanced by

incorporating the images themselves into the interpretation of the interviews. For this

approach, the statements of the interviewees and the preconceptions of the researchers

are correlatedwith the images.Thedifferences in the perception of the images and in the

associations they elicit make it possible to illustrate their surplus of importance, in ad-

dition to their semiotic nature. Empirical spatial research in particular can benefit from
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this possibility as the space—as well as the image—is underpinned by a performativity

and diversity that can be approximated in terms of their multidimensionality.

In our research project on geographic imaginations, for example, we used the photo

of a bedroom (Fig. 1) to show a room that could represent a feeling of comfort and se-

curity, while at the same time evoking associations with a precarious and potentially in-

secure living situation.This ambivalence in reference to the image becomes clear in the

interview passage: The evoked memory of the time as a student is characterized by pos-

itive feelings of freedom and adventure, whereas from the current positioning of the in-

terviewee it elicits a feeling of unease. Inmany interviews, the photo serves as a starting

point to talk about what is required for a home to achieve subjective well-being. Analyz-

ing these conceptions makes it possible, for example, to assess psycho-spatial arrange-

mentsofhomewhenestablishing subjective security or insecurity (Pohl et al.2020;Genz/

Helbrecht 2023).

4 Methodological reflections on photo-elicitation

Which methodological possibilities, challenges, and limitations result from the use of

image-based interviews in spatial research? A special quality shown by the use of photo-

elicitation in our empirical research project on geographic imaginations is the possibil-

ity to study affective dimensions of spatial knowledge.Weunderstand affects as a type of

emotionality in reference tootherpeople and things and to anything related to thosepeo-

ple or things (Woodward/Lea2010;Dirksmeier/Helbrecht 2013).Photos are also intended

to archive affects, offering the possibility to save and recall affects (Latham/McCormack

2009;Waterton/Watson 2014). In photo-elicitation, the interviewee is not the photogra-

pher. Instead, they encounter a selection of images during the interview without know-

ing their intention.

The previously mentioned interview passages demonstrate that the interviewees

place themselves in the images and relate them to their own experiences and socio-

spatial conceptions.The emotional reference to the image and the depicted space is for-

mative.The visual imagery, which stimulates the conversation, has a “more immediate,

more physical,more directly sensory” (Bosch/Mautz 2012: 1, own translation) effect than

apurely verbal address.Affective aspects of the frequently implicit spatial knowledge can

be uncovered bymeans of photo-elicitation andmade a topic of conversation. Addition-

ally, recognizing the subjective character of the perception (Bachleitner/Weichbold 2015)

and the focus on embodied knowledgeencourages a critical research approach that opposes

a universal claim to knowledge and is therefore harbored in a feminist production of

knowledge (Longhurst 2009).

In contrast, a practice-based and theoretical perspective requires the direct and im-

mediate examination of the performativity of daily practices, meaning spatial practices

and performances, in order to discover embodied knowledge (Bondi 2005: 445). However,

it is clear that any type of interview technique—be it with or without photos—has dis-

tinct limitations. Critics often note, that although affective dimensions of spatial knowl-

edge are investigated by means of image-based methods in spatial research, the photo-

based interview with visuals of spatial arrangements cannot replace the experience of
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being affected by the space itself. Nevertheless, in practice, it is not always possible to

conduct interviews on site. In particular, large-scale research questions in the context of

globalization, nation-building, etc. can often be addressed empirically only in interview

situations with images of (remote) spaces. In this case, the surplus of importance of the

images contributes considerably tomaking themultidimensionality of spaces physically

tangible and perceptible bymeans of image-based stimuli. Visual research also refers to

the agency of the image in this context (Rose 2016: 21). In combination with subjective

perception, memory, personal classification, and feelings, images resonate greatly with

the performativity of spaces (Helbrecht/Dirksmeier 2013).

When using image-based interviews in different social or geographical contexts, the

preverbal content of an image represents a particular challenge and opportunity. Subjec-

tive stocks of knowledge, diverse dependencies, and sentiments are always incorporated

into the selection of images (Bachleitner/Weichbold 2015; Berger 1972: 8). A relationship

is always established betweenwhat is depicted and oneself.This applies both to the indi-

vidual who selects or creates the image and to those who behold the image: “[A]lthough

every image embodies a way of seeing, our perception or appreciation of an image de-

pends also upon our own way of seeing” (Berger 1972: 10). Because the visual can never

entirely be covered by the verbal, attempting to translate perceptions, imaginations, and

memories into language always produces a murmur (ibid.; Dirksmeier 2015: 206). Es-

pecially in the case of spatial research questions, comparative studies are often carried

out at different locations. In the project on geographic imaginations, the preverbal level

was translated for various spatial contexts—in our case, for Berlin, Vancouver, and Sin-

gapore—by replacing some of the images with specific local references. Previously ex-

plained conceptions of the images and consultation with people from the respective lo-

cal contextswere indispensable for producing an appropriate translation.Aside from the

narrowness of the communication, the visuality of photography in the interview can also

serve as a linguistic bridge (Collier 1957: 858) when it reveals unconscious ascriptions of

meaning.

The use of image-based interviews ultimately facilitates a low power imbalance by

inviting the interviewparticipants to reflect on their own (spatial) experiences in anopen

conversational situation (Clark-Ibáñez 2004; Pyyry 2015). The method therefore affords

the interviewees significant scope in the process (Bignante 2010: 13).Moreover, inquiries

into hegemonic discourses fade into the background due to the focus on subjective as-

criptions of meaning (Clark-Ibáñez 2004). However, this participatory and emancipa-

tory effect does not fully eliminate hierarchies between the people participating in the

interview. Because the images are selected by the researchers in the case of photo-elici-

tation—in contrast to reflexive photography—there is considerable power and decision-

making on side of the researchers (Bachleitner/Weichbold 2015). In the spatio-temporal

analysis of the geographical imaginations in our project, for example, we surmised that

historical photographs would have elicited more stories from further into the past than

our interviews would have. After all, visualizations represent a powerful tool for world

production (Schlottmann/Miggelbrink 2015), and applying them to spatial research of-

fers great potential, while also requiring careful reflection.
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5 Potential of image-based interviews for spatial research

Images shape our thinking and influence our feelings as well as spatial actions. Seeing

and understanding are subjective. Image-based interviews for studying spatial knowl-

edge help to understand the complexity of these profoundly spatio-performative per-

ception processes and experiences and to invoke them in open conversation.This article

has illustrated methodological approaches and analytical methods based on empirical

experiences, aswell as the potential and challenges of photo-elicitation for space-related

research questions.

Due to the hauntological characteristics, the use of images in the tradition of vi-

sual geography offers multidimensional approaches to uncover the performative, sen-

sory, affective, and highly complex surpluses of importance of spatial images (Helbrecht/

Dirksmeier 2013).The elicitation of spatial knowledge as embodied knowledge and the po-

tential access to subjective spatial imaginations and experiences as a result—the speci-

fication of which remains latent due to cognitive impulses—represents a strength of the

photo-elicitation method presented here.

Anopen,dialogical principle in image-based interviewsoffers theopportunity for ac-

tive involvement and emancipatory participation in order to counteract inherent power

relations in the interview. Allowing the interviewees to create the image material them-

selves can further minimize power imbalances. In contrast, a critically reflexive image

selection by the researchers focused on the object of investigation—as we were able to

demonstrate based on our example of a research project on geographic imaginations of

security and insecurity—can effectively reveal performative and emotional-affective di-

mensions of implicit spatial knowledge. Both approaches require researchers to reflect

carefully.

This contribution ties into interdisciplinary, methodological research questions in

spatial research. Image-based interview techniques provide a solution formeasuring the

diversity and simultaneity of systematically subjective spatial knowledge. The applica-

tions for and reflections on a visual-participatory approach to exploring space presented

hereoffer a compatiblemethod forotherdisciplines:Thesurplusofmeaning in the image

constitutes methodological potential. It can be used purposefully to illustrate ambiva-

lences, dichotomies, and intricacies—that is to say, the complex multi-dimensionality

of spaces—as well as the intrinsic, established spatial knowledge and thus the overlying

contours of a global refiguration of spaces.
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Ethnography as a methodology

The exploration of spaces and spatial practices

Carolin Genz and Aylin Yildirim Tschoepe

“Ethnography isn't a prescribed set of meth-

ods—it's a methodology that acknowledges

the complexity of human experience and the

need to research it by close and sustained

observation of human behaviour.” (Karen

O’Reilly 2005: i)

Ethnography is considered a key method in anthropological spatial research, focusing

on the analytical observation and comprehension of spatial practices, which are con-

stituted by means of spaces and reinterpret, appropriate, or recreate those spaces. An

ethnographic researchperspective can serve as auseful startingpoint for spatial research

as it is particularly appropriate, in terms of both its epistemology and the methodology,

for “reconstructingplaces and spaces beyond their alleged ‘reality’ as aprincipally contin-

gent social and genuine political practice” (Siebeck 2011: 1, own translation).Theobjective

of this article is to describe the reciprocal relationship between spatial practices and both

material and immaterial spaces. In ethnography, these spaces are understood as interre-

lated referenceswhose constitution is theobject of research.Manydifferent subject areas

are facedwith themethodological challenge of understanding the complexity of intricate

everyday experiences in socio-spatial frameworks, interactions, and infrastructures and

translating this onto a larger scale at an abstract level. In this case, ethnography can be

combined with interdisciplinary, aesthetic, and creative approaches to capture and ex-

perience socio-spatial change, everyday practices, and implicit spatial knowledge.

As the central and systematic researchmethod in anthropology, ethnography is con-

sidered a methodology, meaning a comprehensive route to understanding (O’Reilly 2005).

Therefore, ethnographic methods cannot be limited to individual methodological tools,

but rather they combine a wide range of qualitative methods and can thus be regarded

as a multimodal methodological approach for analyzing socio-spatial practices. Ethnogra-

phy also offers an interdisciplinary benefit for qualitative spatial research. Research in
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the social sciences involves diverse interdisciplinary ethnographic approaches (e.g., the

focused ethnography, see Wetzels in this handbook). After all, the systematic and thus fo-

cused observation of socio-spatial practices extends beyondwhat is tangible and visible,

encompassing the full sensory levels of spatial experience.

In this article, we would like to begin by addressing the concept of spatial practices

as an epistemological starting point for anthropological spatial research to then provide

methodological insights into the ethnographic exploration of spaces and spatial prac-

tices for other approaches and debates in this handbook. Following the question of how

spatial practices can be studied methodologically, we introduce participant/participating

observation of spatial practices as a key ethnographic method. At the same time, we ex-

plain and discuss methodological challenges, the relevance of the ethnographic study of

space (and spatial practice), and the socio-spatial positionality and involvement of re-

searchers in the field. Against this backdrop, our text provides insight into a practical

methodology for analyzing socio-spatial transformation processes that establish a rela-

tionshipwith theactions andeveryday lives of the actors,allow those actors toparticipate

in employing the methods, and open up opportunities for methodological reflection.

1 The ethnographic observation of spatial practice

“An urban neighborhood […] may be laid out physically according to a street plan. But

it is not a space until it is practiced by people’s active occupation, their movements

through and around it. In this perspective, there is nothing given about a ‘field.’ It must

be worked, turned into a discrete social space, by embodied practices of interactive

travel.” (Clifford 1997: 54, in reference to de Certeau 1984)

Ethnography and its holistic research approach focus on the logics and semantic struc-

tures of practices and daily routines in their social, spatial, and cultural contexts. In the

wake of urbanization, urban anthropology was established as a sub-discipline of anthro-

pological spatial research starting in the 1960s, with influences from urban sociology, fem-

inist geography, and critical urban theory (Simmel 1903; Lefebvre/Kofman 1996; Low 1999;

Massey 2005; Katz 2004; Harvey 2001; Brenner 2009).Therefore, ethnography is relevant

for sociology, architecture, urban planning, and geography, especially because it deals

with socio-spatial practices and embodied spatial experience, which has made it popu-

lar in these disciplines over the last few years (Müller 2012).

Taking into account everyday interactions and how space is treated as a constitu-

tive element of social transformation processes within those interactions provides for

a practice-oriented perspective on space (see Schatzki 2002; Miettinen et al. 2009). In

this respect, an ethnographic approach to observing spatial practices first considers con-

crete physical material spaces in which people move, live, work, speak, and act in or-

der to obtain information about the spatial dimensions of practices and the constant

interactions between them, which involves increasingly incorporating dematerialized

links of spaces into the approach. Due to a focus on socio-spatial practices and thus ex-

plicitly physical forms of behavior, attention is additionally paid to implicit, embodied

knowledge concerning everyday actions, through which spaces are continuously being
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(re)constructed. As a result, praxeological vocabulary keeps “mentalistic sociological ac-

tion theory” in particular (Schmidt 2017: 339, own translation) at a critical distance and

sometimes enhances the consolidation of non-verbal dimensions. An ethnographic ap-

proach can be used to clarify implicit knowledge, the performance and representation

of practices, resulting questions, and implications. Consequently, as an “epistemologi-

cal objective,” ethnography makes it possible to observe the social production of space

(Streule 2014, para. 16) and thus to observe the praxeological production of space (and

spatial knowledge).

In this context,“praxiography” (Mol 2003) serves as anethnographicmethodology for

the specific and analytical investigation of physical and material practices and is closely

related to practice theory (Schatzki 2002; Reckwitz 2008). As a central topic of research,

practices refer to perspectives andmethodological approaches in action theory that orig-

inated from the practice turn in various social science disciplines (Garfinkel 2003 [orig.

1967]; Bourdieu 1977; de Certeau 1984; Giddens 1984). Social practices can be understood

as manifolds of interrelated actions consisting of “doings and sayings” (Schatzki 2002:

71).These considerations based on practice theory can be expanded by also relating them

to bodies, which are in turn seen as products of culturally specific practices and exist

only by exercising these practices (Reckwitz 2008: 125). Bodies become visible only in the

context of socio-spatial interactions, and the same holds true for spaces, which are first

configured by means of concrete actions (de Certeau 1984).

Based on these epistemological approaches, field research is a key method in ethnog-

raphy. The term field research is a long-standing concept in anthropology and sociology,

and it has been common in related interdisciplinary fields since the 1990s, such as geog-

raphy and architecture. In this context, ethnographic research breaks away “[…] from the

assumption that society is always already familiar to, understood by, and available to so-

cial scientists as a research topic” (Breidenstein et al. 2015: 7, own translation).The direct

understanding gained from “fleeting” observations in relevant daily routines does not

result in the immediate understanding of complex social worlds (Bourdieu/Wacquant

1996). Therefore, ethnographic research is closely connected to the notion of empiricism

and focuses on “thick” and thus long-term field research in order to explore socio-spatial

practices, artifacts and relationships within and between social lifeworlds.

To study spatial practice, participant/participating observation generally play a key role

as a method in the context of ethnographic field research. In this regard, researchers

engage over an extended period of time with the relevant actors to share their every-

day lives and experiences and to obtain access to epistemological processes.Thefindings

from the observed practices are the result of the interactions between researchers and

further actors and depend on the experienced situations, temporal contexts, and visited

spaces. Inparticular,participant/participatingobservation involves actively andconsistently

participating in group life and everyday life—and not simply observing situations as an

outsider—since only then is it possible to experience “key cultural scenes such as typi-

cal everyday situations” (Kaschuba 2006: 206 et seq., own translation). The involvement

of the researchers in everyday routines, which are documented and interpreted in vari-

ous ways, plays a decisive role. For ethnographic spatial research, actively participating in

what is happening is fundamental and essential for developing an incorporated under-

standing of the physical, spatial, andmaterial conditions of the logic of action.
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The term “thick description” was coined to describe such an interpretive and partic-

ipatory approach to the constitution and formation of social contexts (Geertz 1973: 3).

This termserves to convey a feeling of being there (in thefield)bymeans of the ethnographic

medium,which comprises symbolic and interpretative dimensions (of the space), aswell

as sensory impressions. This produces a constant stream of ethnographic media in the

form of texts, soundscapes,mapping, images, ormultimodal combinations of these and

other sorts of media.These types of immersive moments provide the reader, listener, or

observer with a deeper basic understanding for a more elaborate analysis. As a result, it

is possible to examine existing symbol systems in particular, according to which socio-

spatial frameworks and daily routines are organized and which specific logics of socio-

spatial action follow.Empirical data are understood as “amultiplicity of complex concep-

tual structures, many of them superimposed upon or knotted into one another,” similar

to the understanding of culture as “webs of significance,” humans themselves have spun,

and which they are both connected to and woven into (Geertz 1973: 5). Much is hidden

at first, becoming revealed in the course of the analysis. The objective is to pay special

attention towhat is supposedly self-evident in order to pursue socio-spatial phenomena

and upheavals.

Thus, the socio-spatial significance of local milieus, the ways of life of actors, and

changing formations of space come to the fore in ethnographic observations (Schwan-

häußer 2010). This also involves a critical analysis of the symbolic orders that structure

and/or refigure spaces (Löw/Knoblauch 2019). In this respect, it can be stated that

ethnography as a methodology can provide a praxeological and actor-centric perspec-

tive of socio-spatial transformation processes, which are generated and thus become

visible by observing socio-spatial practices (Genz 2020: 51 et seqq.). Ethnography can

therefore be conceived as an epistemic perspective capable of operationalizing action-

oriented constructions of spaces and social reality through the process of partici-

pant/participating observation, thus incorporating not just a spatial but also a spatio-

temporal component.

2 Fields of application

Ethnography offers a wide array of applications and a broad set of different qualitative

methods. Aside from participant/participating observation, these include field notes,

open interviews, sensory and digital methods (Pink 2008; Pink et al. 2016), go-alongs

(Kusenbach 2003), actor-network analyses (Farías/Paulos in this handbook), and critical

and reflexive mapping (Roberts 2016). Urban ethnographic studies in particular allow

for the fluid interplay between different human and non-human actors, such as the

city itself, artifacts, infrastructures, and technology. These approaches are employed

following Bruno Latour’s (2005) actor-network theory in dealing with urban assemblages

(Farías/Bender 2010) for qualitative spatial and urban research (see Wietschorke 2013).

Further intersections with urban ethnographic and spatial research can be found in

science and technology studies (Latour/Woolgar 1979; Haraway 1991), in studies on “urban

scenes” (Schwanhäußer 2010a), and in works on mobility, especially in connection with

urban spaces and migration (Glick Schiller/Çağlar 2011)—to name just a few. In this
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context, and due to the growing interest in engaged anthropology, ethnographic methods

are being used increasingly to investigate urban activism and spatially oriented social

movements (Juris/Kasnabish 2013; Genz 2020; Portelli/Tschoepe 2020).

The go-along and ethnographic mapping can be considered two adequate method-

ological approaches for understanding the reciprocal relationship between space and

spatial practices. While the “ordinary practitioners of the city”—everyone walking the

streets—have the ability to be wanderers (de Certeau 1984: 93), the practices of wayfind-

ing and mapping require the ability to reproduce spatial surroundings within the social

and cultural contexts (Ingold 2000). Mapping is a way of producing visual-graphical or

multimodal ethnographic artifacts, helping to represent and interpret spatial structures

and blind spots in research (see chapter on Drawing and visualizing in this handbook).

Therefore, mapping can be considered a modern and interdisciplinary research method

that can be used to reveal and document the cognitive, performative, or divergent asso-

ciations, attributions, and constructs of meaning and to represent ethnographic infor-

mation.

In thewake of digitalization, physical spaces, objects, bodies, and socio-spatial prac-

tices are increasingly being integrated into digital infrastructures. By reflecting on the

growingmundaneness of thedigital and thus the resulting changes in cultural processes,

it is possible to study spaces beyond their material boundaries (see Pink et al. 2016; Koch

2017; Lettkemann in this handbook).Moreover, the critical digital transformation in spa-

tial research has allowed for the “thicker” documentation of ethnographic information

(such as texts, audio, photos, video, tracking, geolocalization) and multimodal, collabo-

rative representation options for creating non-hegemonic, emancipatory archives of the

past and future (YildirimTschoepe 2016). In turn, this gives rise to new approaches to ex-

ploring socio-spatial practices and the praxeological constitution of space.The intuitive

use of everyday localization, observation, and documentation technology also calls for

us to take a reflexive and critical stance toward sensory and localized information,which

can contribute to a better understanding of spatial networks, mobility, accessibility, be-

longing, intersectionality, dependencies, and power structures. From an ethnographic,

social, and cultural perspective, spatial research is tasked with countering any “objecti-

fication tendencies” in spatial configurations—and tracing the inherent power relations

and hegemonic structures by which places and spaces are governed as a social practice.

3 The possibilities of spatial ethnographic research (in practice)

In summary,using ethnography as amethodologyprovides for adifferentiated andprax-

eological perspective in spatial research. An ethnographic approach can reveal material

traces that can be captured empirically in order to pursue elusive political logics and

power relations, for example (Adam/Vonderau 2014: 9). Consequently, the translocal in-

teractions of actors at multiple levels and political processes steeped in power come to

the fore in critical knowledge production. Adopting a concrete ethnographic perspective

allows for the critical analysis of actors and practices, as well as specific structures and

power relations in spaces and in specific places (Rose 1997; Roy 2014; Streule 2018).
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3.1 A question of positionality

In a participatory and active research process, an in situ ethnographic approach fo-

cuses on complex socio-spatial phenomena. This approach is highly exploratory and

is often susceptible to a “loss of control over the conditions governing cognitive pro-

cesses” (Hirschauer/Amann 1997: 17, own translation). The constant involvement of

the researchers in specific spaces and places, as well as their associated interventions,

pose challenges as well—while at the same time offering opportunities as researchers

are continuously required to (self-)reflect and incorporate this into the analysis. It is

necessary to realize that researchers assume a position and role in every field of spatial

research (Bourdieu 1993). Since the so-calledWriting Culture debate in the field of anthro-

pology (Clifford/Marcus 1992), which tied in with postcolonial critique within the spatial

sciences in the 1980s (see Said 1978; Spivak 1988), the question of the positionality of

researchers has continuously been put up for debate. Ever since, the reflexive turn in the

wake of theWriting Culture debate has promoted constant self-reflection when adopting

an ethnographic methodology, encouraging researchers to assess critically their own

position, which has since become the status quo in ethnographic research. With regard

to interdisciplinary spatial research, this means researchers must dwell on their own

involvement, as well as social power relations and political struggles, from an actor-

centric and praxeological point of view. This potential for reflection in ethnographic

research practice is essential for perceiving and describing places and spaces as social

realities and for tracing both implicit and explicit negotiation processes, which elicit a

shift in present “realities” and new realms of possibility.

Spatial transformation processes are continuous and omnipresent, underlying a re-

curring process of rethinking in various disciplines, especially since the spatial turn. Last

but not least, the concepts and significance of everyday socio-spatial practices, as well

as the methodological questions of how to study and comprehend them empirically, are

becoming increasingly relevant due to technological changes. Reflecting on the realms

of possibility, as well as uncovering and exposing contradictions, should be important

for every subject area andmethodological approach. In this regard, it is necessary to fur-

ther cultivate the above-mentioned debate in order to develop an engaged, critically re-

flective approach to ethnographic research devoted specifically to social problems and

aspiring to intervene “in political fields of conflict” (Binder et al. 2013: 9, own transla-

tion). One of the key opportunities in this regard is advancing a feminist approach in

ethnographic research practice that emphasizes an intervening, collaborative position

for researchers (Binder et al. 2013) without neglecting the importance of self-criticism

and the challenges of working as a team (Clerke/Hopwood 2014). In addition, developing

an engaged ethnography framework means highlighting collaborative approaches to spa-

tial knowledge production in order to, for example, gain insights into and methods for

characterizing and making visible gender-specific power relations in public spaces. In

the context of engaged ethnography, emancipatory practices are intended to uncover (and

deconstruct) power structures that are part of spatial, social, and political regimes and

manifest themselves as dominant norms.
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3.2 Interdisciplinary connections

Ethnography represents a particularly interestingmethodology for other disciplines due

to its profound engagement with social practices and embodied spatial experience. An

ethnographic perspective of (spatial) practices allows for an in-depth understanding of

socio-spatial structures and mechanisms. Only the “frequently […] condensed form” of

ethnography as it is often applied in interdisciplinary fields poses a challenge: the find-

ings obtained in the process are based on less “thick” research practices (Schwanhäußer

2015: 2, own translation). Ethnographic research, however, entails fully exploring all di-

mensions of spatial configurations and practices. Places and spaces are constituted by

actions,negotiations,humanandmore-than-human-actors,which structure socio-spa-

tio formations in a ways that can make them seem self-evident. Engaged ethnographic

spatial research aims to avoid this supposed “self-evidence” at all times and instead to

describe and thus reconstruct places and spaces in the course of field research as a pro-

cessual,powerful,andsocio-spatial practicewithinandbeyondanymaterial boundaries.

It is precisely this “interest in ‘doing’ and ‘making’ geographies, in performativity,

power tactics, established practice, and embodied subjectivities” (Müller 2012: 179, own

translation) that makes ethnography meaningful for various disciplines for the purpose

of interdisciplinary qualitative spatial research; therefore, the axiom “all knowledge is in-

terdisciplinary” (Clifford 1997: 59) also applies to socio-spatial knowledge production. A

wide array of fields deal with the production and refiguration of spaces, sociocultural

and geopolitical transformation processes, questions concerning the performance and

constitution of space, and everyday practices of appropriation,which is why these topics

cannot be assigned per se to one subject area. Therefore, the scientific, epistemological,

and methodological ways of thinking behind the ethnographic exploration of (spatial)

practices can be regarded as unconditionally interdisciplinary.
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Videography and space

Hubert Knoblauch and René Tuma

Among the qualitative methods in empirical social research, videography describes an

approach in which social science data are collected by means of videos and then ana-

lyzed using a specific methodology that combines observation, participation, and other

ethnographic techniques. Videography is a method that is used in a wide range of social

science disciplines to analyze social interactions and social situations in particular.Their

subject matter extends to communicative actions of individuals (such as working on the

computer) at the workplace or of large collectives, such as the audience in a soccer sta-

dium. When developing the videographic methodology, to which we have contributed

at great length (Knoblauch 2006; Tuma et al. 2013), we have concentrated primarily on

the timelines of the actions and interactions so far. Temporality is also considered a key

resource in other analytical approaches, yet little attention has been paid to spatiality

until now. Although there are studies on individual spatial aspects of activities recorded

by means of videography, a systematic review of the role of space in videography and in

video-based interaction analysis is lacking to date. We aim to make an initial contribu-

tion in this regard. After a brief overview of the development and key characteristics of

the videographicmethod (Section 1),wewill illustrate themethodological significance of

spatial aspects (Section 2). Afterward,wewill address the role of spatial knowledge (Sec-

tion 3), before discussing several social dimensions of space from a videographic per-

spective (Section 4) in order to broach open questions and perspectives raised by this

method (Section 5).

1 Development and key characteristics of videography

Theuse of films and videos as data for the qualitative analysis of social life stretches back

to the beginnings of the social sciences.However, a dedicatedmethodology was first de-

veloped in the last several decades,which has since established itself internationally. For

example, Goodwin (1980) studied everyday interactions by means of video recordings,

Erickson and Shulz (1982) used video to analyze school counseling sessions, and Heath

(1986) carried out video analyses of medical treatments. Reflection on the methodology

began in the 1980s and is still documented to this day in various anthologies (Knoblauch
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et al. 2006; Kissmann 2009; Corsten et al. 2010). It is described in general terms in in-

troductory methods books (Heath et al. 2009; Tuma et al. 2013; vom Lehn 2018), as well

as in reference to fields such as the learning sciences (Goldman et al. 2007) and religious

studies (Knoblauch 2011), albeit not yet in connection with spatial research.

In contrast to the wide range of standardized quantitative studies with audiovisual

data in the social sciences, videography is markedly interpretative.1 The basic assump-

tion is that actions and interactions are guided bymeanings, which are explained by the

researchers and analyzed using scientific categories (Schütz 1962). Furthermore, all of

these studies have a basic ethnographic foundation: Video data refer to what is happen-

ing situationally in the social world and are interpreted and analyzed by researchers.We

call this method videography as it combines video analysis with focused ethnography

(Knoblauch 2006).This must be distinguished from approaches that study video products

created by the actors themselves: that is to say, authentic recordings produced in the field

or videos that have been edited, produced, and designed (YouTube clips or other video

documents that exist in the field). Even though some aspects of video analysis can cer-

tainly be applied to such data, in videographic studies, the researchers themselves create

the recordings in the field before analyzing them.They are therefore not a form of visual

analysis but rather video based ethnographies. In another study,we address in detail the

diverse questions regarding access, the role in the field, the role of the camera, and its

reactivity (Tuma et al. 2013). In this article,wewish to concentrate on the spatial aspects.

Essentially, we do not agree with the assumption that the recording simply “depicts”

or “represents” the observed processes; rather, reflected research is aware of the fact that

thedata andanalyses also always result fromactionsand interactionsalongwithall of the

associated perspectives and selectivities. Nevertheless, researchers can interpret data

adequately by examining the situation in-depth and acquiring the necessary knowledge

about it.Thanks to their involvement in and knowledge of the situation, they gain access

to the viewpoints of the participants.

Initial observations of the researchers usually start long before the first recordings

in order to determine their own role and the potential role of the camera in the field (as

well as their influence on the field). Among other things, it is necessary for researchers

to define a suitable focus for the recordings and to acquaint themselves with the field.

The ethnographic knowledge acquired in the field should enable researchers to under-

stand the actions recorded in the video. Essentially, the videography method consists

of (a) collecting video data by means of on-site ethnography, (b) a preliminary indexing

and coding of the data in accordancewith the research question, and (c) the fine-grained

analysis of the selected audiovisual data. The detailed analysis is performed in connec-

tionwith the research question in the formof a sequential analysis of the recorded action

and interaction (i.e., video analysis), as well as an interpretation of their visual and audi-

ble content. This makes it possible to identify specific forms, patterns, and structures

of actions, categories, or institutions that are typical aspects of the respective field and

that are addressed by the research question. By linking the institutional structures, the

1 Standardized forms of video analysis apply linguistic or numeric codes to relatively large segments

of videos. It was even possible to automate this process in the last several years thanks to audiovi-

sual software.
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situational actions, and the knowledge of the actors, videography helps to analyze the

communicative construction of these field aspects (Knoblauch 2020).

2 Basic methods and methodologies in spatial videography

Aside from (participant) observation,discussions and interviews are carried outwith the

stakeholders and documents and artifacts are collected as part of the field research; fur-

thermore, photo and video elicitation methods are frequently used retrospectively. The

reconstructed knowledge of the participants also contains spatial elements, which are

necessary to understand the arrangement of different objects, devices, or tools, for ex-

ample. In addition to spatial knowledge (including imaginations in some cases), ethnog-

raphy itself is spatial in a unique sense, which is underscored by the metaphor of the

“field.” Fields can include delimited spaces, which are called scenes or settings. We often

take into account the spatial character using cartographies, inwhichwe sketch and record,

for instance, the arrangement of furniture, appliances, or people in a certain room.How-

ever, by no means does the spatial character of these fields have to be closed-ended. On

the one hand, videos can be recorded in motion, such as when studying accessibility in

cities or when studying a wide range of mobile events. On the other hand, videographic

studies can also examine the connection between multiple sites (multi-sited), such as the

cooperation betweendifferent areas of operation in an airport (Goodwin/Goodwin 1996).

Whenwe take into account the references and potential influences of the digital commu-

nication technologies used in the field, even global spaces can be relevant from a video-

graphic perspective, for example, for digital interactions in financial markets (Knorr-

Cetina/Bruegger 2002). Virtual spaces often come into focus in the process, such as the

visually represented worlds of computer games inwhich the players interact.

2.1 Spatial aspects of data collection

Thespatiality of the data collectionprocess plays an essential role in videographic record-

ing:Namely, the exact position of the camera is decisive for the perspective of the record-

ing and thus for the object. The focus of the camera has a spatial dimension as well; it

determines the spatial section that is recorded. The use of multiple cameras introduces

multiple perspectives. If they all have the same focus, then they result in the creation of a

scene.This also applies to the use of 360-degree (and to some extent 3D) cameras, which

produce an equally expanded spatial focus. They illustrate that the focus of the camera

has a spatial dimension itself. This dimension, in turn, can vary based on the distance

from the recorded object, which can present a certain scale: Focus can be placed on in-

dividual body parts and their movement (such as gestures, hands interacting with each

other duringmedical operations and using instruments simultaneously); it can relate to

the interactive space of different actors, but it can also encompass certain buildings or

public spaces. Indeed, public spaces represent one of the few topics addressed in geo-

graphic videographies, as seen in the study Social Life of Small Urban Spaces by William

H.Whyte (1980). An even more spatially extensive video study involved an international

audience comprised of millions who had gathered on World Youth Day in Krakow for
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the mass with the pope, which was transmitted worldwide and thus achieved global di-

mensions (Knoblauch et al. 2019). Location tracking technology (e.g., GPS) can help to de-

termine the relation of the recordings to one another and to record movements within

space.

For the videographic analysis of space, we can distinguish three kinds of focus.

First, a contextual focus on the field: that is to say, the institutional or organizational

context of the social situations, interactions, and communicative actions that are the ob-

ject of the recording.

Second, a focus on social situations: Videography typically concentrates on certain ac-

tions, interactions, and practices of one or more human actors in a spatial setting. As

Erickson (2005: 1198) notes, it is denoted by a “focus” on the “characteristics of the situ-

ated performance as it occurs naturally in everyday social interactions.”

Third, a focus on what the camera records: This can range from a 360-degree cam-

era recording a large crowd in a stadium to a fixed camera that concentrates on physi-

cal interactions or a mobile camera that concentrates on moving hands or the head and

is mounted on the moving actors. The focus of the recording can vary from the move-

ment of individual body parts and interactions in dyads or groups to huge gatherings

and spread-out spaces, which means it can take place on different scales.This applies to

the situational and contextual focus accordingly.

2.2 Analyzing video recordings

Video data have a very special relationshipwithwhat is recorded since videos are consid-

ered a mimetic medium. They record visual and acoustic objectifications. Videos make

it possible for observers to recognize aspects such as sound and voice, as well as bodies,

objects, and visualized space in the recording. As a result, video data offer an extremely

rich and tremendously dense body of data that is objectified so as to be suitable for in-

terpretation and analysis by other researchers, too. As a visual medium, videos allow for

a special form of intersubjectivity: namely, analysis by others who first saw the situation

in retrospect upon closer observation.Video analysis shares this characteristicwith pho-

tography but stands out from thismethod due to one unique feature. In contrast to pho-

tography,videosarea temporalmediumthat enables researchers toanalyze the sequence

of actions, interactions, and other social processes covered by the video recordings.His-

torically, the transition has been fluid, as we see with the famous studies of motion by

Muybridge with series of photographs that answered question such as whether horses

continue to touch the ground at all times when galloping. However, this particular tem-

poral feature of video analysis makes it possible to observe physical actions as they take

place chronologically.

This temporality is taken into account in video analysis by means of sequential anal-

yses. Sequential analysis refers to the temporal course of communicative actions in what

are called (action) turns, such as physical positions, movements, vocalizations, or other

technical objectifications. Sequential analysis examines how the relevance of commu-

nicative action is constituted in time: that is to say, how actions are shaped reflectively in

the course of their performance so that they are understood by others and thus result in

subsequent actions. These turns can be interpreted because they always relate to what
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preceded them and to what follows them. In the analysis, the series of actions are re-

traced and divided into turns in order to understand how these sequences are shaped by

the actors themselves.The interpretation of the actions concentrates on the meaningful

interplay of turns in relation to one another. The underlying principle of the analysis is

that we not only can describe the order unfolding from turn to turn in these series of

actions but can also systematically understand it.

Sequentiality also represents a unique resource in terms of securing the research

findings because it makes it possible to validate the interpretations. Interpretations of

the first verbal and physical turns are used in order to predict subsequent turns; the em-

pirical form of the next rounds or turnsmakes it possible to decide which interpretation

of the first rounds was chosen by the actors and is therefore valid (for the term sequen-

tiality, see Knoblauch 2020: 193 et seqq.). Sequential analysis uses the technical possibil-

ities of the video devices, which are both an audiovisual recording and playback device;

this includes the virtually limitless playbacks, as well as time loops and zooming. All of

these techniques are not just related to scientific methods of comparison, they also ex-

hibit spatial aspects: The monitor on which we watch the video itself represents a visual

surface.This makes it possible enlarge something small, to select specific sections, or to

repeat certain sequences of pictures and thus make them present at the site of analysis.

Moreover, the temporal sequences themselves feature spatial references. They focus on

themovements of the human body itself (such as gestures, i.e., themotility) as well as the

movements of bodies in space (i.e., theirmobility).

While motility and mobility are spatio-temporal phenomena, the second step in

videography, the analysis, essentially entails another spatial phenomenon. In addition

to the temporal sequence of the images, the individual images themselves represent

an object of analysis. In contrast to the sequential analysis, this is an analysis of the

elements that are present simultaneously. Here we refer to the juxtaposition of the

bodies that characterize the space, which Löw (2016) refers to as an “arrangement.” In

both ethnography and image theory, it has long since been discussed that (visual as well

as audiovisual) representations can by no means be considered illustrations but rather

follow their own conventions of representation. In response to this, quite elaborate

hermeneutic approaches have been developed that are devoted to image analysis, both

with regard to photographs (Müller/Soeffner 2018) and with regard to individual images

(Raab 2008) and partial sequences or moves (Reichertz/Englert 2010). Therefore, the

hermeneutic analysis of visual elements offers a useful approach to analyzing space by

using the spatial knowledge of the researchers. Apart from the hermeneutic perspective,

the semiotic perspective focuses more on the materialized forms, attempting to inter-

pret them as cultural signs and explaining them within the structural context of their

signs. Goodwin (1994), for example, chose such a semiotic approach.

While thesemethods are aimed at the image, at the image’s relationship with the re-

ality studied and, consequently, the relation between reality and image as a highly con-

troversial problem of representation, we propose treating video recordings like ethno-

graphic data. Because they were collected as part of the ethnography, they are field doc-

uments whose status is related to both the researchers’ and the field subjects’ experi-

ences in and with the field. The video recordings are not merely observed epistemically

like field protocols; they are used in the (especially early) data sessions to elicit and ex-
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plicate ethnographic knowledge of the field on the basis of audiovisual objectivations.

As noted previously, their spatial dimension is often complemented by cartographies,

which record the spatial distribution and allocation of the people and of the material or

technical elements. Camera positions are then sought following an initial ethnographic

survey.

Fig. 1: Spatial sketch from a project on working in control centers with distribution of individual

technical workplaces related to specific tasks and an adjacent second room (Knoblauch 1998: 313).

3 Spatial knowledge

In the ethnographic study of the spatial aspects of interactions, the specific knowledge

of both the participants and the researchers about the spaces plays a crucial role, es-

pecially when interpreting the videos. Because this spatial knowledge is subjective and

embodied, it cannot be observed by means of video recordings, but it is still relevant

for the interpretation and analysis of the data. Even the “translation” of the two-dimen-

sional recording into a three-dimensional understanding is based on the underlying spa-

tial knowledge of the lifeworld. Similarly, the understanding of an individual’s orientation

based on visual glances in the room, for example, is based on habitualized spatial knowl-

edge, which we use to “read” material objects when walking (Knoblauch 2017). Spatial

knowledge also includes practical knowledge, which is acquired as specialized knowl-

edge and routinized over time, as is the case in a soccer game. Bourdieu and Wacquant

(1992: 21) illustrate, in reference to Merleau-Ponty, how the relationship between players
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and the field gives rise to a “cohesion without concept.” “The player incorporates it [the

playing field] into his body and feels, for example, the direction of the ‘goal’ just as di-

rectly as the vertical and horizontal planes of his own body.” (Merleau-Ponty 1980: 193,

own translation)

This specialized routinized spatial knowledge can be acquired by means of partici-

pant observation of the activities in the respective fields. Participation not only includes

the structures of the space from a practical-pragmatic perspective but also introduces a

view of the imaginations and affective dimensions of the space and its social impacts.

This dimension of space is also evident in classic ethnographies, as illustrated com-

pellingly by Anderson (2015) in his study Black in White Spaces, which shows how spaces

are structured by powerful regimes of action and how those spaces are reflected in sub-

jective experiences of exclusion. To this day, capturing these dimensions systematically

in videographies is essential for further research.

Like all knowledge, the various forms of spatial knowledge are unequally distributed

across levels of society. This applies in particular to explicit spatial knowledge, which is

objectified in different ways, often linguistically and graphically, for instance, as topo-

graphicmaps,GoogleMaps, or architectural plans. Its distribution follows the patterns of

social inequality, while at the same time being connected to specialized knowledge, in-

stitutions, and professionswith special approaches. Bymeans of categories, coding, and

classifications, suchobjectifications exert powerover spatial relationships; however, they

are also the subject of disputes.

4 Social dimensions of videographic space

By no means does videography refer solely to the recording of videos. As a social sci-

encemethod, it has a special object,whichwebroadly describe as communicative action.

Communicative action includes interactions between people but also refers to isolated

embodied actions, such as walking or typing a text. Action is always guided by knowl-

edge, although embodied actions also include objects (writing) or technology (typing on

akeyboardor a screen, controllingdevices remotely),which canhave both a symbolic and

an operative character (Knoblauch 2020). Communicative action can be described tem-

porally based on sequences, but it also has a spatial character, which comes to the fore

in the simultaneous observation of recordings in particular. In line with spatial theory

as described by Löw (2016), the analytical perspective of videography conceives spatial-

ity as the relationship between the actors and to the things in the space (but from the

ethnographically reconstructed, “asymmetrical” perspective of the actors).

For all intents and purposes, Hall’s classic studies on proxemics (1962) can already be

regarded as an example of audiovisually analyzed spatial relations in interactions be-

tween people. Most notably, he investigated the interactive and subjective meaning of

spatial distance between people, where what is perceived as “normal” can vary consider-

ably in different cultures. Scheflen (1973) used psychiatric discussions as an example to

illustrate the role played by changes in posture in interactions between people sitting. In

doing so, he founded context analysis, which also emphasizes the spatial dimension of

human interactions. A more recent example is what is known as the “face formation,” as
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introduced by Kendon (1976).This refers to the spatial arrangement of people facing one

another, which in turn indicates their type of participation, attention, etc. To be more

precise, the term body formation (Knoblauch 2013) should be used as the circular position-

ing of the bodies is what differentiates between interior, ancillary, and outside spaces,

which call for individual rituals, if they are to be accessed by other people.

Fig. 2:The face formation with the internal o-space, the p-space formed by the bodies, and

the r-space in which new rites of spatial passage to and from the formation can be expected

(Knoblauch 2013: 119).

While body formations assumepermanently recognizable forms, interaction ensem-

bles constitute complexfigurationsofbodies that situationally change in the courseof in-

teraction and communication processes. For example, Schmitt (2012) shows how differ-

ent requirements for cooperation between different participants (directors, actors) and

their devices (movie camera,microphone) result in equally different spatial interaction en-

sembles. VonWedelstaedt andMeyer (2016) use the term interkinesthesia to denote coordi-

nated spatial choreographies of movement in a well-rehearsed team, such as a handball

team on the offensive.

If we look closer at how material space is relevant in the interactions between peo-

ple, then we are talking about an architecture-for-interaction (Hausendorf et al. 2016). In

contrast, Linke (2018) uses the term configuration to refer to the ways in which material

and cultural objects themselves serve to arrange interactions or even individual actions

spatially. In her historic studies, she demonstrates howdinner tableswith their arrange-
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ment and type of seating, cutlery,dishes, and other decoration characterize not only how

people eat but also how well they behave. Similarly, Böhme (2015) uses camera record-

ings from a bird’s-eye view to show how the spatial arrangement of boxes, computers,

and supervisory personnel create a “laboratope,”which allows economists to conduct ex-

periments. Such configurations can by all means take on larger spatial dimensions, as il-

lustrated by the numerous studies on urban spaces, such as in geographic videographies

(Garrett 2011).

In no case should the objects be reduced to “affordances” in an ontological manner

(Wineman/Peponis 2010); instead, the efficacy of the spatial objectifications can be de-

termined in connection with the forms of communication that the human actions as-

sume.This can be recognized based on “activity shapes,” which have often been illustrated

for the spatial orientation and walkways in shopping centers or supermarkets (Gomez

et al. 2012). The spatial syntax approach offers an appropriate, somewhat formal answer

to the question of how materializations guide spatial communicative action. For exam-

ple, the relations between different rooms are mapped with regard to their borders. In

this case, special focus is placed on who can be accessed first and last from where—but

without studying the actual behavior since space is understood as inherently social here

(Bafna 2003).

While the first approaches mentioned above look at space from the perspective of

interaction and the last approaches look at interaction from the perspective of space,

one approach appears to integrate both perspectives and allows to address the interplay

between material and human spatial aspects under the term social ecology. Even if this

alludes to the (rather deterministic) spatio-sociological tradition of the Chicago School,

these studies nevertheless attempt to relate the spatiality of interactions between people

and the configurations of objects, technologies, and built spaces to one another.This ap-

plies, for instance, to the analysis of interactions and communicative action with regard

to images and artistic artifacts in museums (Heath/vom Lehn 2008).

5 Conclusion: Synthetic spaces

Without a doubt, there is still a lot to be done in order to integrate issues from the so-

cial research of space into the methods of videography. Spatiality poses even more of a

challenge since both the social spaces to be studied and the method itself are subject to

the mass digitalization of communication. For example, the fact that digital sign sys-

tems can be coupled directly and at the same time translocally with material technology

brings a new cause-and-effect relationship into play. Now typing on a keyboard, push-

ing a button, and touching a screen can have immediate consequences for the indirect

or direct environment: A signal is transmitted to a train, a floodgate opens, or a rocket

is launched.We refer to these cause-and-effect relationships that are governed by signs

as mediatization. They are relevant for video analysis because they link the visual tech-

nologies that can be observed by audiovisual means (such as the monitors at which peo-

ple work) with other spaces that have to be taken into account as part of the observed

situation.These cause-and-effect relationships becomemore complex to the extent that

the technology becomes intra-active: that is to say, they interact with each other on their
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own, thus producing their ownperceptions andprocessing algorithmic functions as arti-

ficial intelligence. Such relationships extend beyond the assumption of the parallelization

of “real” and “virtual” spaces and emphasize themediatized connection between synthetic

spaces, as they can be called in linewithKnorr-Cetina (2009): spaces that are created from

the simultaneous merging of actions at places of interaction (e.g., in a control room)

with their communicative and translocal interplay (with sales representatives), and po-

tentially the involvement of digital infrastructures in the coordination of activities (Janz/

Tuma 2022).The question of how such synthetic spaces can be studied represents a chal-

lenge at present, not just because these technologies are constantly evolving. Studying

these synthetic spacesmay contribute to not only an understanding of the contemporary

refiguration of space (Knoblauch/Löw 2020) but also the adjustment of themethodology

to these changes and to the requirements brought about by the digitalization of video

data with regard to data archives, 3D simulations, big data, and artificial intelligence.
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(Spatially) focused ethnography

Michael Wetzels

Thestudyof spaceshasnowattained the status of a key social category (Löw2016), even in

the field of ethnographic research (e.g., as urban ethnography, see Johnston 2013; Pardo/

Prato 2018). However, when talking about ethnography as a method in general, it is im-

portant to point out the differences. Not all types of ethnography are alike, rather they

contain different application strategies (Eisewicht 2016), which determine the method

that is best suited for a certain field and a certain research question, also in terms of

the data (e.g., [historical] texts, audiovisual material, ethnographic notes). This article

sheds light on the ethnographic concept of focused ethnography (Knoblauch 2002, 2005;

Rebstein/Schnettler 2018) and its adequacy for the study of spaces.

Professional football1 is used as an example here, where the use of focused ethnog-

raphy has brought to light new insights into the significance of space beyond the main-

stream research literature on football (Horak 2006; Sülzle 2005; Thalheim 2019). In this

sense, this article focuses on three areas: First, the method is classified within the con-

text of the discourse on ethnography in order to underscore its suitability for the study of

space (Section 1).Football is thenusedas anexample to illustratehowtoapply themethod

to ethnographic research with a focus on the category of space (Section 2). Finally, a brief

overview of the prospects for potential interdisciplinary research strategies is provided

(Section 3).

1 What is focused ethnography?

First of all, it is necessary to define what distinguishes focused ethnography from con-

ventional ethnographies and what characterizes it as a method for qualitative social re-

search.

1 In order to avoid misunderstandings between British English and American English, it should be

noted that “football” in this article refers to the American term “soccer.”
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1.1 Conventional ethnography versus focused ethnography:

Establishing the status quo

Focused ethnography stands on the shoulders of basic ethnographic research methods

but differs from conventional strategies in terms of its field-specific research questions

and temporally limited participation in the field. Focused ethnography is not interested

in observing cultures in their entirety, but rather it concentrates on “regularities […] in

an […] ongoing interactive process of social order taking shape” (Tuma et al. 2013: 56, own

translation) in order to “determine the temporal and spatial arrangement of the operational

structures behind the processes transpiring in the field” (Rebstein/Schnettler 2018: 619,

own translation, emphasis added). Firstly, this means that focused ethnographers con-

centrate their fieldwork on certain stages of social processes.Theword “focused” should be

taken literally here.That is to say, the researchers make an informed decision as to what

type of object should be made the subject of discussion and analyzed in a specific field

and which processes should be brought into focus. For example, in the field of football,

conventional ethnographerswould be interested in the culture as awhole (e.g., fans, his-

tory, stadiums, emotions, etc.). By contrast, focused ethnographers would be interested

in one (or several) aspect(s) of the field, such as how space is produced in a specific case

(e.g., the clubHerthaBerlin). Secondly, the informed decision of this focus is based on the

research question and the possibility to participate in the social fields. The fields chal-

lenge researchers to act according to their own dynamics, to focus, and to raise certain

questions about the field. Several examples of this include: The dynamics of a market-

place or a football game can be distinguished based on both their temporality (duration

of the event, taking place daily/weekly/monthly, etc.) and their spatiality (market stalls,

stadiums, etc.).Therefore, as opposed to conventional strategies, it is necessary to know

exactly what is to be the object of focus in a certain case. If the mise-en-scène of “collec-

tive emotions” in a football stadium is being observed (Wetzels 2022), then the research

should be tied to a specific period of time: namely, the 90 minutes of a football match.

Only during this period can this phenomenon be observed and the locality, the stadium,

accessed. Conventional strategies that require field participation for several months or

years on end (Breidenstein et al. 2013: 33) are not as effective here if specific focal points

have been defined in the research questions (Rebstein/Schnettler 2018: 622). However,

this does not mean that focused ethnography is considered a “better” form of ethnog-

raphy. Rather, it is intended for the outlined interface (specific research question, tem-

porally limited participation) to enable researchers to carry out data-intensive research

projects systematically. Focused ethnography is a variation of conventional ethnography

and is not meant to replace it.
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1.2 Research design in focused ethnography

Focused ethnography is an interpretative research method in the social sciences. It is

used to collect natural data2 in order to obtain data-intensive information in a relatively

short period of time (Knoblauch 2005: 2). For this purpose, the use of video technology is

preferred for preserving communicative processes and ensuring a constant observation

process.The ethnographic descriptions are thus detached from the researchers and can

be analyzed by others, which significantly improves the reflexive content and the quality

of the data analysis (Lindemann et al. 2018: 213).3However, videos are not the onlymeans

of collecting data in focused ethnography. “Classic” ethnographic notes, interviews, and

the inclusion of discursive material (e.g., newspaper columns, online articles, websites,

podcasts, or historical books) are key components in focused ethnographies since, in ad-

dition to situational sequences (sequentiality), they also focus on the creation of the con-

text (simultaneity) (Knoblauch et al. 2019: 164).

Situationsdonot simplyoccur,but rather they areprofoundly characterizedbydiffer-

ent social dynamics whose relevance can only be determined by focusing on and collect-

ing context-based data (e.g., newspaper reports, blogs, flyers). Collecting diverse data is

crucial for achieving sufficient empirical saturation for the object of investigation (Wet-

zels 2022). Thus, focused ethnography is a method that is “available to basically any ob-

server in the sameway” (Rebstein/Schnettler 2018: 624,own translation).Butwhatmakes

this method challenging is the fact that it requires extensive knowledge of the research

field. Focused ethnographies are intended for “experts” (Knoblauch 2002: 130) since it is

only possible to collect data and conduct in-depth analyses within a short period of time

with a certain degree of confidence in the field (Rebstein/Schnettler 2018: 620). Three

things are needed to become an expert based on personal experiences and reflections

in the field of football (Wetzels 2022): First, researchers should be sufficiently engaged

in the field before actually collecting the data. Inquiries, collecting materials, and spo-

radic stays in the field can help familiarize researchers with the relevant structures and

processes.This also requires a certain affinity for immersing oneself in the field and con-

frontingone’s ownself.Thetime-consuminganddata-intensiveworkcanresult inmech-

anisms of rejection but also belonging, which can require sustained reflection (Linde-

mann et al. 2018: 208). Confrontation is inevitable in the process as the search for en-

try points into the field and contacts without any data collection strategies runs the risk

of encountering closed doors. Second, in the event of resistance, this can lead to an ap-

propriate adjustment of the data collection strategies. For example, in my research en-

deavors, I discovered restrictions thatmade it difficult to collect audiovisual data.There-

fore, this called for aworkaroundusing other data (ethnographic observations,discourse

2 In this context, the term natural data refers to the fact that, firstly, the research question is not

brought into the field of study but rather arises “naturally” through the actors, and, secondly, the

researchers do not actively influence the local communicative processes and actions (Rebstein/

Schnettler 2018: 624–625).

3 However, videos must not be considered a “depiction” of reality. Focused ethnographies do not

represent a positivist notion of science (Rebstein/Schnettler 2018: 629), but rather they are linked

to the competences and decisions of the researchers.
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data, etc.) to developnew strategies for thefield and thus collect the audiovisual data that

were relevant for my research question (see Section 2.1). Third, it is important to keep a

research journal (Rebstein/Schnettler 2018: 625) in order to obtain a detailed overview

(data, precoding, strategies, etc.) of the field. This narrows down the research question

being studied in order to create a guide for the observations, a system for collecting data,

and exemplary abstractions.

For example: In my case with football, I asked how collective emotions in a stadium

can be identified and analyzed. Based on the focused ethnography method, I developed

the concept of “affective-dramaturgical constellations of knowledge” (Wetzels 2022, own

translation).This concept makes it possible to investigate the phenomenon of “collective

emotions” in three analytical dimensions—discursive, structural, and situational con-

stellations—and to demonstrate that collective emotions are performative productions

in football that are interpreted socially as emotions.Thiswaspossible onlybecause the con-

stant confrontation with the field produced new insights, both analytical and method-

ological, which led to theoretical abstractions and new collections of data.This, in turn,

allowedme tonarrowdownboth the researchquestionand the conceptualization.There-

fore, focused ethnographies can always be considered a work-in-progress, allowing for an

object-related, focused observation thanks to their flexibility.4Thiswill nowbe explained

based on the restrictions (Section 2.1) and the spatial formations, interpretations, and

gestalts (Section 2.2) in the field of football as an example of the study of space.

2 (Spatially) focused ethnography based on the field
of professional football

First of all, I would like to clarify several fundamental points about the general body of

data I collected during the research process. A total of 25 observationsweremade during

a period of two and a half years at various events (e.g., Bundesliga, European Champi-

onship, etc.).These observations generated:

• 25 hours of video footage

• 25 ethnographic notes

• 6 interviews

• More than 700 pieces of discursive data (newspaper and online articles, Internet

statements, podcasts, audio notes, images, club and association statutes, etc.)

But this was only possible by adjusting the method to suit the field of research. Dur-

ing the game, these adjustments allowed me to obtain audiovisual footage from up to

4 This can certainly be challenging since focused ethnography is infinite in theory. The stopping

point depends heavily on the research question. In this sense, focused ethnography connects to

the “theoretical sampling” of grounded theory (Strauss/Corbin 1997), which means “the end of the

research process […] is evident in processes of theoretical saturationwhen including new data does

not yield any further findings orwhen the research question being addressed appears to have been

answered within the framework of the available resources” (Keller/Bosančić 2018: 904, own trans-

lation, emphasis in original).
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three perspectives (e.g., playing field, spectators) and within a certain time interval (up

to five minutes) without having a strong influence on the “naturalness” of the field. The

videos, photographs, and ethnographic notes were taken using a smartphone. In addi-

tion,materialwas collectedonsite (flyers, reports,etc.) to record the relevant context.The

data were coded spatiotemporally in the analysis (e.g., “23022020_303p.m._Olympicsta-

dium_Ostkurve”) and then systematically related to one another (photographs supported

notes, flyers reproduced spatial and temporal contextualizations, etc.). This led to fur-

ther stays in the field and to the comparison of multiple matches based on a single case

(Hertha Berlin), thus augmenting the body of data through the principle of the snowball

method (identification) and refining the observations of the object (focus). Below I show

how applying this method had a direct influence on the collection processes in the field

in combinationwith a theoretical abstraction regarding the category of space.

2.1 Field restrictions as spatial order

Field restrictions refer to both the field research itself and the abstraction,meaning how

the place being accessed is configured spatially. By no means is every space accessible to

the public.This can be illustrated by the difference between amarketplace and a football

stadium.Marketplaces are usually accessible to all. Researchers can visit them,make ob-

servations without any major limitations, and even record sales conversations (Tuma et

al. 2013: 89). In the case of professional football, however, specific rules apply since this

space is not public but rather semi-public. Tickets, checks, restrictions—all this required,

and this is at the same time a major advantage of focused ethnography, a flexible ap-

proach to dealing with the field. The research strategies had to be adjusted to identify

new data collection techniques and generate the desired data.

One specific example from the field: It was not possible to take professional equip-

ment (e.g., video cameras with tripods) into the stadiums because at the entrance they

checked which types of equipment was allowed inside and which was not. These were

not arbitrary rules either. Signs at the stadium entrances containing the General Terms

and Conditions for Tickets (GTCT) referred to the structural stipulation of these rules (see

Fig. 1).

Simply buying a stadiumticket innowaygrantedmeopenaccess to the stadiumwith

all of my video equipment. Instead, paying for the ticket meant concluding a contract: By

entering the stadium, the spectators agree to the terms and conditions for all intents and

purposes.This had far-reaching implications for the research processwith video data, as

illustrated by Point 10.8 in Section e) of the GTCT. According to this point:

“Media reporting on the event (television, radio, Internet, print, photography) and/or

the collection of data about thematch are only permitted with the prior consent of the

club and in the special areas designated for these purposes. Without the prior consent

of the club, recording or collecting audio data, photographs and/or images, descrip-

tions or results, and data about the event is prohibited, unless this is done exclusively

for private, non-commercial use.” (Hertha Berlin 2019)
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Fig. 1: General Terms and Conditions for Tickets of Hertha Berlin football club. | ©MichaelWet-

zels
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Thus, only the event organizers are allowed to take videos and any violations can re-

sult in criminal prosecution. Being flexible requiredme to approach the field differently,

but not to start from scratch. I asked the question: How can I take videos in this specific

space despite the prevailing restrictions?This called forme to incorporate discursive data

into this early stage of the research process, which also led me to integrate the sociol-

ogy of knowledge approach to discourse ethnography (Keller 2019).5 The confrontation

with the GTCT and the local observations required me to make changes to the research

process in order to record videos in the stadiums.This is explained in two points:

• Although Point 10.8, e) of the GTCT stipulates that filming is permitted only with the

consent of the club, if the videos are generated for non-commercial purposes, which

includes science, then this is possible without prior consent.

• By means of local observations, I realized that people did in fact record videos in

the stadium—namely, with their smartphones—which led to my decision to record

videos with this medium as well.

It was thus possible to circumvent the field restrictions in a creative and flexiblemanner,

encouraging abstractly interesting insights about space in the process: specifically, that

different interpretations of spacemay exist and that thefields are characterizedby spatial

orders and arrangements (Löw 2016: 135).Whether participants and researchers are on the

football field or at a marketplace makes a major difference as different spaces call for

distinctpractices.Thespace for footballwith its specific setting (stadium,stands, football

field, etc.) is framed quite differently than a marketplace (stalls, passageways etc.), thus

distinguishing it fromother spaces not only verbally but also due to its structural setting.

Hence, field restrictions are not a handicap, but rather they serve as a source of both

methodological and theoretical knowledge about the space being studied.

2.2 The formation, interpretation, and gestalt of spaces

Now that the first hurdle has been overcome, the field research can be continued under

themodified conditions. But I should warn you that even though youmay have a funda-

mental overview of the structural “logic” of the space, this does not automatically mean

that you canmove about freely and conduct your research by the book.An example of this

is a stadium ticket (Fig. 2).

5 The sociology of knowledge approach to discourse ethnography is related to the focused ethnog-

raphy method (see Keller 2019: 53) in that it also favors the generation of textual material or au-

diovisual data since “social actors, and their communication (inter-)acts within pre-existing social

fields of practice and institutional structures” (Keller 2011: 64).
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Fig. 2: Ticket for Hertha Berlin homematches. |

©MichaelWetzels
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Purchasing a ticket not only represents the conclusion of a contract but also an as-

signment to a specific sector in the stadium.This means that a decision was made when

buying the ticket: in which spatial formation within the stadium the research will be

conducted. It is not possible to simply change sectors during a match, but rather the

purchase of a ticket determines the location of the ethnographic work in the stadium.6

Deciding in favor of a certain location at the same timemeans deciding against another

potential perspective, which is why researchers are encouraged to reflect on and justify

their decisions—be it in the field of football or in another social space.The flexibility of-

fered by the focused ethnographymethod poses an advantage here, too.When attention

and focus areplacedonvariousmaterials of thefield (seeSection2.1), this results not only

in various insights into the spatial structure but also in the possibility to move through

that structure. In this regard, the defined research question plays a decisive role in the

local research pragmatics: Where is the best place in the space to move about in order

to achieve the highest possible yield in terms of generating data for my specific topic of

interest? Inmy research, this constituted the sectors of the local collective formations of

Hertha Berlin. Furthermore, the focus on collective emotions showed that these appeared

to be related to the competitive spatial formations in the stadium. While a relatively clear

spatial arrangement can be observed at a marketplace, perhaps the stalls with the oper-

ators on one side and the potential buyers on the other (Tuma et al. 2013: 88), the forma-

tions in a football stadium are arranged and positioned competitively to one another in

spatial terms (Knoblauch et al. 2019: 173). These spatial formations are reproduced and

legitimized by the spectators, thus highlighting specific gestalts in the space of the sta-

dium (ibid.: 168).7 This once again illustrates the importance of differentiating between

fieldswhen talking about space.While interactions between individuals selling and buy-

ing products can be observed at a marketplace, a match between two teams is observed

in football (see Fig. 3).

Focused ethnographymakes it possible to precode space by combining differentma-

terials from the field—for example, audiovisual recordings, discursive material, or ob-

servations—in turn allowing researchers to carry out a more in-depth analysis both in

theoretical andmethodological terms.Studying the local settings showed that the spatial

formations are also connected to the spatial interpretations of the participants and those

of the researchers. At marketplaces, these interpretations might seem straightforward:

At least two individualsmeet at a stand and proceed to bargain over the price of themer-

chandise. In football this is different since participation is guided by multiple motives

and can determine your own location in the stadium.Therefore, the spatial formations

in football have different homogeneous and heterogeneous spatial gestalts than at mar-

ketplaces.Observing the arrangements of formations in a stadiumprovides information

6 What is more, a ticket also represents a material piece of data, which not only documents the per-

spective in the field during the research process but also contains further information about space.

For example, in addition to showing the identities of the teams in the stadium, the ticket also al-

lows the holder to move through Berlin as an urban space using public transport in a certain period

of time.

7 The perspective of the researchers is crucial here with regard to the spatial gestalt that is revealed.

Consequently, this gestalt might appear differently depending on whether it is located and data

material generated outside, next to, or in the relevant spatial formation.
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about the spatial interpretations.Namely, a collective emotion can only be perceived and

interpreted as a spatial gestalt within a certain spatial formation under certain spatial

interpretations (e.g., cheering for a goal forHerthaBerlin).Only the focused ethnography

approachmade it possible to abstract this theoretical knowledge of and about space.

Fig. 3: Competitive spatial formations atMarathon Gate (left) and Ostkurve terrace (right) in

Berlin’s Olympic Stadium. | ©MichaelWetzels

3 Focused ethnography as a concept for interdisciplinary spatial research

The focused ethnographymethod proves to be extremely effective for the purpose of em-

pirical research on space. It provides researcherswith the flexibility to focus on a specific

spatiotemporal setting based on their confrontation with the field, while allowing them

to make adjustments to and develop strategic decisions for the research process. Fur-

thermore, thanks its focused character, it can bring other data and methods to the fore

in order to achieve greater empirical saturation and obtain new vantage points of the

field.The case discussed here led not only to theoretical abstractions but also tomethod-

ological combinations (sociology of knowledge approach to discourse ethnography). The flexi-

bility of this ethnographic method and the possibility to combine it with other meth-

ods makes it interesting not only for research in social sciences but also for interdisci-

plinary research. Focused ethnography can be considered a link in this regard.Thanks to

its openness for different methodological combinations, it is possible to bring different

academic disciplines closer together both methodologically and theoretically. Method-

ological discussions, theoretical abstractions, and the development of diverse research

designs—focused ethnography can,due to its effectivemethods (methodologies) and in-

tegrative power, achievewhat interdisciplinarywork requires fundamentally: a common

understanding regarding the significance of space for social realities.
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Webnography 2.0

Eric Lettkemann

Nowadays, if I launch a quick web search for my whereabouts, my smartphone provides

mewith awealth of digital information.On Instagram I can browse through photos that

are linked tomy current GPS coordinates bymeans of a geotag; theWikipedia app offers

me a digital map with entries about my surroundings; numerous Twitter hashtags refer

to my location, etc. The fact that the Internet is a rich source of information is nothing

new. What is new is that smartphone users can use location-based information from

the Internet to appropriate their everyday spaces in novel ways, thus giving rise to new

ways of perceiving and using space. For example,many people use their smartphone as a

social radar in order to keep an eye out for friends or potential dates nearby.Digitalmaps

guide them in real time through unknown streets, and mobile games introduce virtual

creatures into their perceived space. In a nutshell: Hybrid spaces are being established

whose perception and use are based on mobile digital information, while at the same

time being anchored in physical space.

This article discusses which methods of qualitative research can be used to gain ac-

cess to the growing hybridization of spaces. I will start by outlining the basic spatial and

social theory underlying the concept of hybrid spaces.Afterward, Iwill use several exem-

plary studies to demonstrate how the use of mobile apps has changed the appropriation

of space in everyday life and which methodological problems have arisen for qualitative

spatial research as a result. I will argue that the investigation of hybrid spaces requires a

combination of qualitative approaches because hybrid spaces cannot be observed from

a purely ethnographic perspective. The hybrid constitution of space is based on digital

information, which is accessible only to the users of specific apps. The last section will

address how different methods can be combined in order to study the use and percep-

tion of hybrid spaces in qualitative terms. Building on Strübing’s (2006) combination of

methods in “webnography,” I refer to the approach presented here as webnography 2.0.1

1 The webnography approach is knownmainly in German-speaking social media research. It differs

from the more prominent “netnography” approach (Kozinets 2010) in that webnography does not

focus solely on online activities, taking place on the screen, but also systematically investigates the

associated offline activities, taking place behind the screen.
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1 Theoretical basics: Physical, virtual, and hybrid spaces

In parallel to the “real” space of physical face-to-face interactions, the Internet has cre-

ated a “virtual” space for digital communication. In the early stage of digitalization, this

virtual space wasmostly separated from the physically palpable reality of day-to-day life

and could be accessed only sporadically and temporarily—via the computerworkstation.

Themuch vaunted term cyberspace expressed the need to draw a linguistic line between

“real life” in physical co-presence and the allegedly illusory worlds of virtual space. Early

ethnographic studies on Internet usage postulated that virtual parallel spaces took root

in chat rooms, online game worlds, and social media. In other words: During the begin-

nings of digitalization, people experienced virtual space as a reality of its own, as a sep-

arate domain of discourse, and as an experimental field for new (digital) lifestyles (see

Turkle 1995).

The impression that there is a clearly perceptible gap between virtual and physical

reality has been drastically relativized within the last decade. With the rise of Internet-

enabledmobile devices, especially smartphones, access to virtual space has become pos-

sible at (almost) any time from (almost) anywhere.Mobile Internet is a key element in the

current stage of digitalization. Within just a few years, countless software applications

for mobile devices (abbreviated as apps) have infiltrated our daily routines, supporting

us with all sorts of tasks relevant to our lifestyles, ranging from performing bank trans-

actions tomonitoringmenstrual cycles.The observable consequences ofmobile Internet

include the fact that the strict distinction between online and offline communication in

the everyday lives of many smartphone users has lost its practical relevance.These days,

young people in particular integrate social media communication into numerous every-

day physical activities with the help of Internet-enabled mobile devices (see Parisi 2015;

Tomita 2016).

In the course of this development, there has been a growing “convergence between

real-world and virtual spaces” (Löw et al. 2008: 81, own translation) in which the bor-

ders between face-to-face interaction andmediatized interaction are becoming blurred.

The screen of the mobile device gives rise to a “hybrid space” (de Souza e Silva 2006) that

superimposes information from the Internet onto physical space. Hybrid spaces arise

where apps localize the physical location of the mobile device and display digital infor-

mation adapted to the current location. Such location-specific information is generated

when users either post digital content about their whereabouts themselves or allow the

app to track location-related information in the background. For example, theWaze nav-

igation app provides up-to-date information about traffic jams and alternative routes

by tracking the movements of all mobile devices on whichWaze is installed, aggregating

these data, and displaying the data as flows of traffic in real time on a digital map. At the

same time, the users can actively generate information by notifying other users on the

appmap where they have seen roadwork, accidents, or traffic hazards. Based on this in-

formation,Waze users navigate through a hybrid space that is constructed equally from

physical, social, and virtual elements.

In social science research, the apps described here, which provide location-related

information using the current GPS coordinates of amobile device, are referred to collec-

tively as locativemedia (de Souza e Silva/Frith 2012; Frith 2015). Locativemedia are the re-
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sult of combining social media with mobile telephony, geopositioning techniques (e.g.,

GPS and WiFi triangulation), georeferencing, and digital cartography to create a new

infrastructure context (Buschauer/Willis 2013). Qualitative studies based both on new

forms of using space and altered forms of perceiving space illustrate the consequences

locative media entail for society in day-to-day processes of spatial appropriation.

2 Exemplary findings on the appropriation of hybrid spaces

Amultidisciplinary researchfieldwhosemethodology is basedprimarily on (auto)ethno-

graphic observations addresses how users of locative media appropriate hybrid spaces

andwhat the repercussions of this are.The following sketch of key findings andmethod-

ological approaches can serve as an initial tool for designing your own qualitative re-

search design. Researchers should be aware of two aspects in this regard.

2.1 Keeping up with progress: Studying types of use, not apps

Early studies on the use of mobile apps were often confronted with the methodological

problem that their findings were related to app versions that had become obsolete by the

time the studieswerepublished—that is to say, theappshadbeenmodifiedor replacedby

competing apps.Therefore,many researchers no longer focus on specific apps but rather

search for recurring use types and describe their social impacts.They highlight the mo-

tives and practices of app use instead of losing themselves in describing the details of

the software. This consideration of use and consequences captures sufficiently abstract

phenomena that can be observed regardless of which specific apps are being used in ev-

eryday life. As a result, qualitative analyses can be compared and generalized to a greater

extent, beyond the immediate present (Frith 2015: 9 et seq., 66).

Three use types (at least) can be derived from case studies on locative media to date.

The difference between these types of use is of an analytical nature since a wide range of

mobile apps offer features that include all three uses. The purpose of this typology is to

ensure that the empirical phenomenonof locativemedia ismanageable despite the rapid

developments andmultitude of existing apps:

1. In the context of locativemedia,annotation refers to linkingGPScoordinateswith vir-

tual references in the form of comments, photos, or reviews (de Souza e Silva/Frith

2012: 94 et seqq.; Frith 2015: 81 et seqq.). As a rule, users annotate personal experi-

ences, photos, and opinions on a location, orienting themselves on everyday com-

munication formats of “authentic self-representation” from the field of social con-

tact between friends and acquaintances,which also dominate socialmedia (Schmidt

2013: 23 et seqq.). Expanding these communication formats to potential strangers

has given rise to a new form of “personal public spheres” (ibid.) in virtual space.With

the spread of annotation services such as Foursquare City Guide and Yelp, this type of

public sphere is now gaining traction in physical urban space (Frith 2015: 75 et seqq.).

2. Numerous apps in the field of locativemedia assist their users in navigating through

unknown and unfamiliar spaces. Apps such as Hollaback! or Waze help their users
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move through space based on defined criteria, for example, in the interest of avoid-

ing areas with high crime rates or high traffic (see Frith 2015: 45 et seqq.). Users dis-

play different route options on a digital map and decide on their itineraries based on

these recommendations, often while still en route. In terms of the motives for using

the apps, aside from saving time,many peoplemention the possibility to skimoff the

annotated “insider knowledge” from the locals without finding themselves in situa-

tions where they have to expose themselves as outsiders, for example, by asking for

directions (Sutko/de Souza e Silva 2010: 813 et seq.).

3. Opportunities can be managed via and with locative media, for instance, when apps

refer their users to friends or potential dates nearby. Such apps visualize socio-

spatial opportunity structures on a map of the surroundings and help their users

seize the opportunity to meet like-minded people (Frith 2015: 68 et seqq., 74 et

seqq.; Sutko/de Souza e Silva 2010: 809, 815). For example, Swarm or Zenly users can

share their current GPS location within their personal network of friends. Mobile

dating apps such as Tinder and Grindr behave similarly, aiming to establish contact

between strangers. Akin to visiting a club, bar, or other urbanmeeting place, the use

of such algorithms signals a willingness to talk between users whose interests and

preferences show a “match.” However, in contrast to a bar, the socially approved,

physical meeting place for this type of use is becoming less important since simply

crossing paths in physical space—for example, in the subway—is enough to initiate

contact (Licoppe 2020).

2.2 Exploring spatial perceptions: Using combinations of methods

In addition to investigating new ways of using space, qualitative research is an appro-

priate tool for gaining access to perceptual patterns that constitute space.With regard to

appusers, for example,qualitative studies discusswhich consequences the increaseduse

of locativemediahave for everyday spatial perception.Twodifferent trends canbe identi-

fied, inwhich the hybridity of the space is clearly reflected. For example, users of locative

media interact more andmore with new types of actors who can only be encountered as

such in hybrid spaces.These include, for instance, “pseudonymous strangers” (Licoppe/

Morel 2017).This type of actor appears when users display the digital profile of people lo-

cated nearby. For users of locative games, such as Ingress, or mobile dating apps, such as

Tinder, this situation is an everyday occurrence. Even before the first exchange of words,

users find a short description in the profile of their fellow players or potential dates that

contains information ranging from the—usually pseudonymous—name to all kinds of

personal preferences and often serves as a conversation starter. Another group of apps

that is often referred to as “location-based social networks,” suchasZenlyorSwarm, offers

users digital maps in order to keep their “virtual acquaintances” (Licoppe/Morel 2017) in

the loop about their location.This actor type includes acquaintances who are not in view

butwho share their GPS coordinates and/or location information via an app.This results

in spaces of mutual observation in which users can find out about the daily commutes

of their friends or the current location of their partner, for example. As a consequence,

new modes of spatially coordinating meetings and of space-related impression manage-

ment are being established. Moreover, looking at the map of locations creates a feeling
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of spatial connection with the circle of friends, which is appreciated within “hypercon-

nected” adolescent cliques in particular (Parisi 2015: 11 et seqq.).

It follows from the aforementioned examples that hybrid spaces expand our percep-

tion, make us aware of our environment, and create increased opportunities for social

interaction. Be that as it may, empirical studies also show that hybrid spaces can act as a

catalyst for increasingly fragmented spatial perception. Although physical space can be

perceived quite differently by different groups, hybrid spaces radicalize this experience

in that they do not even appear the same “on the surface” for all those who are present. A

great deal of location-related information is visible only to the users of specific apps, and

personalized filters and search algorithms exacerbate this still further, with even users

of the same app receiving different information about the same location.Mechanisms of

communicative closure and social homogenization of groups that are prominent in vir-

tual space, referred to as “filter bubbles” (Pariser 2011), can now gain a footing in physical

space by means of locative media, leading to the fragmentation of everyday reality into

personalized filter bubbles (Frith 2015: 140–41).

The fact thathybrid spaces are the result of bothmedia-expandedandalgorithmically

filtered spatial perception represents a methodological problem for conventional quali-

tative approaches. As a rule, qualitative researchers follow the dictum from sociology of

knowledge that a widespread “reciprocity of perspectives” prevails between co-present

actors in everyday reality, which, among other things, is based on the idealized assump-

tion of the “interchangeability of standpoints” (Schütz/Luckmann 1989: 109): “we take it

for granted that objects inmy reach (with fewexceptions) are also objects in his reach and

thathis experienceof theseobjects (with fewexceptions) is likemyexperienceof the same

objects” (ibid.: 109–10). During ethnographic site visits, this reciprocity of perspectives

enables participating observers to understand the actions of their fellow human beings

(broadly speaking). The assumption of interchangeable standpoints, however, does not

applywhen actions take place in hybrid spaces,which are sometimes specifically tailored

to the profile of the respective users and remain invisible to outside observers. In the fol-

lowing section, I will argue that researchersmust combine different qualitativemethods

in order to make valid statements about the reality and impact of hybrid spaces. Only by

combining methods, which represents an enhancement to the webnography approach,

will it be possible to overcome the blind spots in past studies and to develop an appropri-

ate theory of hybrid space for the future.

3 The qualitative study of hybrid spaces: Webnography 2.0

Understanding and explaining the possibilities and consequences posed by the hybrid

acquisition of space with and via locativemedia requires a combination ofmethods that

encompasses both physical interactions and digital communication.The (ethnographic)

site visit remains the starting point for many space-related research methods, but only

the starting point. In addition, the qualitative exploration of hybrid spaces is based on a

combination of the walkthroughmethod, guided interviews, and diary studies.This ap-

proach was inspired by Jörg Strübing, who proposed the concept “webnography” (2006)

early on as a method for studying dispersed interactions that take place simultaneously
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in virtual and physical space. Of course, Strübing’s proposal to combine multilocal and

focused observation techniques with artifact analyses of digital infrastructure systems

must be adapted to the context of locative media. At this juncture, I will refrain from

speaking about the originalwebnography technique indetail, and instead Iwill integrate

Strübling’s arguments into the description of the key methods used to collect and ana-

lyze data related to hybrid spaces. Iwill startwith two techniques inwhich the researcher

adopts the role of an observer andfinishwith two techniques inwhich the users are given

a greater opportunity to express themselves.

3.1 Observation techniques

To start with, there are two complementary methods that address hybrid space from

different perspectives: first the site visit and second the walkthrough analysis of mobile

apps. Both methods are limited. If the topic of interest for a certain research project is

focused on how mediatized spatial acquisition takes place within a specific youth cul-

ture, for example, it is advisable to visualize the locations at which the youth prefer to

hang out and the apps they use to coordinate their activities in order to concentrate the

observations on this hybrid context. I will start my description of the combinedmethod

with the site visit before discussing the walkthrough method in more detail—however,

in principle, the order in which these twomethods are used is not important.

3.1.1 Ethnographic site visits

Conventionally, ethnographic site visits start where the action is: in other words, at spe-

cific sections of physical space to which social groups ascribe concrete meanings and at

which they gather in order to perform location-specific activities. Because such sites are

increasingly interconnected on a translocal scale in the age of digital media and mass

mobility and they often owe their specificmeaning to the fact that they serve as intersec-

tions of (global) flows of people and things, today site visits are usually carried out along

the lines of a mobile or multi-sited ethnography (O’Reilly 2009: 144 et seqq.). For exam-

ple, if you intend to study spatial acquisition based on the mobile game Pokémon Go, you

should visit the various sites across which the game is distributed—starting with points

of interest where trainers meet, the PokéStops and Gyms, all the way to the far-away

server farms that provide the virtual content for the game (see Liboriussen 2019). In or-

der to increase awareness for the observation of the physical aspects of space, it can be

advantageous to first explore select locations without the aid of locative media and then

to consider the same locations again through the lens of different apps. A comparison of

the observation notes from before and after the use of mobile apps can provide impor-

tant indications regarding which additional layers of meaning locative media add to a

location and how they modify the purely physical perception of space.

3.1.2 Technical walkthroughs

Complementary to the observation of physical space, the “walkthroughmethod” (Light et

al. 2016) focuses onmobile apps that addvirtual layers of information to thehybrid space.

The term walkthrough comes from the fact that the features of an app are tested step by

step in order to decipher the use guidelines (e.g., affordances, scripts) and cultural con-
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cepts of users objectified in the digital user interface and algorithms.The basic idea be-

hind thewalkthroughmethod is exploring and narrowing down the impacts of apps that

structure our actions and the latitude of actions for potential users.The topic of interest

is focused on gender-specific coding or algorithmic pre-screening, for example, aimed

at guiding use behavior in a specific direction. For the purpose of spatial research—as

explained above—a detailed analysis of the concrete user interfaces of the apps is less

important than questions regarding fundamental possibilities and restrictions of spa-

tial appropriation. It might be interesting to determine whether the range of features

in an app offer users the option of sharing their location information only selectively or

whether the app is configured to track all movements in the background in order to keep

the current location of the users up to date and visible at all times (see Frith 2015: 65 et

seqq.).

3.2 User surveys

Both ethnographic site visits and the walkthrough method offer important indications

of how hybrid spaces could be appropriated. The ways in which spatial acquisition actu-

ally takes place and asserts itself can only be understood and explained if the perspec-

tives of the users who regularly visit the site are integrated into the study. In doing so,

researchers take into account the fact that hybrid spaces are always embedded in social

interpretative schemes and contexts of action,withwhich physical and virtual spatial el-

ements are connected. Interview techniques and diary studies from the social sciences

have proven to be effective tools for assessing user perspectives.They are indispensable

for documenting user perspectives and interpretations that are as rich in contrast and as

comprehensive as possible.These tools canbeused to gain amethodological understand-

ing of the extreme fragmentation and transience of hybrid spatial perceptions. Instead

of relying on the personal autoethnographic perspective, as is the case for both the site

visits and walkthrough method, the numerous observations and interpretations of the

users are expressed in interview recordings and diary entries.

3.2.1 Expert interviews

Whether the perspectives of the users are collected by means of “expert interviews” (see

Bogner et al. 2009), “diary methods” (see Bolger et al. 2003), or a combination of the two

depends first and foremost on the amount of time and personnel resources available for

the research,howmuch information is acquired, etc.Second,howexperienced the infor-

mants are in dealingwith locativemedia and towhat extent theymakeuse of the features

of mobile apps also plays a role. One particularity of hybrid spaces is that app users can

create digital content, such as photos, comments, or reviews, and link it to their location

in a matter of seconds. Many mobile apps feature a typical use pattern in this regard:

namely, the majority of users only share content occasionally, but there is a small num-

ber of very active users.The group of active users often operates their own websites and

social media channels, which makes it easier for researchers to initiate contact. Active

users are valuable key informants because they are generally willing to talk about their

experiences in detail and can frequently supply additional information about the rela-
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tionships between the technical features of the apps and social use types. Guided expert

interviews are the method of choice for collecting this information systematically.

3.2.2 Diary methods

In order to collect the spatial knowledge and perception of occasional users who do not

actively produce digital content but who regularly access the range of information from

mobile apps on a daily basis, diary methods have proven to be an effective tool. For this

purpose, it is recommended that researchers use their own websites and social media

channels to acquire a sample of study participants that is as diverse as possible.The par-

ticipants then document their experiences at regular intervals over a certain period of

time (Boellstorff et al. 2012: 57 et seqq.). A more naturalistic design relies on the partici-

pants visiting the locations that theywould access anywaywith the help of the apps. For a

quasi-experimental design, in contrast, it can be useful to send the participants to loca-

tions they do not know in order to collect an inner perspective from outsiders.Working

on smaller tasks by creating what are referred to as “cultural probes” (Gaver et al. 1999)

canhelp elicit impressions fromthe studyparticipants regarding their spatial perception

and usage. Both quasi-experimental and naturalistic designs involve collecting data that

reflect everyday interpretative schemes and use practices. Because the appropriation of

hybrid spaces by means of mobile apps is the focus of the webnographic approach, it

makes sense for the participants to use a mobile messenger service for the documenta-

tion insteadof papernotebooks.Theeveryday character of appusagedescribedabove en-

courages users to collect their experiencesfirst based on the situation at hand in the form

of digital “snippets” (Brandt et al. 2007), such as photos, screenshots, and chat histories.

This ensures that not toomuch time passes between the use situation and the collection.

They can also forward these snippets directly to the researchers, who respond promptly

and can request the study participants to comment briefly on their use behavior or to

answer follow-up questions (Kaufmann/Peil 2020). Afterward, the collected data can be

used as a memory aid for more detailed diary entries and to stimulate conversation for

“problem-centered interviews” (Witzel/Reiter 2012), which provide further information

about the use behavior (Boellstorff et al. 2012: 113 et seqq.).

By using interviews anddiary entries, it is possible to reconstruct howusers link per-

ceived physical space and digital information to a hybrid action context.These data serve

as the basis for correlating the ethnographic observations and walkthrough analysis. All

data are transcribed and incorporated into the body of data. The field notes, interview

transcripts, screenshots, chat logs, and other documents produced in the course of the

data collection process can then be coded using various text analysis programs (QDA

software) and analyzed using different analytical techniques, from grounded theory to

qualitative content analysis.

4 Webnography 2.0 is teamwork

This chapter has illustrated that the use of the Internet can no longer be described as a

retreat to a virtual parallel space; rather, the rise of mobile Internet and the advent of

locativemedia have resulted in new forms of appropriation of physical space. On the ba-
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sis of younger smartphone users in particular, these appropriations result in new ways

of perceiving and using space, which various authors have summarized in the concept

of hybrid space.This hybrid space eludes the simple dictum from qualitative spatial re-

search of visiting the study site and observing the events as they unfold since hybrid

space is manifested in extremely personalized forms, shaped by personal interests and

coordinated search and matching algorithms. In order to gain a methodological under-

standing of the new forms of appropriating hybrid spaces, I proposed a combination of

methods,which does not dispensewith ethnographic site visits but rather complements

pure observation with walkthrough analysis, expert interviews, and diary studies. This

approach, which I call webnography 2.0, sheds light on the blind spots of ethnographic

site visits and takes into account the steps involved in constituting hybrid space that take

place in virtual space yet cannot be observed from the outside. The combination of dif-

ferent techniques demands of qualitative researchers a certain degree of flexibility and

diverse skills,which canbedevelopedbestwithin the context of a team.Teamworkmakes

it possible to unite the skills of individual researchers effectively, such as observation or

conducting interviews.
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Site visits

Zuzana Tabačková

In essence, site visits are conscious observations of the built environment.Thismethod is

used to gain insight into a place bymeans of direct physical analysis.This article primarily

concentrates on an approach used in spatial planning disciplines—however, the site visit

method is relevant foranyonewhowould like toobtainabetterunderstandingof thebuilt

environment.The built environment constitutes the focus of the observation, although in-

teractions betweenhumans andnon-humans (plants,animals,orweather) are also taken

into account. In order to comprehend all these facets of space, it is advisable to incorpo-

rate perspectives, methods, and tools from other disciplines—such as ethnography, bi-

ology, or botanics—into the site visits. However, since the built environment directly in-

fluences most human and non-human interactions—as their context and product—the

planning perspective offers just as much inspiration for other disciplines. Importantly,

site visits can serve to gather important information about “more than just” buildings:

For example, a brief glance at doorbells can tell you a lot about the migrant background

of the residents.

To start with, it is important to describe the difference and the correlation between

site visits and site analysis. In urban design and urban planning, site visits are part of the

larger site analysis, which in turn is usually an integral component of the design process.

There is a diverse range of site analysis methods: map and document analysis (statistic

data, planning documents, satellite images, and much more), interviews, media analy-

sis, etc.—many of which are described in detail in this handbook. Site visits aremethods

usedwithin the site analysis that are based on experiencing the site directlywith your own

body. This can be used as a data collection method for missing or obsolete data about a

site. But what is evenmore important in this regard is that the direct confrontation with

the site by means of seeing, hearing, smelling, touching, and experiencing it—accom-

panied by the constant, deliberate questioning of the observations—represents a source

of unique knowledge and learning about the built environment: knowledge that would

otherwise be difficult if not impossible to obtain.

“[T]he context and site determine themethods and tools, and on the whole, how and

when the study should be conducted” (Gehl/Svarre 2013: 11). Accordingly, the approaches

for site visits are quite diverse.Therefore, this article does not offer a systematic overview

of the concrete techniques or instructions for an individual method. Instead, it is in-
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tended to serve as a guide for the different points of view that can be applied when de-

signing site visits with regard to the envisioned research and design objectives. Further-

more, the text contains many references to concrete techniques that are meant as inspi-

ration for designing a detailed site visit.

1 Problem-oriented site visit and analysis

Every site, even the smallest, consists of virtually limitless parts. However, our time and

resources are limited.Therefore, it is necessary to narrow down the scope of the investi-

gation by clearly defining the objective of the site visit.Thus, the scope is “reduced from

the start to the key aspects for resolving the problem in question, aspiring for a problem-

oriented inventory survey” (Curdes 1995: 47, own translation).

Simply put, if the objective is to build a dense housing complex, the planners will be

less interested in the flora on site as it will usually be removed in any case. However, the

existing flora could play an important role for planning a playground in order to inte-

grate it into the design.Nevertheless,many trees are cut down for new playgrounds, and

some housing complexes are built carefully around existing trees. This illustrates that

the definition of the problem and thus the scope and focus of the site visit are part of the

design.

Recognizing that these design decisions are not preordained or set in stone is imper-

ative:

In the case of complex relationships, the chosen methodology—for selecting and

analyzing the contents—depends on the educational background, experience, and

personal views of the researchers. In addition, advances in expert discussions lead to

changes in the study objectives and methods. Although the results are partly deter-

mined by reality in the sense that key problem areas can rarely be ignored, the view of

the problem strongly influences how individual studies are conducted, how they are

differentiated from one another, and to what end. (Curdes 1995: 44, own translation)

This logic also defines the spatial scope of site visits. The central area of the design or

research space should be studied thoroughly, but exploring neighboring areas (albeit in

less detail) can also provide relevant knowledge. It is not unusual for the design to take

these areas into account and consequently to expand the actual site of the intervention.

By the same token, the knowledge acquired during the site visit should be allowed to

influence the changing view of the problem.A fruitful site visit is dialectical:The defined

problem determines the direction, but it is also changed based on the newly acquired

findings from the site visit, which in turn impacts the design of the site visit.Therefore,

if you hope to reap the rewards of the site visit method in full, the site must be taken se-

riously instead of only being recognized selectively and instrumentalized for predefined

objectives.

This serious consideration of the context, instead of simply changing it radically,

plays an increasingly important role in the current socio-ecological crisis.Many projects

in the publication Critical Care: Architecture for a Broken Planet (Krasny/Fitz 2019) illustrate
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the key role played by places in sustainable spatial transformations. Another project,

Never-never School: Mapping the In-between (Grešáková et al. 2020), also demonstrates that

site visits can serve as important catalysts for ideas about cautious urban development

that would otherwise be inconceivable.Thus, the challenge with site visits is keeping the

discussion with the site alive: keeping an eye on the research and design problem, while

at the same time being open to changes.

2 Site elements and the site as a whole

By being present at a site, we experience it intuitively as a coherentwhole that consists of

countless different elements and aspects. The latter clearly shape the former. At the same

time, the whole also influences our perception, our interpretation, and thus our under-

standing of the parts.After all, the overall image/atmosphere/genius loci of the site possesses

a unique quality that is more than the sum of its parts. Hence, every site visit must fluc-

tuate between these two poles—the whole and the parts—understanding one by means

of the other (for more details, see Pelger et al. in this handbook).

2.1 Individual elements and references to them

“One could extend this list of observable physical indicators almost indefinitely” (Jacobs

1985: 79). Such a list is therefore more an important source of inspiration than an ex-

haustive overview. A comprehensive list can be found in Gerhard Curdes’s book Stadt-

strukturellesEntwerfen (1995,English:StructuralUrbanDesign) (see Fig. 1) or inAllan Jacobs’s

book Looking at Cities (1985). But also less extensive lists, such as those inThe Image of the

City by Kevin Lynch (1960: Paths, Edges, Districts, Nodes, Landmarks, can be used as an

analytical prism for exploring the built environment. When studying individual build-

ings, othermore detailed lists can be consulted, such as Elements of Architecture (Koolhaas

2018). It is important to keep in mind that the elements in these lists can and should be

observed visually, as well as smelled, heard, and experienced tactilely.
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Aspects of the urban space andurban structure analysis

• Ground

• Topographic elements

• Climate

• Landscape

• Land use: Large-scale/use in buildings/in public space/in open space

• Environmental impact

• Morphology: Positive structure (built spaces) / negative structure (unbuilt spaces) / connecting

elements

• Urban and settlement setting: Macro-quality (visual orientation) / micro-quality (features of

public spaces)

• Infrastructure

• People: Quantitative and qualitative aspects/social spatial usage

Fig. 1: Aspects of the urban space and urban structure analysis. List by Curdes (1995: 48, own

translation) as possible checklist for site visits (see ibid. for more details).

Each of these aspects can be analyzed quantitatively by means of counting/measuring

(e.g., the number of bikes riding by or thewidth of the bike path) or qualitatively bymeans

of valuation (e.g., the type of bikes or the condition of the bike path). According to Jacobs

(1985), themeaning of some aspects, or the clue that they offer about a site, is obvious.The

architectonic style of a district, for example, tells us when it was built. But other aspects

can only provide reliable information if they are analyzed in relation to other aspects,

clues, and patterns that they constitute. In this case, both the multisensory perception of

the site and the general knowledge of the built environment and of the relevant site come

into play. A construction site, for example, can be a clue for the prosperity of the area, but

it can also be an indication of economic decline: Does it smell like fresh concrete or damp

mold? Do we hear workers chattering, or do we see the vegetation taking over?

Knowledge about the built environment, in turn, enables us to recognize patterns

and potential fractures. For example, it is possible to recognize imminent gentrification

at a site if the pattern of a cheap shopping street is broken by a few new, expensive cafés.

Such knowledge is acquired from practice, but it can also be gained by means of other

site analysis methods. If, for example, we know from other sources that a certain area is

full of nightlife and bars stay open until late into the night,wewill not be as quick tomis-

take the many closed shutters in the afternoon for vacancy.This knowledge is especially

important if we set foot in other cultural contexts. Closed shutters in Italy generally do

not imply a lack of inhabitants but rather protection from the heat. However, prior re-

search is helpful even for apparently familiar places. Not least because this research can

showwhat information is already available about the site (e.g., extensivemapping of the

trees) and thus does not have to be collected in detail on site.This can save valuable time

for what matters.
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2.2 The whole as an atmosphere

All places possess a special coherent quality that is unique to them: the atmosphere.

Therefore, some places are peaceful—or better yet, they feel peaceful—while others feel

shabby and still others vibrant. The presence of large trees, trash, or people certainly

contributes to the creation of a certain atmosphere or another. However, our own

experiences, memories, and associations with what we observe also account for the

atmosphere. For example, a park with graffiti and empty bottles can feel run-down for

some and lively for others.Thus, atmosphere is also an interaction and interplay between

observer and place: an “intermediate phenomenon” (according to Schmitz inHasse 2012)

that can be found in our interaction with the place. Consequently, the atmosphere can

only be felt directly on site.

Atmosphere can best be characterized as an “envelope” or “medium” through which

we experience the elements (Hasse 2012). Just as light makes it possible to perceive ob-

jects, we can only perceive the quality of these objects by means of observation:

Atmospheres [are] in no way objects of perception. Instead, they define underlying

conditions for the perception. In other words, we do not perceive an atmosphere, but

rather we perceive in accordance with the atmosphere. (Thibaud 2003: 288, own trans-

lation, emphasis in original)

Thismakes it difficult to understand atmospheres or that which we perceive in cognitive

terms.

In order to facilitate reflection on which parts of the environment constitute the at-

mosphere (and how), Hasse’s non-exhaustive list of “agents of feeling” in Atmosphären

der Stadt (English: Atmospheres in the Urban World) can serve as a starting point (Hasse

2012: 20 et seq.).Here, he defines the following segments of thewhole:Baukultur, smells,

light and shadow, sounds, air, rhythms and movement, looks and sights, the clothing

and appearance of people, the presence of animals, and the presence of object families

(ibid.). Although it is difficult to analyze atmospheres with precisemethods,we perceive

them—deliberately or not—merely by virtue of our presence in the space. It is then a

question of practice to direct our attention and reflect on what we perceive in order to

explicate the implicit knowledge we acquire in doing so. The act of communicating at-

mospheres also escapes simple rationalization; instead, artistic tools are a much more

effective approach, as discussed later in this article.

2.3 Places change

The streets that are empty during the summer break can be extremely full and loud on

afternoons when school is in session. During the warmmonths, parks are noisy and vi-

brant, but they become dark and gloomy when it is raining. And a shopping street can

appear deserted during the hour of prayer. These invisible temporal aspects, which are

often connected to certain cultural conditions, have a strong influence on the presence of

elements andatmospheres that canbeobserved,andespecially on the conclusionsdrawn

from the observations. Furthermore, some aspects of the place appear and disappear as
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a result of changing environmental conditions, such as light, precipitation, or wind. On

wet days, smells aremore distinct, but thewind canblow themaway or bring others from

far away.Therefore, it is important to be aware of the different possible conditions at the

study site and to visit the sitemultiple times.Theobservation conditions should be noted

in detail in order to allow for better reflection later on.

3 Methodological approaches and tools

The explications above indicatewhat and in part how to observe.Therefore, the following

section will build on the preceding methodological considerations and concentrate on

how to interact with the site by using the most important research tool available: your

own body.

3.1 Systematic or exploratory

Instead of following a systematic approach—for example, creating andworking through

checklists—we can simply venture out and allow ourselves to be guided by encounters

and curiosity. This approach can be traced back to the flâneurs of the 19th century. The

term was coined byWalter Benjamin, who described himself as a flâneur: “[The flâneur]

searches for asylum in the crowd. […]The crowd is the veil throughwhich the familiar city

waves to the flâneur like aphantasmagoria.” (Benjamin inTiedemann 1991: 52,own trans-

lation).On their strolls through themetropolises of Berlin,Paris, or London, flâneurs did

not rely on a strictmethodology but rather on the curiosity fromwhich their explorations

originated. Such an exploratory approach was also praised by Allan Jacobs as a method

for site visits:

In urban diagnosis the observer looks for patterns, breaks in the patterns, and devia-

tions from the norms. Perceiving new or foreign elements in a field, one asks why and

how and what are the meanings? The similarity to detective work may lie in openness

to seeing relationships and in a questioning way of thinking. (Jacobs 1985: 83)

The guiding detective questions play a similarly structuring role in exploratory site vis-

its, just as the problem definition discussed above.The flâneur methodology was devel-

oped further by Situationist International in the middle of the 20th century in response to

the modernistic capitalist development of the city. Using methods such as détournement

or dérive, which are based on play, chance, and alternative perspectives, the situationists

hoped to break away from the traditional patterns of perception and action. In the case of

shadowing, for example,which involved following someone, it was the route of the person

being followed and not that of the observer that determined how the city was explored.

These methods have been developed further and appropriated since then, becoming ac-

cepted research and participationmethods. For instance, shadowing appears in sociology

as the go-alongmethod.Even the science of strolling or promenadology, developed by Lu-

cius Burckhardt, was inspired by the traditions described above, proposing a theoretical

approach for a playfully reflectivemeans of exploring the city by walking through it con-
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sciously (Burckhardt 2011).Walks have since been used as a researchmethod in different

forms and are used today primarily in participatory processes, where they are refined

based on the defined topics and research questions.

Hence, exploratory approaches are structured according to the rules of the study,

the personal interest of the researchers, or the topics outlined in the problem defini-

tions, while structured checklists are revised when we discover something unexpected

during our encounters with the site. Exploratory approaches are generally more fun,

but observers require a certain degree of expertise and pronounced sensitivity in or-

der to understandwhat they perceive. In contrast, although strictly structured site visits

might seem boring, they make it possible to understand what is observed more easily.

All site visits can be classified along a spectrum ranging from structured to exploratory,

although the extreme ends are rarely, if ever, reached.

3.2 Observing or interacting

Inmost of the approaches discussed above, the role of the observers is not participatory.

They should act like a “fly on the wall” (Gehl/Svarre 2013: 5) and fade into the crowd in or-

der to avoid disturbing the site with their own presence. However, if we acquire knowl-

edge about a site chiefly by means of active engagement with it, then participatory ob-

servations and even targeted interventions can be considered relevant approaches.

Fig. 2: Site visit as a collective walk to discuss new planning (top left); interven-

tion at the schoolyard: can it serve as a public place? (bottom left); performative

mapping to become one with the site (right). | © Photos: DávidHanko, 2018 (top

left), Lukáš Katriňák, 2016 (bottom left), Diana Lucas Drogan, 2019 (right)
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This can involve somewhat ephemeral performanceswith your ownbody (e.g., the events

organized by Situationist Internationalmentioned above) or even permanent physical in-

terventions. This technique is often used as part of tactical urbanism, where interven-

tions are utilized to study spatial changes (Lydon et al. 2015). Installing a parklet (a piece

of street furniture that replaces a parking lot) or closing off an entire street for neigh-

borhood activities are two of the most common examples. If these interventions are ac-

companied by systematic data collection, they can generate valuable knowledge about

the site.

3.3 Using the body as a research tool

Themain tool used by observers during the site visit is their own body.They perceive the

environment with their physical senses, while experiencing it consciously and uncon-

sciously at the same time. Therefore, subjectivity emerges not only in their interpreta-

tions but also in their perceptions. In order to better understand andminimize potential

distortions resulting from this “tool” and thus the site visit method, it is essential to be

aware of the different ways in which the body communicates.Therefore, it is crucial for

us to pay attention to the diverse range of perceptions and at the same time to follow

them back to their origin. Because we are shaped by a visual culture, we tend to pay a

great deal of attention to what we see, while the other aspects fade into the background.

However, sites aremultisensory. As such, conscious observation entails reflection on not

only our interpretation of the perceived but also on what we perceive and what we omit.

Consequently, we should strive to diversify our perceptions completely by directing our

attention to what we hear, smell, taste, and touch as well.

The physicality of the body both facilitates and restricts the experience of the ob-

server. Maybe I am nearsighted or my hearing is temporarily impaired due to a cold,

maybe I am too cold or too tired to really perceive the environment. Some of the faculties

can be improved by technology: for example, with the help of glasses or a tally counter,

which can help count large numbers of bicycles riding by. But serious restrictions must

be accepted, and the site visit must be designed accordingly. An honest answer to the

question “how long/far can I actually walk” cannot be omittedwhen planning a site visit.

Furthermore, our mood influences our observations. When we are happy, we draw an

optimistic picture of an area, while irritating factors tend to come to the fore when we

are stressed. Therefore, as with the conditions of the site, which change over time, the

changing conditions of the body should be taken into account in order to better catego-

rize the observations.

However, the feelings are only our personal point of view. This subjectivity of the ex-

perience can impair our understanding of the perspectives of other spatial users. As a

result, many spatial aspects, along with the users themselves, are not taken into consid-

eration in planning and research projects. Nevertheless, we can and should look beyond

the limits of our unique experience. The methods mentioned above, such as shadowing,

collective strolling, or dérive, are one possibility.We can also directly alter our own phys-

ical experience of space and put ourselves in “someone else’s shoes,” at least in part, by

blindfolding ourselves or simulating the spatial experience of different populations with

a wheelchair or stroller.
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Whether it is ourbodyor thebodyofothers, site visitsusually focusonhumanexperi-

ences.But ourworld ismore than just human.Therefore, the perspectives of non-human

actors should also be taken into account. As illustrated by the current global crisis, it is

dangerous for everyone if we neglect these actors. Incorporating non-human perspec-

tives would be the first step toward transcending the anthropocentric viewpoint of our

built environment, our cities, and the world in general.The field of spatial research that

studiesmore-than-human actors is relatively young and is still in an experimental stage.

But initial approaches, such as those presented in the anthology Participatory Research in

More-than-Human Worlds (Bastian et al. 2016), could serve as a useful starting point for

exploring newmethods, techniques, and sensibilities—including for site visits.

4 Documenting the site

Scientific observations and experiences of the sitemust be accompanied by documenta-

tion, regardless of how incomplete. Places are multisensory and multidimensional. The

manner in which the observed experiences and data are recorded and presented should

reflect this in order to better understand the unique characteristics of the site.

4.1 Recordings

A camera, audio recorder (both of which are integrated into smartphones these days),

and a notepad are good basic equipment for a site visit. However, the field of available

media is enormous. Each medium measures in its abstraction a different facet of the

site, which is why a wide range of media is beneficial.This does not mean that every as-

pect has to be documented in the “format” in which it was experienced: Sound can be

recorded using an audio recorder, drawn as a map, or captured in gestures.The consid-

erations mentioned above regarding conscious observations apply here, too: Do I draw

an individual element (which characteristics of it?), a pattern, or the entire atmosphere?

Thus, the recording process is also a moment of analysis and interpretation.The media

used will change accordingly. Do I try to record the entire soundscape, or should I con-

centrate on a certain sound or a group of sounds and categorize them already during the

recording? In addition, skills and experience in the use of differentmedia are important.

Each medium has its own technical requirements, which must be taken into account in

order to capture the aspects of the site as precisely as possible.

Regardless of the medium, the documentation should take place directly on site in

order to record the perception created by the direct experiences better. Obviously it is

not possible to record the sounds of a place if you are not on site. However, it is just as

difficult to find the right words if we search for them only in our thoughts. Moreover,

documentation directly on site makes it easier to mark the exact spatial position of dif-

ferent elements, which is important for documenting the three-dimensionality of the

place. Nevertheless, observations and experiences should be separated from the docu-

mentation and should ideally not take place in parallel.There should be enough room to

experience the site and then subsequently to record it.
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In urban design and urban planning, the methods for recording a place are typically

visually based and concentrate on three-dimensionality, which is inevitably reduced to

the two-dimensional level of a piece of paper or computer screen in the documentation

process. A wide array of approaches have been developed in the spatial disciplines to

carry out this abstraction process. Handbooks such as the one written by Ching (2003)

offer good advice.

Artistic techniques also play an important role in terms of recording places and their

qualities. For example, Hasse writes in Atmosphären der Stadt (English: Atmospheres in the

UrbanWorld):

Communication about atmospheres (using language, as well as gestures, facial ex-

pressions, painting, sculpture, music, and architecture) takes place in a special way

by means of synesthetic qualities that connect the feeling “produced” by an atmo-

sphere with complementary symbolic meanings. […] Poets and writers “preserve”

their impressions, ideas, and fantasies for posterity with metaphoric or synesthetic

“precision.” In contrast, the language of public authorities, administrative experts,

and civil engineers who build the modern city is vastly neutralized in terms of the

emotional qualities related to space. (Hasse 2012: 12, 56 et seq., own translation)

Across time and cultures, there are countless portraits of cities, villages, and landscapes

that can serve as infinite inspiration for documentation and communication. But we do

not have to be Perec (see, for example, his AnAttempt at Exhausting a Place in Paris, 2010) to

apply artistic methods, as demonstrated by the project carried about by B.A. students of

urban and regional planning (Fig. 3,Million et al. 2019).

Fig. 3: Atmosphere of a place represented by a haiku and accompanying photo (Million et al. 2019:

6 et seq.). | ©Photo: Oskar Schmieg, 2018
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4.2 Synthesis

Therecorded raw information,data,andexperiences areoftenanalyzed in synthesiswith

other information from the site analysis and combined to create a model of a site. This

model can be created in anymanner of shape (see Fig. 4). In planning practice, however,

the model is generally created using maps and plans, accompanied by text, photos, and

images. Representation by means of maps allows for easy orientation in the geometric

space and practical comparability with other available data. Various analytical methods

canbeused tohelp create thesemaps: for example, theurban layer analysis (seeBentlin in

this handbook) or the deficit-opportunity plan (Curdes 1995),where the strengths/weak-

nesses and opportunities/risks aremapped spatially, similar to a SWOTanalysis (see Fig.

5).

Whether using a recognized methodology or intuitively, the process of construct-

ing spatial representations as maps, plans, texts, collages, performances, or sculptures

brings about a further abstraction of the site. As a result, the subjectivity of the defined

problemsdiscussed above comes to the fore yet again. In the end, suchmodels are always

simplified representations of reality. This also applies to digital formats, which make it

possible to represent large volumes of data and their correlations, thus seemingly depict-

ing reality perfectly.No abstraction can evade the decision-making process.Namely, the

“modelmakers” are the ones who decide (consciously or unconsciously) what will be part

of this model and thus counts as reality and what remains unseen.

Fig. 4: Multidimensional representation of a place. Excerpt from the findings of a summer school

course on the topic of site visits (full version in Grešáková et al. 2020). | ©Photo: Poppy Illsley,

2019

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839467343 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839467343
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


210 Observing and experiencing

Fig. 5: Deficit-opportunity plan | ©Lukas Athmer, Svende Nitsch, and Elena Rhode, 2018/2019,

own translation

Reflections from critical cartography on the power of maps (applicable to other for-

mats as well) are useful in this regard (see Kollektiv Orangotango 2019). After all, the

models then serve as the basis and above all the justification for future steps in terms

of research, transformation processes, and political action.
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Fig. 6: Critical map Eigentum und Alltag in der Oranienstraße (English: Property and Everyday

Life on Oranienstraße) shows the consequences of privatization for the businesses in the neighbor-

hood (nGbK 2019: 16f.). | ©Stefan Endewardt, Dagmar Pelger, Franziska Bittner, andNija-Maria

Linke

5 Using site visits to establish a relationship with a place

Although site visits are anchored in reality, they are subjective interactions with a place.

This subjectivity must be recognized and treated accordingly. “Ensuring completeness,

accepted data and methods, and consensus among researchers and participants can

mitigate this dilemma, but ultimately cannot solve it objectively” (Curdes 1995: 44, own

translation). The demand for objectivity can also be met by means of the plurality of

approaches mentioned above, although the specific positionality of the observes must

always be recognized and reflected. This approach can be found in Donna Haraway’s

concept of “situated knowledge” (Haraway 1988).

Site visits enable us to learn a great deal about the built world and to acquire and

explain unique implicit knowledge. Furthermore,we can develop a certain sensibility for

a place and itsmany elements and aspects thanks to the timewe spendwith the place and

the attention we devote to it. As Allan Jacobs puts it:

In the end, the whole process of looking, questioning, trying to gain understanding

makes a person a more intimate, respectful part of any environment and therefore

more likely to be caring of it. That is the basis for good planning and beneficial action.

(Jacobs 1985: 141)
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Mental maps and narrative maps

Angela Million

A commonly used tool for collecting data on the spatial perception of respondents are

self-drawn maps. In the following text, I refer to these as mental maps. As a technique

in visual social research, mental maps are used in many disciplines (especially visual

ethnography, sociology, psychology). At the same time, they are highly relevant in the

spatial and planning sciences, meaning geography, architecture, and urban planning.

Nevertheless, research projects with mental maps can pose a major challenge, which is

why numerous variants have been developed and they are often combined with other

data collection methods. For our purposes, we are particularly interested in approaches

that reconstruct both the individual mental representations of spatial knowledge and

the subjective relevance of that knowledge.Therefore, in addition to referencing the ap-

proaches developed by Lynch (1960), who used mental maps to study the orientation

of people in space, I will present the narrative mapping method, which was developed

by educational scientists Behnken und Zinneker (2010) in various research projects re-

lated toboth contemporary andhistorical-biographical children’s studies (e.g.,Behnken/

Zinnecker 1991).They combined the cartographic collectionmethodwith narrative inter-

view techniques: “Thenarration establishes a connection between the drawnmentalmap

and the biographicalmethod.The choice of name—narrativemap—is intended to reflect

this duality.” (Behnken/Zinnecker 2010: 3). This paper will illustrate that the technique

is appropriate for reconstructing individual spatial experiences beyond the immediate

vicinity by recounting and drawing on memories, both from a biographical perspective

and as a snapshot. The latter represents the focus of this paper; with regard to the bio-

graphical perspective, please refer to authorsWeidenhaus andNorkus, as well as Bentlin

andKlepp, in this handbook. Becausementalmaps and narrativemaps are traditionally,

and currently still, used in research on children and youth (see Muchow/Muchow 2012

[orig. 1935]; Lynch 1977; more recent examples: Chawla 2002; Seggern et al. 2009; Curtis

et al. 2014), their application will be illustrated based on this type of research. However,

it should be noted that the use of the methods is not limited to a certain age group.
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1 The basics of mental mapping and a methodological approach
to narrative maps

Early and frequently cited basics ofmentalmapping can be found in the disciplines of cog-

nitive psychology, geography, and urban planning. Examples include the urban planner

Lynch (1960), human geographers such as Gould and White (1992 [orig. 1974]), Golledge

(1992), Downs/Stea (2005 [orig. 1973]), and Kitchin (1994), and psychologists Kaplan and

Kaplan (1989), to name a few, who used cognitive maps to study how people perceive the

built and natural environment. Furthermore, numerous research projects are dedicated

to exploring how this perception is influenced by variables such as age and gender (in

reference to children, seeMatthews 1987, 1992), class (an early example, Goodchild 1974),

and physical-spatial surroundings (an early example, Lynch 1960; Evans 1980).

These different disciplines use diverse designations for cognitive maps (see Kitchin

1994: 5).Lynch (1960)uses thename “environmental images”andsporadically the term “men-

tal map,” while Behnken and Zinnecker (2010) refer to “subjective maps” and associated

haphazard drawings depicting subjective geographic realities. The term cognitive maps

often serves as a generic term for a series of designations in other disciplines. It is im-

portant to note that the termmap is subject to awide range of definitions and interpreta-

tions in its application and in the different disciplines, where maps (a) explicitly denote

a cartographic product, (b) describe an analogy, meaning a drawing similar to a carto-

graphic map, (c) are used as a metaphor for any illustrative spatial concept, or (d) do not

have any real connections with a cartographic map at all (for details, see Kitchin 1994).

Thus, every research project potentially has to start by defining the term.

A glance at the research design—for example, the studies on children mentioned at

the beginning—illustrates that mental maps are often combined with other methods.

For thenarrativemappingmethodpresentedbelow, the creationof amentalmap is com-

bined with a guided storytelling or narrative interview, which are carried out one after

the other (Behnken/ Zinnecker 2010).

1.1 Step 1: Creating the mental map

First, the researchers explain the full procedure to the respondents.They then ask them

to draw their spatial daily routine, their route to school or work, or their neighborhood

in the form of a sketch and to chronicle what they are drawing at the same time. The

formulation of this initial stimulus is important and must be adapted linguistically to

the respondents. In addition, the respondents are encouraged to tell a story while they

draw.The story is documented using a voice recorder.The researchers refrain from ask-

ing questions during this stage of the drawing process. Key words are noted for follow-

upquestions.The researchers record the order inwhich the elements are drawn, in adata

entry form, for example (Fig. 1). (Behnken/Zinnecker 2010: 6–7)
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Fig. 1: Example of a data entry form documenting the order in which the elements are drawn by a

student and notes for follow-up questions. | ©SFB 1265 Subproject Education

1.2 Step 2: Two-stage interview

After creating thementalmap, a two-stage interview is carried out according to Schütze

(1987), combining a narrative interview with a guided interview:

“This first involves clarifications and specifications, adding drawings to the sketch (if,

for example, an establishment was only mentioned but not included in the drawing)

and the caption. The final guided interview is intended to encourage supplementary

information in areas that are significant for the defined research questions.” (Behnken/

Zinneker 2010: 7, own translation)

Subsequent drawing steps inspired by the interview are placed over the drawing and cre-

ated on transparent paper or plastic wrap.The sequence of questions or the structure of

the guide can then be treated flexiblywhen topics related to different points have already

beenmentioned by the respondents.

Both Lynch and Behnken and Zinnecker estimate that each step requires at least 90

minutes. Inaddition,Lynch (1977) recommendsan interdisciplinary teammadeupofhu-

manities scholars and urban scholars (sociologists, anthropologists, and psychologists,

aswell as urban planners, architects, and geographers) in order to pool their specific dis-

ciplinary skills in terms of qualitative methods for spatial research.
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2 Studying the translocal and mediatized spatial knowledge
of children and youth

In our research project, we investigate the spatial knowledge of children and youth in

a comparative cultural study by using the narrative mapping method. In doing so, we1

assume that spatial knowledge is also expressed beyond the immediate vicinity. In other

words, translocal spatial knowledge, aswell as effects ofmediatization (television, Inter-

net, and use of related tools) on spatial knowledge, can be found in the verbal narrations

and drawings of the research subjects.This means that they mention people and events

in remote places, as well as virtual experiential worlds, in the drawings and stories de-

scribing their present everyday routine and its spatial references.

2.1 Example of a stimulus: Drawing your daily routine as a map

Thedirect physical and perceptible social space of children and youth serves as the start-

ing point for our stimulus:

With our research, we attempt to understand the spaces in which children and young people live

today and how they think about and experience space. Therefore, I would like to ask you to depict

your daily routine as a map.Think about what you do every day, and then please draw amap with

the places that are important to you in your life.

It does notmatter to us if themap is drawn correctly or if it is pretty; simply draw your own personal

places and spaces.These could be in your neighborhood and in your city, but they could also include

places that are farther away and that you do not visit very often. You know best which places are

important to you in your everyday life.

While you are drawing, please explain tomewhat you are drawing and tell me what the places you

are drawing remind you of: for example, what you do at those places, what the places look like, and

why you like or do not like the places. Draw and tell me everything that occurs to you—there are no

wrong answers.

Do you have any questions about the assignment, or would you like to get started?

We used the following stimuli as suggestions to help in the case of uncertainties:

• Maybe you can start with your home and then draw other places where you do any-

thing else that is also important in your life.

1 The method is used in the subproject Education: The Spatial Knowledge of Children and Young Adults

and its Application in Planning Contexts in Collaborative Research Centre 1265 Re-Figuration of Spaces,

research team: Angela Million (principal investigator), Ignacio Castillo Ulloa, Anna Juliane Hein-

rich, Jona Schwerer, Julian Kaiser.
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• Think about what your life would look like as a map: Which places do you visit regu-

larly because they are important to you and in your life? For example, because you do

something there on a regular basis, your friends or relatives live there, etc.

• These could be both places in your neighborhood and places that are farther away,

which youmay not visit often but which are important to you personally.

• Think about what you like to do and what you usually do and in what places.

• We are interested in activities during the week (Monday to Friday) and on the week-

end or during school breaks—just draw what is most important to you!

2.2 Example of structuring the interview into thematic blocks

After the sketching stage, follow-up questions were asked about the individual places

(andgeographical references) and connectionsbetween theplaces. In termsof geograph-

ical references,wewere interested in attributions ofmeaning,butwealso inquired about

places we had expected to see in the drawings. Additionally, we asked about the descrip-

tion of virtual places (Internet, chats, online games). Furthermore, we wanted to know

how children and youth moved between places.

The guided interview then continued with the following thematic blocks:

• Places in the sphere of action of the young people (significance, characteristics of the

places)

• Movement and orientation (How do they navigate places they are not very familiar

with?What tools do they use?)

• Social network and its spatial distribution (location of friends and relatives,meeting

points)

• Virtual spaces, mediatization, and physical-material space (role of media, types and

place of use)

• Concepts of scale (home, neighborhood, Germany/Peru/Colombia, Europe/ Latin

America, world, virtual space)2

• Future (question about additions or changes to the map in ten years)

The last two thematic blocks were intended explicitly to collect translocal perceptions of

space as well: In what way do the children and youth make interregional, national, or

global references? We asked about the spatial scales as a game, adapted to the cultural

context:

Now I would like to play a game with you: I am going to say several words and I would like you to

tell me the first thing that comes to mind when you hear them and how they are important for your

life personally.

2 The survey was carried out at schools and at a neighborhood center in Hanover/Germany, Lima/

Peru, and Bogotá/Colombia.
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• Home

• Neighborhood

• Germany/Peru/Colombia

• Europe/Latin America

• World

• Virtual space

3 Challenges when using this method

Inpractice, researchersmust always respond flexibly to the local and temporal conditions

of the survey and to the needs of the respondents.Therefore, the preparation of both the

stimuli and the type of base maps must be well thought out.

3.1 Collecting data in diverse setting

Thenarrativemapping approach described by Behnken and Zinnecker (2010) is based on

a two-person conversation in a quiet environment. However, depending on the access

to the field, this ideal setting may not be possible. For example, we interviewed some of

the children at schools and at a neighborhood center. In some of the schools, we were

only able toworkwith the entire class.We arranged tables with groups of up to four chil-

dren, who were then supervised and interviewed by one person. For logistical reasons,

the sequence in which themotifs were drawnwas not documented by our research team

in this case. After creating the mental maps, group interviews were conducted in addi-

tion to individual interviews, depending on the situation, all of which were recorded.

One additional challenge we faced during the survey at the neighborhood center was the

unexpectedly wide range of ages among the participating children, from five to twelve

years, as well as the walk-in/walk-out atmosphere of the setting.

Settings for inventory surveys (including sitting together with friends or siblings)

can be recorded in photos, drawings, or writing. The fact that the children influence

each other’s responses (and drawings) should be taken into account when interpreting

the data. In comparative cultural studies, it is important to involve scholars or experts

who are familiar with the local context in the collection and analysis of the data and to

integrate them into the survey process once they have been briefed (Lynch 1977: 82).

Inmany settings, there is generally much less than 90minutes available for drawing

and interviewing.Therefore, the questions should be understood as a set of dimensions

to be asked about rather than a strict sequence to be followed.The interest and attention

span of younger children in particular, as well as the time budget of many adults, call

for a significantlymore concise survey. In general, we recommend carrying out a pretest

and adjusting the questionnaire and procedure accordingly, although it is only possible

to simulate the settings describe above beforehand to a limited extent.
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3.2 Selecting the base maps and formulating the stimulus

Based on studies by Pocock (1976), Evans (1980), and Blades (1990), we know that both

the materials and base maps used for the drawing stage, the instructions given by the

researchers, and the characteristics of the respondents (age, gender, etc.) can influence

the maps. However, there are no studies to date on how the design of the base maps in-

fluences where and how the respondents draw their perceptions on the map (Curtis et

al. 2014: 266). Both the selection of the stimulus and the decision to carry out the survey

with or without a basemap depend on the object of investigation and on the capabilities

of the respondents.Matthews (1992) provides guidance regarding themapping abilities of

children and presents a number of potential stimuli.

In our case, the selected stimulus worked well in the age range from five to 17 years

and in the different cultural contexts. Furthermore, using a blank white sheet of paper

(DIN A3) in the drawing stage proved effective as this allowed the respondents to draw

translocal spatial references as well right from the start. Individual respondents used

several DIN A3 pages for their mental map (Fig. 2).

3.3 Quality of the sketches

Anxiety about their ability to draw the sketches and very different conceptions of maps

and haphazard drawings among the respondents can be challenging for both the data

collection and the analysis stage:

“Adherence to conventional geographic mapping conventions varies widely. […] The

narrative mapping method can tolerate such variations as long as additional verbal

explanations can clarify what is meant.” (Behnken/Zinnecker 2010: 9, own translation)

In addition tomap-like drawings, our surveys also produced pictures of an ideal park or

playground (Fig. 3), as well as drawings with a list of places that more closely resembled

mindmaps (Fig. 4).The accompanying conversation and interview, alongwith the abun-

dant information on the mental maps, were what made it possible to categorize these

drawings and interpret them in relation tomediatized and translocal spatial knowledge.
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Fig. 2:Mental map drawn by a twelfth-grade student on a total of eight pages (merged here into

one overall image) describing various temporal dimensions and scales of space in a structured

manner. | ©SFB 1265 Learning Spaces subproject

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839467343 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839467343
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


Million: Mental maps and narrative maps 223

Fig. 3: Mental map with idealized intersections and depiction of paths between

places and their materiality (girl, 8 years old). | ©SFB 1265 Learning Spaces

subproject

Fig. 4: Mental map as a list of drawings and without virtually any intersections

(boy, 7 years old). | ©SFB 1265 Learning Spaces subproject
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4 Analysis with an optional focus on the spatial and procedural aspects
of the study

Behnken and Zinnecker (2010: 16–23) refer to four analysis options. According to them,

mental maps can be analyzed alone as such or with a focus on the creation process. For

the latter, good documentation of the creation process (Fig. 1) is essential. In a single

case study and/or comparative analysis, it is possible to analyze and/or systematically

compare individual cases (e.g., by creating comparison groups). Synthesizing analysis

methods are particularly interesting (triangulation according to Flick 2014), in which

the spatial and procedural levels of the study are merged. The selection of the analysis

method—in addition to the research question—also depends on the last available empir-

ical material and the abilities of the research teamwith regard to making and analyzing

maps.

4.1 Analyzing mental maps by means of comparison, transposition, translation,

and superimposition

Challenging survey settings—such as those described in Section 3—can make it advis-

able to focus the analysis on the mental map and to ignore the process of creating the

drawing. Focus is placed on the spatial visual information “while disregarding all tempo-

ral references to personal living spaces” (Behnken/Zinnecker 2010: 16, own translation).

This analysis is fitting even if the study has a strong focus on action along the lines of

a classic inventory approach, which is intended to draw conclusions about the physical

transformation or restructuring of neighborhoods within the context of planning and

building processes. For this purpose, it is possible to evaluate characteristic elements of

the space (places, objects, borders, barriers, people, everyday actions, biographical ex-

periences, etc.) and their frequency of occurrence. Furthermore, spatial elements can be

analyzed with regard to their nature and representation (e.g., size of depiction, details)

and their position in the overall drawing (cluster, distance, proximity).

“[This] analysis of the spatial qualities of subjective maps hinges on the plausibility of

a central postulate, which claims that there is a striking similarity between the space

drawnon paper and the psychological or ‘inner’ space of the draftsperson. So if a house,

the family home or a friend’s house, is large, detailed, and drawn in the middle of the

page, then we can conclude that the illustrated centrality most likely corresponds to

the psychological centrality of the house in the lifeworld.” (Behnken/Zinnecker 2010:

17, own translation)

This assumption is often criticized (see Pocock 1976,Evans 1980, andBlades 1990; or com-

prehensively in reference to Lynch, see Seifert 2011), for example, because the piece of

paper itself represents a physical frame and the placement of further information on the

paper becomes more limited with each element drawn.

Apotential validation tool, for example, is comparing thementalmapswith objective

professionalmaps (for further details, see Behnken/Zinnecker 2010: 17 below).This com-

parison focuses on the subjective features of the drawing. It is possible to identify sub-
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jective particularities of the lifeworld and “distortions”: “These can involve the position of

the spatial elements in relation to one another being changed in the personal drawings,

the linear dimensions deviating from the official maps, certain spatial elements being

left out or others being added.” (ibid.: 18, own translation) For this purpose, the mental

maps are transposed, in whole or in part, into objective maps to allow for an in-the-mo-

ment analysis of the subjective perspective of the respondents regarding their lifeworld.

In addition, verbal information can also be translated into maps and condensed to

draw relevant conclusions. In his studyThe Image of the City (2007: 167–174), Lynch also

generated maps from the verbal descriptions of the respondents and superimposed in-

dividual sketches to form collectivemaps.Thesemapswere comparedwith the inventory

surveys of the researchers who were trained in cartography. Technically, today this type

of mapmaking can also be done using digital image editing programs, which can su-

perimpose computerized, scanned sketches and drawings, show or hide those sketches

and drawings individually as layers, or use them as a basis for professional maps.These

professionalmaps, in turn, are created in computer-aided design programs (CAD) or ge-

ographic information systems (GIS).

4.2 Synthesizing analysis: Triangulation

In a synthesizing analysis, the mental map, the supplementary drawing on transparent

paper, the documentation of the drawing process by the researchers (if available), the au-

dio recordings of the explanations related to the drawing process, and the interview are

merged as data sources (Behnken/Zinnecker 2010: 20). Any supplementarymaterial that

was collected is also added, such as the field notes of the researchers. At the same time,

information about the context is helpful and can complement the survey: this includes

information about the neighborhood (photos, amap of the neighborhood, aerial images,

or even historical map material or official planning documents to retrace changes) and

about the broader cultural context in which the respondents live.The information men-

tioned above, provided it is of a cartographic nature, can be digitized and combinedwith

subjective or collective maps in geographic information systems (GIS) (see previous sec-

tion) and overlaid with other data (e.g., crimemonitoring surveys).3

This synthesizing approach has a compensating and explanatory effect as it makes it

possible to readand interpretunclear andevenomitted information reliably frommental

maps or interview statements: “In general, the triangulationmethod reduces the greater

ambiguity of visual expressions compared to verbal expressions.” (Behnken/Zinnecker

2010: 21, own translation)

Additionally, data sessionswith local experts who are familiar with the field of inves-

tigation and the cultural context are helpful (see Fig. 4). Here we collaborate with local

planning offices and scholars from the local universities.4

3 For the current state of research, an overview of studies, and the technical limitations of the

method, see Curtis et al. 2014.

4 For challenges and guidance regarding comparative cultural research and interpretation using

data sessions, see Reichertz 2021.
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Fig. 5: Data session with a colleague from Bogotá: Interpretation of narrative maps (drawing and

interview statements) using areal images, Google Street View, and online material. | ©SFB 1265

Learning Spaces subproject

With regard to the spatial knowledge of children and youth, we look at spheres of

action as a whole and individual spaces inside and outside of those spheres.We assume

that mediatization not only results in an equal “expansion” of spatial knowledge but also

that access tomedia,media consumption,media coverage, and travel opportunities have

an influence in this regard. In a subsequent step, prototypical examples are chosen from

themultitude of narrativemaps in the different case studies and compared according to

the “structural similarities” principle (Katz 2004).

When interpreting mental maps in general and using synthesizing approaches

to analyze narrative maps in particular, it is important to make the symbiotic opera-

tions of comparing, cutting, and embedding empirical material transparent for other

researchers. Behnken und Zinnecker (2010: 21) recommend an interim report to docu-

ment advances in knowledge discovery, which should also include interim cartographic

products created by comparing, transposing, translating, and superimposing maps. In

addition to methodological decisions during the research process, the “results of syn-

theses [are recorded] based on the structure of developed and used categories (topics,

definitions, relationships) [and] findings (interpretations and conclusions)” (for details,

see Flick 2014: 421).
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5 Methods with high interdisciplinary integration and potential
for further development

Despite all of the methodological challenges, the advantages of combiningmental maps

and interviews are plain to see: Respondents can choose between two forms of expres-

sion depending on the situation and their personal preference. With regard to difficult

or taboo topics, drawing methods seem to facilitate conversations with respondents

(Søndergaard/Reventlow 2019). Thus, the use of both approaches is relatively straight-

forward, potentially promoting communication in intercultural settings and breaking

down power asymmetries in interview situations. Furthermore, the technique can be

adapted to the respective situation and object of investigation (Behnken/Zinnecker 2010:

23).

However, since there are many different ways to collect and analyze data, the proce-

dure must be described in detail in a research report (Flick 2014). Decisions made in ev-

ery step of the process influence the final product. Especially whenworking withmental

maps, the transparency and replicability of the results are essential and further devel-

opment is required in terms of both the survey and analysis methods (see lists in Cur-

tis et al. 2014: 267). This development work is rewarding because working with mental

maps has proven to have high interdisciplinary integration potential, bringing together

scholars from various disciplines to carry out not only basic research but also applied

research.Therefore, it represents a methodological bridge between action-oriented dis-

ciplines and planning practice.
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The urban layer analysis

Felix Bentlin

Since the discipline of urban design was founded, the characteristics of urban space

have primarily been represented by means of visual abstraction and reduction. Builders

and architects use morphological, typological, and topographical structures to describe

spaces and buildings graphically. In response to industrial urban growth, drawings

and print versions of expansion plans1 arose in the middle of the 19th century on an

unprecedented scale. As a result, spaces could be discussed before being implemented.

The accompanying process of scientification and institutionalization of urban plan-

ning—based on the field of architecture—transformed urban design and planning

experiences into principles and collections of best practices for a budding discipline:

This gave rise to the pioneeringworks on urban design by Baumeister (1876), Sitte (1889),

Stübben (1890). Graphic production methods were used to represent and imagine the

city in individual layers. Builders draw their plans layer by layer, reducing buildings and

urban spaces to depict them in various forms.

Not only was this practical knowledge passed down through graphic products, it

also served to establish the method of graphically extracting simple objects in urban

planning. This method has since evolved into a basic tool in urban design, without any

methodological improvements to note: Urban structural elements with selected char-

acteristics are isolated and compiled in a thematic map. For example, only tree-lined

avenues, front yards, and parks are depicted on an urban landscape design in order to

understand the street-level greenery. In urban design practice, experts refer to these

geographically localized thematic maps as urban layers (see Fig. 1 and 2). Graphically

reducing urban structural properties on a plan represents a method used to extract

properties, correlative arrangements, and logics of space gradually from the barely

manageable urban organism.

1 City expansion projects with published plan drawings were organized at virtually the same time in

Copenhagen (Seidlin 1857), Barcelona (Cerdà 1859), Madrid (Castro 1860), Berlin (Hobrecht 1862),

and Brussels (Besme 1866). A detailed description and plan drawings of the Berlin planning pro-

cesses can be found in Dolff-Bonekämper et al. 2018.
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Fig. 1: Example of thematic maps featuring “urban layers”: Squares on the 1862 Berlin expansion plan are

reduced in relation to the street network, typology, and distances. | © Author’s own diagram
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Fig. 2:The layer model developed by Reicher shows individual disjointed layers above the overlay as an ex-

ploded axonometric drawing (Reicher 2012: 131).
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As an interdisciplinary field, urban design has always relied on thismethod in its en-

deavor tomeet the high standards of using social, political, and structural parameters as

a starting point for the architectonic and urban concept. Overlaying and combining iso-

lated layers offers enormous potential for generating knowledge in the spatial sciences.

The layer analysis is used in basic research, while at the same time serving as a tool

for proposing new design concepts—creating a blueprint of the city. Temporal layers

and urban spaces are recorded analytically, and new design solutions can be tested in

terms of their effectiveness and capacity to be integrated into a typological-morpholog-

ical context. In order to produce this design and planning knowledge, urban designers

break down spaces: Reduction makes it possible to read, interpret, and design the place

(Greek tópos) and to elaborate on spatial typologies (Greek týpos) analytically. In order to

facilitate the analysis, the “urban spatial structure is understood practically as a whole

composed of layers” (Streich 2011: 351, own translation). Furthermore, knowledge about

spatio-structural subareas and principles in the overall urban systemoffer links for qual-

itative spatial research. Places can be conceived based on their history, as well as their

natural, material, and social qualities. Thanks to this reduction and abstraction work,

new contexts are created for spatial interpretations, place-bound innovation, and inter-

ventions in the urban environment.

1 Urban theory background: A morphological and typological analysis
in urban design

Morphological and typological analyses have served as a basis for knowledge acquisi-

tion in the theory of urban design since its advent. They are also closely related to dis-

ciplinary and social discourses on the urban and on how physical space should be con-

ceived and transformed. Literary topoi and landscape topographies were paramount in

the discourse on architecture even before the studies by Leon Battista Alberti (De Re Aed-

ificatoria/On the Art of Building, 1485) and Frank Lloyd Wright (Fallingwater house, 1939).

Topography is an integral element, while buildings are considered moments or parts of

awhole.Numerous theoreticalmodels and structuresdocumenthow topographyandar-

chitecture are negotiated in both written and drawn relationships (Song/Cinn 2015).The

cartographic analysis of geographic localities does not merely abstract landscape based

on contour lines, but rather the topos is in fact the abstraction of physical spatialmodels.

Hence, the literal meaning of the termmorphology can be traced back to the ancient

Greek words morphé (shape, form) and lógos (prose, reason, principle). The term typos

(mark, impression, type) refers to the examination and theory of the types and classi-

fication systems (Lang 2005: 43) used in the architecture handbooks of the 19th century

by Jean-Nicolas-Louis Durand and Gottfried Semper. The relationships between urban

morphology and building typology are a key subject in attempts at defining terms in ar-

chitectural theory: At the end of the conference presentation Typology, Handbooks, and Ar-

chitecture from 1965, Aldo Rossi (L’architettura della città/The Architecture of the City, 1966) ex-

plains thedifferencebetweenboth concepts by referring to thedefinitionby architectural

theorist Quatremère de Quincy in theDictionnaire historique d’architecture (1825):
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“The word ‘type’ presents less the image of a thing to copy or imitate completely than

the idea of an element which ought itself to serve as a rule for the model. […] the type

[is] an object after which each [artist] can conceive works of art that may have no re-

semblance. All is precise and given in the model; all is more or less vague in the type.”

(Rossi 1978: 39, own translation)

Basic principles and key ideas are preserved despite changes. In reference to the defini-

tion by Guido Canella:

“Typology should be conceived as […] a system that explores the invariants ofmorphol-

ogy, whereby morphology ought to be understood as a series of events expressed in a

historical fact and typology as the categorical aspect resulting from the particular se-

quence (of events).” (ibid., own translation)

Architectonic perspectives of these terms in particular tend to accept that universal co-

hesive forces determine whether spatial andmaterial types are generated a priori: that is

to say, the typological form strongly characterizes space without further verification.

This interpretation of the built environment was established internationally as a ty-

pological-morphological approach (Sharr 2007; Lee 2010) calling for more appreciation

of andmore focus on the traditional gestalts of the historical city (Rossi 1973 [orig. 1966];

Krier 1975). Contrary to the functionalist strategy adopted in post-war planning, archi-

tects and urban planners from the second half of the 20th century turned to the wealth

of historical urban forms, thus rediscovering the formal analysis of building types and

urban figures (Fig. 3) as inspiration for their designs. A comprehensive analysis of ur-

ban formas a collection of different yet equalmorphologies and types—independently of

the historical andmodern city—can be found in the trailblazingworkCollage City (Rowe/

Koetter 1984 [orig. 1978]).
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Fig. 3: Morphological categorization of urban space types according to Krier: Overview (left) and

collection of example public squares with arranged buildings (right) (Krier 1975: 15, 23).

Morphological collections and typological analyses are not only key tools in archi-

tectonic design but also influence the spatial sciences around the world. As a scientific

method, morphological analysis consists of exploring the form of objects, while typol-

ogy is a flexible approach to grouping together common characteristics. This analytical

approach compiles the characteristics of, for example, streets, squares, buildings, and

monuments that share the same structural features in order to reveal and interpret the

history of planning and urban development and the collective memory—and thus the

formal intrinsic logic of a city.

The Rome Plan by Italian architect and cartographer Giovanni Battista Nolli (Nuova

Pianta di Roma/Large Plan of Rome, 1748) is one of the most-cited abstraction drawings in

the history of architecture (Führ 2018) and illustrates the basic concepts of abstraction in

the urban layer analysis (see Fig. 4). This graphical section of the complete work for the

Topography of Rome (ital. La Nuova Topografia di Roma) is the origin of the term Nolli Plan,

which isuseduniversally for all figure-grounddrawingsof cities.Theplandepicts the city

of Rome in the 18th century in an unconventional manner: It shows not only the outer

appearance of the city morphology—the outer edges of the built structures—but also

another layer containing the public places within buildings. Church interiors, as well as

palace halls, courtyards, and gardens, are classified as public spaces togetherwith streets

and squares.This reflected the pope’s desire to influence all spaces of the city.
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Fig. 4: Section of Nuova Pianta di Roma (1748) by Giovanni Battista Nolli between Piazza Navona and the

Pantheon. | ©Photographic Collection of BibliothecaHertziana
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By representing all ground floor plans of all public buildings, the figure-ground dia-

gram is more complex. As such, the Nolli Plan expanded the concept of urban morphol-

ogy to include a simple analysis of spatial volume elements by identifying spaces of social

interaction.

2 From the birth of the discipline to a tool for planning practice

The first urban design textbooks were published in response to the mass urban expan-

sions of the 19th century in order to categorize and illustratemodel urban spaces and de-

sign principles (Lampugnani et al. 2017).Theseworkswere based on the practical knowl-

edge gleaned from different expansion plans and knowledge about spatial structures

(Kegler 1990: 65; Lampugnani et al. 2017: 7). Initially concentrating on the two- and three-

dimensional shape of the city,modernmorphology takes into account the forms of con-

stantly changing networks, blocks, and buildings in the city, in addition to incorporating

other factors that characterize space, such as transport infrastructure, industrial infras-

tructure, vegetation, and open spaces (Benevolo 1980). In the modern theory of urban

design, the built city is perceived as an object and construct with social, economic, eco-

logical, and structural-spatial dimensions, where urban design is considered a subdis-

cipline of urban and spatial planning (Frick 2011: 13, 193; Düwel/Gutschow 2005: 35–41).

Kegler also classifies urban design as part of the discipline of urban planning, referring

to “fluid borders” (Kegler 1990: 66, own translation) within the disciplines; notwithstand-

ing, thedisciplineofurbandesignprimarily arose fromthefieldsof architecture andcivil

engineering (Albers 1975: 10; Frick 2011: 21; Herold 2018).

An understanding of the internal structural conditions of the physical form is es-

sential for understanding urban development processes and, beyond that, for the suc-

cessful “manipulation” and design of the urban. In short, the layer method is used as a

tool in basic research: an “approach to conceptualizing the complexity of physical form”

(Larkham 2005: 22). To this day, this theory purports that urban forms can be charac-

terized by specific, discernible architectural elements and their relationships on differ-

ent scales (Humpert 1997; Moudon 1997; Dempsey et al. 2010; Kropf 2005, 2011; Eberle/

Tröger 2014).Thisworkinghypothesis of the urban analysis still defines a significant por-

tion of design practice today (Çalişkan/Marshall 2011; Mohamed et al. 2017; Stojanovski/

Axelsson 2018).

In German-speaking countries, the layer method, as an analysis and design tool, is

based on themorphological and urban-structural theories of architects Gerhard Curdes

(1995, 1997) and Klaus Humpert (1997; Humpert et al. 2002), as well as their academic

spheres of activity (especially Christa Reicher and Heinz Nagler).2 A distinction should

be made between the “basic elements of urban structure” according to Curdes and

Humpert—such as block, courtyard, and solitary—and the “components of the city”

(Reicher 2012). As a student of Curdes, Reicher added several thematic areas to the

2 Heinz Nagler was assistant to Prof. Humpert at the Institute of Urban Planning and Design of the

University of Stuttgart from 1983 to 1988. Christa Reicher worked as a research associate at the

Chair of Urban Design for Prof. Curdes at RWTH Aachen University.
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urban layer model, sorted according to their function in the city: open space, public

space, residential, commercial and industrial, social and school infrastructure, trade

and care (ibid.: 92–157). Another version of the spatio-structural layer model according

to the teachings of HeinzNagler—a student of Humpert—defines the “layers of the city”

as follows: natural surroundings, history, development, parceling, building structure,

building typology, open space typology, public space, ecology and environment, and the

invisible city. The urban layer model (see Fig. 2) is characterized primarily by the urban

and structural layers of building structure, parcel structure, green structure, and access

system collectively.

This structural thinking based on basic geometric shapes (line, area, and point)3 in-

fluences the discipline of urban design and the planning sciences to this day: In complex

cityscape-forming processes, it is necessary to study relevant linear, planar, and concen-

tric structural models of the city on the one hand (Curdes 1995: 49–57; Streich 2011: 266;

Reicher 2012: 42–47).On the other hand, the point elements (building, center), linear ele-

ments (traffic routes, networks), and area elements (parcels, area units) form the compo-

sitional basis for generating urban units that are organized according to the basic prin-

ciples and logics of design.Therefore, in analysis and design practice, the complexity of

urban form is understood as the development of physical elements according to regula-

tory systemsofdifferent temporal layers (Conzen2004;Gauthiez 2004;Raith 2000;Kool-

haas/Mau 1997; Krier 1979, 2006). Especially in practice, this structural approach in the

urban layer technique is combined with analytical or design-related objectives to carry

out place-bound and task-specific studies.

3 Performing an urban layer analysis

The abstraction of urban complexity is the main principle of this integrative method: In

order to examine certain arguments, relevant elements of the city’s spatial appearance

are highlighted. The theoretical foundation of this decompositional approach (Hettich

1969: 455–457) to urban structures rests on the ethnomethodological practice of visual re-

searchwith qualitative andquantitative analysis techniques (Emmison/Smith 2000; Rose

2007). On the one hand, breaking down and decoding space can serve to describe, ex-

plore, and evaluate specific compositional correlations. On the other hand, adding and

removing layers can help to visualize relationships between spatial elements or time pe-

riods.These combinations are preferably always depicted on a one-layer analysis plan as

the basis.This results in thematic maps and map sections that reduce the diverse range

of information on themaps to the key aspects. In addition to empirical indices and qual-

itative descriptions, this also makes planning processes replicable.

The identification and selection of different layers refers to a specific design task or

research question:Thismeans the analysis can serve both as a basis for the urban design

3 The basic forms according to Humpert are derived from three fundamental anthropological prin-

ciples of human settlement patterns: move (line), occupy (area), and erect (body). The approach is

based not only on their own research but also on the contributions and insights of architects Gerd

Albers (1919–2015) and Oswald Matthias Ungers (1926–2007).
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process and as a basic research tool. Isolated layers first appear in the analytical approx-

imation, abstraction, and then drawing (physical and/or virtual).The draftsperson does

not simply select the objects of investigation bymeans of a place-bound and topic-based

definition of the task, but instead incorporates their biographical learning experiences

as well (see Bentlin/Klepp in this handbook). The object of analysis, the interpretation,

and the biographical expertise are directly related to one another.Therefore, themethod

used should not be regarded as a predefined sequence of analytical layers but rather as

partially parallel and interlocking strands that influence each other iteratively.

3.1 Defining a topic of interest and study area

In order to reduce the amount of information, the method starts by defining the center

of interest.The analytical focus on one topic reduces the complex pool of data by remov-

ing and simplifying objects of investigation. For example, the analysis of a city district is

reduced to green areas, bodies of water, and impervious surfaces to make assertions re-

garding themicroclimate. Selecting a geologically defined study area increases the focus

still further. Differentiating between a key study area and an extended study area allows

for a comprehensive place-based analysis.

3.2 Creating the pool of data and selecting elements of investigation

Based on the definition of the task and area, urban layers are selected for the mapping:

The structural plans for the building development, parcels, and access are the basic ele-

ments for the analysis and can be expanded to include spatial, functional, sociological,

ecological, and any other conceivable layers (see Fig. 2).Themaps to be created consist of

geographically localized information and select structural elements in accordance with

the topics. For example, the street vegetation is reduced to only trees and front yards,

which are depicted in a simplified manner in terms of their size and type. As a result,

certain spatial qualities are correlated and evaluated.Depending on the topic, the scaled

approach should be revised. Furthermore, the elements of investigation should be com-

pared with the possibilities for querying and collecting data.

3.3 Drawing and presenting layers

Based on the underlying cartographic data, the entire pool of data is examined and bro-

ken down into one layer graphically. The graphical analysis by hand or with GIS/CAD

tools should be understood as a means of synthesis that can investigate physical-mate-

rial and other spaces for itself and in its reciprocal relationships. These analytical and

synthesizing drawings, as well as their combinations, are also frequently referred to as

mapping and include different forms of presentation, such as sketches, diagrams, build-

ing plans, city maps, or mental maps (also seeMillion in this handbook). For all layers to

be correlated, a uniform section and scale is useful.
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3.4 Evaluating individual layers and layer combinations

As soon as the drawings have been created, the graphical preparation and formulation of

the acquired knowledge begins. To compare the layers, graphic codes, symbols, and the

layout are harmonized. Analytical findings are highlighted so that they can be compared

by the human eye. Depending on the planning task at hand, the layers can be evaluated

with regard to their potential and defects, meaning every layer is classified according to

the urban design expertise of the creator (Fig. 5).These findings can be transferred layer

by layer into a spatial SWOT analysis. Doing so makes it possible not only to interpret

information and characteristics but also to create or reconstruct abstract planning con-

cepts and processes.

Fig. 5: Graphic knowledge acquisition: Green structures with color-coded quality indicators as dig-

ital drawing (left) and inferences for the urban design as a hand-drawn sketch (right). | ©Author’s

own diagram in cooperation with Svende Albrecht

Georeferencing makes the method more flexible and allows it to be integrated into

other analyses.The transferability and comparability of the data beyond the chosen anal-

ysis offer a great deal of potential. It is also possible to continue combining layers at will.

By comparing them with other studies and documents, the findings can also be contex-

tualized and verified. As a result, it is possible to justify the statements regarding the

characteristics of the city; this in turn illustrates the influence and significance of plan-

ning steps. Knowledge of built structures and spaces serves as a repertoire in the design

process.
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4 Basics principles of the analysis

4.1 Creating and selecting the underlying data for the layer model

Visual figures and technical data are used to select a study area and to create an appro-

priate digital or analog pool of data. However, these are two-dimensional depictions of

the city without any portrayal of three-dimensionality, which is indicated by means of

coding andmodeling.The visual-geographic depiction of the city can be analyzed based

on the following representations:

• Orthophotos: Undistorted and true-to-scale illustrations of the earth’s surface are

created by means of photogrammetry from aerial or satellite photos.

• Plan drawings: The Authoritative Real Estate Cadastre Information System (ALKIS)

hasbeenprovidinggeoreferencedandpreciselymeasuredplanswithnationally stan-

dardized plots and buildings for all of Germany since 2015.

In general, analog and digital sources are available:

• Public city planning, land surveying, and land registry offices

• Museums, libraries, and archives

• NGOs, websites, and open-source databases

• Companies

• Own production bymeans of site visits, surveying, andmapping (also see Tabačková

in this handbook)

The underlying data serve as a basis for investigating geographic sections, different time

segments, and spatial scales. In order to compare the analysis maps better and help ob-

servers navigate easily, the extracted layers can be correlated with, for example, land-

scape elements suchas bodies ofwater, the existingurban structure,or special buildings.

With the help of a geographic information system (GIS)—depending on the soft-

ware—it is possible to create a digital cartographic basis with a virtual system of layers:

In computer-aided design processes (short: CAD), layers are a common concept used for the

process of hierarchizing and structuring data within the drawing files. Because it is easy

to show and hide the individual layers, the graphical representation can be customized

to suit the purpose of the drawing.The finished data collage makes it possible to access

sectoral planning knowledge.Thismethodology is also usedwhenprocessing geographic

information systems in applied and scientific cartography (Hake et al. 2002: 31, 216).

In the subsequent analysis, the spatial structures to be investigated, as well as their

arrangement on different scales, are selected. The selection is based on the design and

research objectives, the data sources, and the expertise of the users. In order to study the

building structure of a city district, for example, visual axes, construction heights, and

building typologies are selectedas structural elements in the comparisonwith theunder-

lying data for a layer plan, then rendered graphically and outlined.The structural decom-

position, graphical exploration, and thematic combination underscore striking individ-
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ual motifs and recurring motifs in the building structure layer. Within this interplay, it

is possible to depict urban design and planning principles layer by layer.

4.2 Graphical analysis of the layers

Inorder to carryout thegraphical analysis,hand-drawnor computer-assistedplandraw-

ings can be created (based on GIS/CAD). Using transparent sketch paper, the draftsper-

son can collate information from different base maps; or the draftsperson can create a

virtual layer database. With the help of GIS and CAD analysis tools, it is possible to cal-

culate, assess, and categorize attributes of the digitized elements according to complex

parameters and key figures, such as surface area.

This is where drawing abilities and technological possibilities converge.While hand-

made plan drawings are characterized by a variety of urban design overtones, graphical

inconsistencies, and scale tolerances, the computer-assisted analysis is based on object-

specific definitions accurate to the millimeter. This discrepancy represents a method-

ological challenge.The study includes interpretive decisions and corrections to the draw-

ings, even in the digitization stages.

Both the graphical analysis of themaps by hand and the digitization process are con-

sidered iterative processes. In essence, a shift takes place between data and knowledge

acquisitionusingmaps anddrawings,which resembles themethodologicalmethodused

in grounded theory (Strauss/Corbin 1996). As with the concept maps in grounded theory,

maps and drawings in particular—and not just the potentially formulated text—are part

of the layer analysis method and are used to illustrate the acquired knowledge. Conse-

quently, the iterative process is described as “thinking with the pen.” The sketches cre-

ated in the process should therefore also be considered a result of the analysis, like the

revised presentation drawing.

5 Basic definition of the urban layer model

The categorization into layers forces users to reduce complex forms to their key charac-

teristics. This abstraction of the complexity of the city has also been the subject of crit-

icism (Albers 2000: 27; Kropf 2005). While the generic arrangement of infrastructure

networks, blocks, and buildings remains relatively consistent across different planning

approaches, structural layers are always the result of social and cultural processes. In

this case, amore detailed analysis can demonstrate the diverse range of spatial products

within different social environments. Scaling and defining the degree of abstraction are

therefore part of the individual analysis process. The flexible and additive approach of

the layer analysis offers possibilities for both adjustments and corrections: for example,

by adding (socio-spatial) layers or adjusting the section.

Until now, the layer technique in urban design has been based on a structural model

without any concretemethodological procedure.The basis for identifying and designing

place-bound regularities requires a methodological definition in order to ensure inter-

disciplinary integration between urban design and qualitative spatial research. In order

for the principles of order and design to serve as a starting point and link in urban lay-
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ers, I as an urban designer and academic have defined five study areas as the basis for

the urban layer analysis within the direct sphere of activity of the Aachen School (Cur-

des, Reicher) and Stuttgart School (Humpert, Nagler):

• Building structure: Built (solid) is differentiated from unbuilt (void) as a figure-

ground diagram in this layer. Spatial configurations in urban design can be iden-

tified based on the shape and arrangement of structures. Units, ensembles, and

spatio-structural connections indicate characteristics of neighborhoods and city

districts: for example, the building history or building typology.

• Parceling: Parcels regulate ownership and represent the smallest unit of the urban

order and regulatory structure. This layer shows a network of property boundaries.

Dimensioning, type, and scale of use refer to the flexibility for public and private

builders and show the growth processes and ownership structure of the city.

• Access:Theaccessnetwork shows transport areas for all formsofmobility.Link roads

and intersections can be identified based on dimensioning, hierarchies, and connec-

tivity. Technological, cultural, and social function descriptions are closely connected

to public space.

• Open space and green structure: The open space shows the unbuilt areas in the city

with public and private use claims. Aspects of the urban ecology and environment

are described as a cross between urban functional areas on the one hand and natural

and landscaped areas of vegetation on the other. Open space plays a special role as

the “stage for the city.”

• Landscaping and settlement structure: The natural elements of the landscape, such

as bodies of water and relief, as well as anthropogenic changes, such as canals and

cultural landscapes, reflect the connection between urban development and site

specifications.

Themethod is especially relevant for planning and design practice as users can carry out

a spatio-structural inventory survey and generate inspiration for new urban spaces at

the same time. The spatio-structural results serve as the basis for the further design and

further exploration of the city. The act of anatomizing in particular provides insight into

“designing a new picture, a concise statement initially consisting of one layer” (Reicher

2012: 174, own translation). By breaking down the general context, the method opens up

sectoral insights into a previously obscure whole.The complexity and above all the inter-

connectedness and interdependence of different sub-aspects of the city (e.g., function,

form, use) can be made manageable by simplifying them and structuring them themat-

ically. As a tool in planning practice intended to make it easier to understand places and

spaces, it establishes a basis for planning interventions and advancements in the spatial

sciences, striking a balance between practical application and basic research: capturing,

interpreting, and rethinking the place with its history and its natural, material, and so-

cial qualities.
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Multiscalar mapping

Dagmar Pelger, Emily Kelling, and Jörg Stollmann

With the emergence of urbanism as an interdisciplinary field of urban research, cartog-

raphy, similar to ethnography, has enjoyed widespread popularity as a spatio-analytical

tool in all space-related research disciplines (Glaser 1974; Lindner 2004). As geography,

sociology, ethnology, and anthropology have been combined with urban planning, re-

gional planning, landscape architecture, and architecture—as well as further economic,

ecological, or historical fields of research related to urban spaces—urban research has

detached cartographic methods from their role as descriptive tools. Just as descriptive-

theoretical and design-related disciplines come together in urban research, the field of

cartography has evolved (like the field of ethnography, which is not discussed in detail

here) from geography, to landscape architecture, and architecture from a visualization

tool into ananalytical tool andfinally intoadesign tool (Corner 1990;Cosgrove2004 [orig.

1999]).

What is special about the termmapping compared to themap is the fact that cartog-

raphyoriginated explicitly fromthegraphic productionofmaps as territorial inventories

by means of surveying, while the termmapping clearly evokes the procedural aspects of

the production. In mapping, focus is placed on the production of maps as a reflective

process during data collection and analysis.We use the concept of mapping to describe,

beyond the reference to purely geographical reference models, also the assignment and

relatedness of data and/or textures, as is the case in ethnography or in the social sciences

(Wildner/Tamayo 2004). Due to its rather loose use of geographic reference models, we

believe the termmapping, in contrast tomaps, is particularly suited for interdisciplinary

studies related to space.

Theobjective of this article is tomakemappingapplicable as adesign-based tool in the anal-

ysis of urban spaces and ways of life in an interdisciplinary context. For this purpose, we re-

flected on our experiences from an interdisciplinary teaching research project, in which

weused cartographicmethods as oneof thekey tools. In theprojectwe combineda socio-

logical andurbandesign approach and,byworking collectively on amultiscalarmapping

process,developedamethodology for exploringurbanphenomenawithin a socio-spatial

context, which we intend for other researchers to apply and develop further.

For the field of sociology, we illustrate the possibilities offered by mapping as a tool

for studying spatial phenomena; and for thefieldofurbandesignweexplicate further the
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methods of empirical social research as a basis formapping.We refer to this integration

of methods as relational mapping, which is characterized in particular by its ability to

capture the action level. Relationalmappingmakes it possible to capture graphically and

to spatialize both the social factors that constitute spaces and the spatial factors, which

in turn shape the social relationships.

This article addresses the integration of methods, as well as the potential of using

text andmapping to complement each other in spatial research regarding both the gen-

eration and transfer of knowledge. In the applied case, we synthesized four interrelated

sociological and urban design levels of analysis into a single comprehensive multiscalar

mapping (Fig. 1). While semantic data collection and synthesis processes sort informa-

tion into a temporal sequence of what was said or what was written, mapping is based

on a spatial arrangement,whichmakes it possible to interpret parallel and superimposed in-

formation. By virtue of its visual character, a drawing makes it possible to link different

levels simultaneously and thus condense the findings.We start by discussing the partic-

ular narrative quality of mapping, upon which we address how the content is arranged

in our project in order to then describe mapping as a multiscalar process in eight steps.

1 Mapping as a multiscalar narrative

Understanding mappings as narratives is deeply rooted in the history of cartography.

While design plans, such as the floor plans of buildings, generally refer to a future sit-

uation to be created,mappings depict spaces that have already been produced. As such,

the action producing the space is always implicitly embedded in the mappings.This can

be interpreted as a graphic trace of an action.1

Thus, a narrative structure along the lines of a spatio-temporal description resides

in every map (Caquart/Cartwright 2014). While oral or written stories describe spatial

references in a linear temporal structure as verbal/linguistic narrations—the narration

itself unfolds as a succession of words—the cartographic and figurative stories of the

mappings communicate references to times and actions in a spatial structure as sign-

likenarrations; thesenarrations takeplace inparallel.Therefore,mappings are limited to

a snapshot intowhich all temporally relevant elementsmust be inscribed,while texts are

limited to linear communication through which space can only be narrated step by step.

The readers of mappings undertake a considerably larger share of the synthesis work,

as with maps and images. At the same time, the synthesis takes place within a much

1 This is where the historic debate on cartographic works as powerful instruments comes into view,

claiming property rights, ownership, and power over territories, people, and everyone involved in

the production of a cartographically surveyed, recorded, determined, and therefore politically ap-

propriated space. Both this debate and the deconstruction of this hegemonic power with the rise

of critical mapping in the 1980s and the critical practices of counter-mapping since the 1990s were

not systematically addressed as part of the educational research project since themappingmeth-

ods were applied within the secure spaces of the university in this case and were used “solely for

academic purposes” at first. Nevertheless, these aspects were discussed with participants in con-

versations, interviews, andmentalmapping projects, aswell as in the results published in journals,

books, and websites and at events organized by the local and state governments.
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shorter period of time than when reading a text, virtually instantaneously: The contents

of the narration are revealed to the readers on the map as an overall picture before they

can address the details, descriptions, side notes, and lines of argument thatmake up the

mapping process.

For spatial research in the social sciences, the parallel and superimposed information

in themapping is particularly promising for the analysis as the spatial references can be

understood differently than in the linear text.

A third difference between mapping and text is the greater vagueness in mappings

as graphic artifacts due to their ambiguity. While both linguistic and cartographic nar-

ratives are first translated into meanings and statements following the synthesis per-

formed by the readers, there is a great deal more scope in the synthesis when reading a

mapping.This is due to the ambiguous nature of sign systems, which are less explicit in

terms of their meaning than the words of a language.The difficulty in creating an infor-

mative legend illustrates this in particular,where graphic symbols are captured inwords

and thus ascribed meaning. Mappings express themselves only indirectly by means of

the legend or additional text elements; instead, mapping contents are primarily com-

municated via graphic sign systems. Although these systems, in turn, are based on es-

tablished and ideally comprehensible conventions, themedium is a non-verbalmeans of

knowledge transfer. Amappingmust first be translated before it is possible to discuss it.

This demonstrates how important the interplay between mapping and interpretive

text is in space-related research, which is precisely what offers such great potential.

Mappings facilitate amultidimensional analysis and interpretation bymeans of spa-

tially structured sign systems. The linguistic interpretation of the—generally ambigu-

ous—drawing and the relationships depicted in it allows for a second, more explicit in-

terpretation and analysis. Only after this second interpretation—or multiple interpre-

tations in multiple texts—is it possible to integrate cartographic findings into verbally

structured (academic) discourses.Whether the respective interpretation should be cap-

tured in text form, by whom, and at what point in the cartographic experimental design

can only be determined in connection with the specific objective of the research. Ideally,

the mapping and the text form a mutually supportive, cooperative research format for

argumentation in spatial questions.
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Fig. 1: Mapping project on Berlin’s hostel industry with homeless people. | ©Flavia Biianu, Edda Brandes,

Pauline Bruckner, Almar de Ruiter, Valentin Dobrun, Finya Eichhorst, Stefan File, Anne Guina, Christopher

Heidecke, Dariya Kryshen, Farina Runge, Alina Schütze, LisaWagner and JonasWulf (map available at: htt

ps://depositonce.tu-berlin.de/ handle/11303/11090)
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2 Case study: The mapping of the hostel industry with homeless people

Against the backdrop of a growing housing shortage inBerlin,we decided to focus on the

topic of accommodating homeless people in hostels. This phenomenon, which affected

more than 30,000 people in December 2016 (Senate Department for Integration, Labour

and Social Affairs 2017) and in summer 2018 (event organized by Senate Department), is

not easy to recognize spatially in the city, nor is there much information available about

it in public debate.Thus, we hypothesized that this phenomenon has remained hidden,

which we confirm and substantiate in the course of our research.The perspective of the

hidden nature of inhumane living situations, which can be considered a response to the

housing shortage, stems from the debate on urban informality (Dovey/King 2011). The

second basis of our approach is founded on the debate surrounding the commons,which

speculates abouturbangoods and spacesbeyond the categories of public andprivate (Os-

trom 1990; Stavrides 2016). In the case of the hostel industry,we talk about a forced, non-

voluntary production of space, which nevertheless produces a common good. We used

the dual concepts of codes and conventions to combine these two debates with their differ-

ent research interests, as well as the two different methodological approaches, based on

social sciences and cartography.

The two topic areas intersectedwith one another at the assumption that space is con-

stituted as a result of the interplay between social action and physical environment (Löw

2001), giving rise to sets of rules. On the one hand, these sets of rules comprise the as-

pect of conventions,meaning how certain actions are typically carried out (Giddens 1984;

Friedberg 1995). On the other hand, they contain the aspect of codes as semantic or spa-

tial sign systems. We understand codes as both the establishment of rules (e.g., in the

form of laws) and the spatialization of rules (e.g., signs of usage or arrangements). De-

spite their differences, both aspects share the fact that codes first have to be used and

interpreted in order to gain meaning, which we in turn explore based on the conventions

of spatial production.Thus, the dual concepts of codes and conventions were used in an

interdisciplinary context from the perspectives of sociology and urban design in order to

connect the thematic areas of urban informality and spatial commons, aswell as to focus

on rules and rule-based procedures in the methodology of the social science approach

and in the mapping. For both research questions, we were interested in the organiza-

tional dimension of the production of space: How are actions coordinated together, and

how are rules negotiated?

Our objective of uncovering the organizational phenomena of the hostel industry by

mapping codes and conventions was based on the hypothesis that, despite being hid-

den, the processes, actions, and sets of rules leave spatial traces that can be seen and in-

terpreted upon closer inspection.With this hypothesis, we entered a field of research in

which the combination of analyticalmethods from sociology and urban design/architec-

ture promised to reveal more than they ever could alone. Because mapping is a medium

that includes and creates narrations on awide range of different scales ofmeasurement,

it is ideally suited for this type of integration.

To integrate both the topic areas and the methodologies, the project was designed

with a two-pronged approach and with various moments for interlinking the different

perspectives. Belowwe describe how thesemoments can build on one another, although
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this is by no means mandatory. We regard our approach as an experimental arrange-

ment that can serve as the basis to develop the methods further. The steps were devel-

oped didactically in a teaching project with students, but they can also be translated to

interdisciplinary research teams.

2.1 Introduction: Exploratory mapping

As an initial and experimental introduction, it can be helpful for non-designers in par-

ticular to create exploratory mappings addressing the spatial reference of the drawing

and their own experiences with regard to capturing space. One possibility is to try out a

mapping in a one-to-one scale with the aim of testing the concept of space in the act of

drawingbasedon your ownbodydimensions and imagining the thematic researchques-

tion that should be developed in themap—in our case, the housing situation of homeless

people—cooperatively: in other words, testing the narrated and projected aspects in the

mapping. In the project, we made available the workroom that is normally intended for

architecture students to the seminar group as a research studio and tasked them with

appropriating the space as their space of home for an indefinite period of time bymeans

of surveyinganddrawing.Thestudents “drew” the floorplans andelevationplansof their

appropriated areas and furniture on the floor and wall using simple tools, such as tape.

Fig. 2: One-to-onemapping in the studio. | ©Chair for UrbanDesign and Ur-

banization, TU Berlin
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2.2 Linkage: Sociological observation levels and urban design scales

of measurement

In the second step, it is helpful to connect the research questions of the project, which

are derived from theory, to spatial contexts and thus to drawing scales. This results

in an analytical reference system between the social science observation levels and

spatially constructed scales of measurement. For urbanistic and space-related research

questions, there are usually various scales that can be used for the study. The mapping

encompasses multiple scales almost automatically. For the social science perspective,

different approaches regarding informality were outlined and the terms codes and con-

ventions were clarified in the course of an in-depth literature reading. Throughout the

project, we had to continuously amend these approaches based on the challenges that

arose, which required a certain degree of conceptual openness for the integration. Right

at the beginning of the reading phase, we split up the seminar participants into four

groups, making sure to distribute the seven students of sociology, seven urban design,

and three architecture students evenly. Each group was assigned an observation level

that could be related to a corresponding scale of measurement: the city-wide level of the

administration, the level at which the hostels are embedded in their neighborhoods, the

level of the living activities that were originally expected to take place inside a hostel but

that often ended up moving outside the building, and finally the level of interpersonal

relations among the residents. During the literature reading, each group formulated its

own research questions. As an initial means of addressing the object of investigation,

guests were invited to the seminar for interviews and were also consulted in individual

interviews organized by the groups themselves.

2.3 Thesis development: Concept mapping

In order to interpret new correlations between different theoretical components, relate

them to the specific object of research and study site, and make a first attempt at devel-

oping a personal graphical language, the linearly structured contents from the literature

reading are rearranged into multidimensional concept mappings.

During the project, the concept mappings were elaborated in parallel to the litera-

ture reading by visually and spatially correlating text modules with hypotheses, ques-

tions, concepts, ideas, and empirical aspects in order to allow for new syntheses. Thus,

students and teachers were forced right from the start to link the graphical and visual

study methods directly to the verbal and textual collection and reflection.The linguisti-

cally formulated texts were “deconstructed”: that is to say, they were broken down into

key messages and partially referenced to the respective scales.
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Fig. 3: ConceptMap. | ©Luca Sonnen

2.4 Implementing linkages: Individual thematic mappings

Thedata transmitted linguistically from the literature review and from the research run-

ning in parallel in the form of site visits with drawing modes inspired by ethnography,

architecture, and planning should now be merged into cartographic sketches for each

observation and scale level. Ideally, this results in individual experimental and hand-

drawn mappings in which the processes of collecting data and developing hypotheses

can be combined gradually in order to derive one individual argument per theme.These

individualmappings can depict graphically, for example, individual interior spaces such

as apartments, streetscapes, or collective spaces, as well as movements through the city

or relations between the different places.

In the project, very different data—from expert interviews, resident interviews,

observations, personal drawings, mental maps, GIS databases, and the literature re-

view—were collated in parallel to the theoretical preliminary work and translated into

four thematic maps during the first mapping workshop. At the city-wide level, a sketch

of the administratively relevant contact points for homeless people was created in order

to keep track of the channels used to apply for asylum, for example. At the neighbor-

hood level, the road networks were illustrated between the hostel locations and relevant

services such as schools and shopping facilities.
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Fig. 4: Compilation of individual thematic maps. | ©Chair for UrbanDesign and Urbanization,

TU Berlin

At the hostel building level, axonometric representations of different apartment

types, as well as numerous “compensation areas” outside the apartment provided infor-

mation about the precarious distribution of functions in the hostels. At the individual

room level, infographics were used to show the dependencies between material and

immaterial resources in the spaces.

2.5 Synthesis: Synthesized overall mapping

In the next step, the individual thematic and mono-scale mappings are merged into a

multiscalar drawing.This step is intended to uncover correlations between the individ-

ual observation levels that were less visible until now, thus facilitating the synthesis of

the proposed hypotheses.This step poses a major drawing challenge because the type of

drawing must be constantly adjusted and revised for the benefit of legibility. This gives

rise to questions such as: How big can a zoom-in or spatial detail be shown without cov-

ering up the urban structure beneath it? Howmuch writing and howmany symbols can

the map tolerate before becoming too “dense” and illegible?
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Fig. 5: Preliminary result of multiscalar collage. | ©Chair for UrbanDesign and Urbanization,

TU Berlin

During a second workshop, compiling the four thematic maps into one large over-

all mapping proved to be the greatest challenge for the project. Multiple attempts were

made to draw up a concept by hand for the overall drawing on large-format pieces of pa-

per pinned onto partition walls, whereby it was necessary to check iteratively time and

again whether the respective conceptual assumptions could really be brought together

with the contents of the four maps.

We experienced a breakthrough thanks to a collage technique in which minimal as-

sumptionswerefirstmadeaboutmerging the contents and then these assumptionswere

inserted, pasted into, and embedded step by step using single analogue modules from

the different thematic mappings. For this purpose, we used sheets of transparent paper,

cut-out paper printouts, copies of scanned hand sketches, adhesive tape, highlighters,

and ink pens.During this laborious process of constantly readjusting the overall compo-

sition, the most important structural tool was merging the four legends into one, which

could then be used as a basis to define a hierarchy and a code for the overall mapping.

2.6 Digitalization: Reproducible artifact

The overall map can now be used to advance the synthesis process by correlating the hy-

potheses formulated together with all of the research findings.This step serves to create

a printable and thus reproducible document. In our project, this organizational process

resulted inagraphical spatialmodel ofBerlin createddigitally, consistingof ablack foun-
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dational drawing with textures and in different line widths as a representation of the

Berlin urban area.

Fig. 6: Multiscalar map as a reproducible printout. | ©Chair for UrbanDesign and Urbanization,

TU Berlin

Thedifferent design layers and elements from the thematicmappings are embedded

into this foundation consisting of different urban elements—water and road networks,

district borders, administrative locations. The hostel locations themselves were local-

ized, slightly offset; a slight distortion of the urban layout along the vertical axis helped

anonymize the hostel locations without impairing the legibility of the mappings. In this

version of the map, a four-color code for highlighting elements made it easier to assign

the symbols and levels to the four corresponding observation levels and scales levels.

2.7 Reading key: Fictitious stories

Often a legend is not sufficient for communicating the contents of a mapping. It is only

useful to readers in the sense that it provides linguistic codes next to the graphic and vi-

sual codes. Therefore, it is necessary to create an additional reading key to supplement

the legend.Based on the complex data underlying themono-scalemapping components

embedded in the multiscalar overall mapping, this key should make it possible to inter-

pret the trans-scalar correlations resulting from the parallel and superimposed codes of

signs.
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Fig. 7: Zoom-in key. | ©Flavia Biianu, Edda Brandes, Pauline Bruckner, Almar de Ruiter, Valentin Dobrun,

Finya Eichhorst, Stefan File, Anne Gunia, Christopher Heidecke, Dariya Kryshen, Farina Runge, Alina

Schütze, LisaWagner, and JonasWulf (map available at: https://depositonce.tu-berlin. de/handle/11303/11

090)

Therefore, to communicate the research by means of the large-format mapping of

the hostel industry with homeless people in Berlin (Fig. 1), we had to find a second inter-

pretation key for the project in addition to the legend. An illustrative linear translation

of themapping contents into single storylines was required to demonstrate the complex

reference systems with an example. Thus, the group formulated its own interpretation

of the mapping before handing it over to the readers for their interpretation work.

Thereadingkeywasdevelopedbymeansoffictitious stories about three individual peo-

ple and a family.Thus, the narratives of four different protagonists were integrated into

the map so that it was possible to understand by way of example the special situation

regarding Berlin’s hostel industry with homeless people in accordance with our findings. Al-

though the references to individual people and placeswere anonymized on themap, they

remain localized in the rough context of the city and can be read graphically.

2.8 Text: Describing and interpreting mappings

In the particular structure of a research project, mappings serve as insightful tools that

must be outlined and analyzed textually for academic publications. Only at exhibitions

can mappings be shown to observers without comment as an invitation to be read and

synthesized, as is typical in artistic contexts in particular.

Even if consolidating the four observation levels into the overall mapping revealed

new spatial connotations in our project, doing so does not yet explain what this means
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for homeless people on the one hand or for the discourse on informality and commoning

on the other. The textual interpretation enables researchers to refine their knowledge

from themapping in relation to the defined research question. In addition to the overall

mapping and its four underlying thematicmaps,finalizing the teaching research project

involved the production of four atlases in which the thematic mappings were analyzed

textually in relation to the allover mapping and the research question.

After completing the seminar, these four textswere condensedand consolidated for a

publication,whichwas edited basedon themapping-based research (Kelling et al. 2020).

Lastly, this corresponded to the request from the Berlin senate tomake the findings eas-

ier to access for their employees. In this context and to improve legibility, the mapping

was revised and a single color was used to highlight a fictitious story instead of the four-

colored codes for the four levels (Fig. 1).

3 A spatially structured synthesis method

Thisdescription of the development of an interdisciplinarymethod for addressing socio-

spatial research questions can serve as a guide for similar projects and researcher con-

stellations. Adherence to the proposed and proven sequence of steps is less important in

this regard.

Rather, the combination of these possible steps depends on the project and must be

adapted to the specific working conditions. However, based on the application example,

we believe it is important to highlight the interplay between text and mapping in the

research process. In order to apply this mix of methods as a structured interdisciplinary

approach in the spatial sciences, it is important to bear in mind several challenges:

To facilitate interdisciplinary cooperation and method integration, it is essential to

establish a common conceptual basis and research perspectives from the outset. At the same

time, thesemust be refined in the course of the project based on the challenges that arise,

which requires a certain degree of conceptual flexibility.

Work in an interdisciplinary collective requires a certain level of joint unlearning in

terms of themembers’ individual disciplinary approaches in order to accept the relevant

tools from the other disciplines. Sociologists should (help) draw and architects should

(help) write, even if all of the participants can and should revert to their specific talents

and expertise to finalize the work. But a mental and physical understanding of the tool

set used by the other disciplines is essential especially in collective work processes.

The workshop format is extremely conducive to providing enough time and space

for the complicated negotiation processes when collecting and selecting heterogeneous

data,andespeciallywhen interpreting thosedata and relating themto the researchques-

tions.The linking of the levels of observation and scales, as well as the compilation of the

very different types of data, calls for numerous iterative cycles,which are only possible by

progressively discussing the graphically and linguistically structured information.These

discussionsmust be tolerated by the group. If this succeeds, then the both sides stand to

gain a great deal of knowledge.

There is a series of helpful approaches intended to facilitate interdisciplinary co-

operation. For example, it is possible to integrate the often very different research ap-
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proaches—both contentwise andmethodologically speaking—in the social sciences and

urban design using conceptual intersections, as we did here with the dual concepts of

codes and conventions.Thismakes it possible to search for the same aspects on different

scales and to collect very different data in each spatially organized drawing.

It is not always easy to draw data that were collected using social science methods.

However, at the levels in the project at which it was the most difficult to provide infor-

mation about the spatial dimensions of social relationships, we found: In cases where

we knew the least about the relevance of space, we learned the most with an integrative

methodological approach. The project also showed that it is ok if the focuses of the in-

dividual research fields are very different as long as there is an element to link their dis-

tinct content and methods, such as codes and conventions. This type of integration can

even represent a special opportunity to discover unforeseen relations of meaning and

interpretation between the components of narratives, which in themselves are based on

comprehensible data collections and analyses, and thus to change the perspective on a

research question.

Some might be surprised at how many steps are drawn by hand on paper and other

material and only digitized relatively late in the process.We realized that when working

on a team with designers and non-designers, it is easier to read physical drawings, to

work directly on those drawings, and to rearrange together on a wall in the workroom.

Even if digital interfaces and desktops are increasingly performing these tasks, we be-

lieve that hand drawings and the conscious use of physical visualization techniques offer

an advantage for interdisciplinary work in particular.

Multiscalar mappings enable us to interlace a wide range of different research per-

spectives by allowingus to transcend the limits of scale and interpret heterogeneous data

across scale levels.This results in a spatially structured and linguistically argued image of

theoverall contexts,whichwouldnot bepossible toproducewithout combining the stud-

ies into a multiscalar overall mapping. We attribute this to the observation that we are

not trained sufficiently in incorporating spatial thinking into our everyday knowledge.

Mappingmethods can help us counteract this, at least in the field of research.

About the teaching research project

The following people contributed to the research and mapping in the teaching research

project on Berlin’s hostel industrywith homeless people (Wohnhaft imVerborgenen): Flavia

Biianu, Edda Brandes, Pauline Bruckner, Almar de Ruiter, Valentin Dobrun, Finya Eich-

horst, Stefan File, Anne Gunia, Christopher Heidecke, Dariya Kryshen, Farina Runge,

Alina Schütze, Lisa Wagner, and Jonas Wulf. The co-authors of the publication Wohn-

haft im Verborgenen. Die Hostelwirtschaft mitWohnungslosen in Berlin (English: Living in Hid-

ing: Berlin’s Hostel Industry with Homeless People) are: Finya Eichhorst, Anne Gunia, Farina

Runge, Alina Schütze, LisaWagner, and JonasWulf.
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Mapping and photo documentation

Proposal for a space-sensitive mixed methods design using

the example of retail mapping

Julia Fülling, Linda Hering, and Elmar Kulke

In the context of spatial research, mapping is a classic strategy for generating primary

data on the spatial location and characteristics of the entities under investigation. It

constitutes an essential part of many disciplines—including social and natural sci-

ences—such as in human and physical geography, urban and regional planning, soil

science, geomorphology, and geology. Typical application areas range from the survey-

ing of vegetation to the expansion of public transportation infrastructure in towns and

cities. Similarly, photographic images have—to a varying extent—been incorporated

into awide range of research projects since the advent of photographic technology. Since

the emergence of debates on visual culture (Rose 2007: 4 et seq.), extensive disciplinary

and interdisciplinary attempts have been made to theorize the relevance of images

for social cohesion and to highlight the value of their inclusion in scientific research

projects.

Using the example of a comparative survey of retail landscapes, we would like to

outline the key processes involved in mapping. We will also show how the inclusion of

photo documentation can help to generate additional information to complement data

obtained frommaps: a method we refer to as a “space-sensitive mixedmethods design.”

The parallel adoption of both methods provides data in order to combine conclusions of

a functional-structural nature (where the focus is on the surveyed area) with those of a

symbolic-distinctive nature (where the focus is on the surveyed entity) and therefore con-

stitutes a relational approach to space in which different analytical perspectives can be

compared with each other.

1 Mapping

In the broadest sense of the word, mapping can be understood as a structured method

of observation (Wessel 1996) that is tailored to the research topic and typically features

highly systematic and standardized processes (Behnke et al. 2010: 259). It is thus pri-
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marily a quantitativemethod that involves surveying certain entitieswithin a designated

area in the context of a spatially related question. During this process, the locations and

characteristics of the predefined entities/objects1 are recorded on one or more specified

dateswithin a clearly definedarea.Data canbedocumentedona topographicalmapwith

precise coordinates (often supplemented with GPS coordinates) or on a mapping sheet

(see below). Whereas in the past only printed versions were used, it is now possible to

carry out such surveys completely with digital tools (e.g., KoboToolbox).

In general, numbers and quantitative data, as they are collected through mapping,

are particularly effective at increasing the acceptance of arguments and facilitating com-

parability (“numerical difference,”Heintz 2010: 167, own translation).The value ofmapping

lies in its ability to spatially locate objects and thus present special spatial arrangements

and relationships in a way that goes beyondmere numbers and statistics (Cromley 2013:

118). Data obtained from mapping can also be presented visually on maps or evaluated

with statistical methods, for example, by using geoinformation systems (e.g., QGis or

ArcGis) or statistical software (e.g.,R or SPSS). In addition, the collection of data also re-

quires categories to be created, which reduces complexity.This makes it possible to dif-

ferentiate between the surveyed objects based on specific properties (e.g., type of busi-

ness and target group, in the caseof retailmapping),whicharedefinedby the researchers

in accordance with the research topic. However, other properties of the objects (e.g.,

shop exterior or design of the space in the immediate vicinity) cannot be represented

and therefore cannot be evaluated.

2 Preparation of the mapping: Mapping sheet and code plan

The entities and objects to be included on themap depend on the research topic in ques-

tion.Theprecise definition of these objects and their properties/categoriesmust be com-

pleted before the actual mapping process and should encompass the thematic, spatial,

and temporal dimensions of the study (Baur et al. 2014: 14). For example, in soil science,

it may be necessary to distinguish between spaces based on their soil type, whereas in

retail geography (such as in our example), the retail outlets located within a certain area

may be the objects of the study.

To beginwith, the thematic scope of the surveymust be defined,which depends on the

nature of the research topic. In other words, the objects of the study must be precisely

defined by listing the properties that the objects must exhibit in order to be included on

the map. In the case of a map of retail outlets, it must be clearly specified which objects

can be classified as retail. Definitions from official statistics can provide a useful guide,

although these typically need to be supplemented to ensure they are appropriate for the

survey in question.Once the overall scope of the study has been defined, categoriesmust

be created.The strategy for doing this also depends on the nature of the research topic.

General guidance on how to create a category scheme is provided by Behnke et al. (2010:

1 It is also possible tomap criteria that are not classified as objects, such as noise, odors, sensations,

and air quality levels (using corresponding instruments). As our example involves the surveying of

buildings and their use, we use the terms “objects” or “entities.”
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294). For example, in the context of a retail map, it may be useful to classify the objects

(retail outlets) by sector (e.g., clothing, electronics, household items, furniture, shoes),

to estimate the surface area (e.g., by pacing off the area or by using a laser rangefinder),

and to categorize the objects according to the type of business (e.g., discounter, hyper-

market, or specialist store)2. The scope of these categories must be defined as clearly as

possible and documented in advance. Nevertheless, during the mapping process, ambi-

guity oftenmakes it necessary to reconsider categories or to deliberately exclude certain

cases.The aforementioned properties are defined bymeans of a code plan (Fig. 1, right),

which contains a code for every possible manifestation of each property, together with a

detailed description.These codes are then recorded by hand or digitally on the mapping

sheet (Fig. 1, left), on a source map in the corresponding scale (e.g., OpenStreetMap), or

in a predefined table. In the meantime, there are more and more possibilities to collect

data directly via digital applications. This saves time and prevents errors in data trans-

mission. However, one should first familiarize oneself with the special features of the

tools used and test the input with different devices (filters and displays, etc.).

Fig. 1: Extract frommapping sheet and code plan | ©Julia Fülling and LindaHering

2 This type of data can often be found in surveys conducted by local authorities for the purpose of

developing retail concepts. However, such data should always be checked thoroughly to ensure it

is complete and qualitatively suitable/useful for the research topic in question (if necessary, the

data must be supplemented or edited).
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Thefirst part of themapping sheet contains all relevant information on the area to be

surveyed in order to define the geographical and temporal scope of the survey, as well as

to document the surveyor (Fig. 1, left center).The secondpart of the sheet contains a table

with all of the properties to be surveyed.The column headers contain the abbreviations

for the corresponding properties (e.g., Property 2.2 Ground floor: Business type, see Fig.

1, bottom left); each object (e.g., building) is then entered in a separate line together with

the codes for the correspondingmanifestations of the aforementioned properties.3

The next step is to define the geographical scope of the survey: in other words, the area

or region to be included on the map.This can be done with reference to functional con-

siderations in the context of the nature of the survey. For example, if the purpose of the

survey is to map retailers in an urban center, the boundaries of the center must first be

defined (e.g., 100meters after the last retailer).4 It is also customary to adopt established

definitions from other surveys as this ensures that results are both valid and compara-

ble. In the case ofmaps, functional considerations are often aligned with administrative

boundaries (e.g., a district or local authority) as this typically allows for other relevant

statistical data (e.g., population statistics) to be adopted from secondary sources.

Defining the temporal scope of the survey is also essential since objects change contin-

uously over time. As with other types of surveys (e.g., censuses), the standard practice is

to define a specific date.Objects that are addedor removed after this date (e.g., the open-

ing or closure of a store) are thus excluded from the survey. Specifying a date alsomakes

it possible to remap the area at a later point in time and then analyze the changes to ob-

jects bymeans of comparative statistical analysis. In the case of dynamic observations, it

is also possible to define a date range in order to record the changes that take place over

a certain period. However, this results in a greater workload as changes to objects must

be monitored and documented continuously during the specified period.

The thematic, spatial, and temporal scope of the survey must be defined before the

mapping itself begins and should only be supplemented during ongoing data collection

in exceptional cases. Before proceeding to the main survey, it can also be useful to con-

duct a preliminary test in order to tailor the data collection tools to the characteristics of

the area and prevent errors during the actual data collection.

During the analysis phase, the definitions should be clearly stated to ensure statisti-

cal reliability and enable a comparison with other maps. In the case of subsequent sur-

veys conductedat a later date (e.g., follow-up surveys), the samedefinitionsmust beused

to ensure that changes can be documented and analyzed.

3 The categories for the operating forms of the retail shops were formed and described according to

a typical German retail landscape. Depending on the study region, these must be adapted accord-

ingly.

4 In this case, it can be useful to search for official documents and statistics on retail centers (e.g.,

retail master plans or existing retail concepts).
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3 Photo documentation

Photos canbeused togeneratefindingsbasedonvisually recordedobservations that can-

not be obtained through themapping of object properties—particularlywhenphotos are

systematically incorporated into the research process, as they can be used for interpre-

tation purposes (Rose 2007: 239).Heavily standardized surveymethods such asmapping

inevitably exclude, or, homogenize the features of surveyed entities for illustration pur-

poses—limitations that can be offset by incorporating visual surveymethods in the form

of photo documentation. Over the course of our lives, we learn to interpret spaces and

things, such as buildings, and understand their symbolism—for instance, by learning to

distinguish a church from a shop—and thus know how we should behave in different

types of spaces or in front of or inside them (Löw 2016: 130 et seq.).

Based on the idea that images have their own logic (Bohnsack 2020: 45 et seq.), social

action takes place through images; they do not merely represent but also constitute part

of reality. This action-guided effect has become deeply ingrained in our everyday lives

andmanifests itself physically through our individual actions. Photographic images and

their production—that is to say, photographic action—are embedded in a variety of so-

cial contexts, but also shape our cultural knowledge (Baur/Budenz 2017: 74 et seq.).

Meanwhile, the ever increasing diversity of visual technologies in almost all social

contexts has sparked discussions about the opportunities and problems of this “visual

culture”: the term typically used by researchers to describe this phenomenon (Rose

2007: 4 et seq.). In this context, a photograph is never an objective representation of

reality—on the contrary, it is affected by technical factors and the photographer and is

therefore shaped subjectively both during the shooting process and subsequent editing

(Baur/Budenz 2017: 93).

4 Preparations for photo documentation: Shooting script

According to the photo documentation method of Charles S. Suchar (see Rose 2007: 244

et seqq.), the researcher/team formulates a series of research questions, which are then

used to generate photographs. How does gentrification manifest itself in a particular

district—for example, through the juxtaposition of old and new—or what is the condi-

tion of public spaces, such as sidewalks or play areas? These questions are recorded in a

shooting script (Fig. 2), similar to an interview guide. When creating a shooting script, it

is important to define in advancewhat will be photographed, aswell aswhere andwhy the

photographswill be taken (i.e.,provide a clear definition,aswas the case for themapping

sheet). In this context, it canbeuseful to formulate sub-questions to themainquestion to

enable researchers to focus on the relevant issues during their field trip and to facilitate

a comparison between different images. Reference can bemade to the thematic, spatial,

and temporal definitions described above. As images do not speak for themselves, it is

essential to follow the shooting script when shooting photographs. In addition, notes

ormetadata should be appended to each image.This should include factual information

such as the date, time, and precise address, a short comment on how the image con-

tributes to the questions listed in the shooting script, and a label (initials of the photog-
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rapher) that serves as a code. This guide functions as a checklist for the researchers to

photograph the surveyed entities or objects. Once the images have been taken, the re-

quired metadata are added to enable an in-depth analysis.

Inaddition, it is also important to consider the legal andethical implicationsofmeth-

ods that involve photography.These can vary from country to country or region to region

and should be researched beforehand. The applicable copyright law and codes of prac-

tice of (sociological) research associations can be of importance here.The regulations for

Germanyarepresentedhere as guidance: For example,Section 59 (1) of theGermanCopy-

right Act only permits photographs of public spaces (i.e., facades, open spaces, streets,

etc.) that are taken inpublic spaces (i.e., freely accessible locations),not photographs that

are taken from or that show the interior of private homes.

When an individual is photographed, consent must be obtained in every instance if

the person is recognizable on the basis of their physical appearance.According to Section

23 of the German Copyright Law for Works of Art, people who form a supplementary part

of a location or who are present at a gathering or similar activity can be photographed

without obtaining prior consent. In principle, however, prior consent should still be ob-

tained for ethical reasons.

More information on fundamental ethical considerations,which should form the ba-

sis of any researchproject but lie beyond the scopeof this paper,canbe found in thepubli-

cationsof theGermanCouncil forSocial andEconomicData (RatSWD2017) orFriedrichs

(2019).

5 Case study: Space-sensitive mixed-methods design
in the comparative survey of retail landscapes with a focus on food

TheprojectKnowledgeandGoods: Consumers’ and Producers’ Spatial Knowledge investigated

the interactions between customers and suppliers in the food retail sector. One of the

objectives of the study was to survey markers and references that are linked to spatial

knowledge. As part of this process, a research project entitledMarket –Neighborhood –Mi-

lieu was conducted in the summer semester of 2018 in order to compare the different

types of food retail stores in four Berlin neighborhoods and to draw relations between

these stores and thebuilding structure and the socio-economic characteristics of the cor-

responding neighborhood.

Working in interdisciplinary teams,geography and sociology students surveyed food

retail stores in four Berlin neighborhoods using a combination of a functionalmap of the

buildings and photo documentation (Fülling/ Hering 2020a). The functional-structural

maps aimed to survey the geographical distribution of food retail stores with a partic-

ular focus on identifying differences between the four neighborhoods. The purpose of

the photo documentation was to supplement this statistical data with a qualitative-vi-

sual approach in view of the fact that food retail is heavily influenced by visual factors

(such as the way in which products are displayed, the design of external facades, or the

sidewalks in front of stores). In this context, photographswere used to demonstrate how

food retailers are embedded into the architectural styles and urban planning of the local

area.
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5.1 Mapping the use of buildings: Abstraction for visualizing homogeneity

and differences on a local level

Themap was used to survey the locations and categorial features of food retailers from

a quantitative perspective. The geographical boundaries were based on the so-called

“lebensweltlich orientierte Räume” (lifeworld-oriented areas), a small-scale planning unit de-

fined by the Berlin city administration using criteria such as “building structures and

neighborhoods, major roads and thoroughfares, and natural barriers, as well as popu-

lation numbers and statistical attributes” (SenSW n.d., own translation). The surveyed

neighborhoods were selected according the principle of greatest possible heterogeneity

with respect to building structures and socio-demographic composition. In addition,

each district was required to have at least one store belonging to a leading food retail

chain. Due the large amount of data involved, it was not possible to define a specific

date for the survey. Instead, the survey was conducted over the course of June 2018.The

thematic scope of the survey was defined based on the topic of the research project and

therefore covered all usages (both commercial and private) of the buildings (from the

basement to the 3rd floor) in the four surveyed neighborhoods (see map key, Fig. 1; for

more information, see Fülling/Hering 2020b).

Thedatawere collected in four interdisciplinary teamsof students, eachofwhichwas

responsible for one neighborhood. In the case of mappings that are conducted concur-

rently by different individuals, it is important to provide a thorough definition of the ge-

ographical, temporal, and thematic scope of the survey in consultationwith the research

team in order to ensure that comparable results are obtained.

Before the mapping stage, a preliminary test was conducted in a test neighborhood

in order to debug and refine themap code andmap sheet, and thus provide a precise cat-

egory scheme. Amap code must enable the researchers to “prepare identical, consistent

and complete reports on one and the same subjectmatter” (Wessel 1996: 141, own transla-

tion). Due to the broad scope and complexity of the map code in this project, it was nec-

essary to discuss and revise the categories. In general, it is only during field research that

it becomes clear whether the objects in the surveyed area can be mapped using recom-

mended categories, or whether the definitions in the map code allow for potentially dif-

ferent interpretations. For example, asmany bakeries (usually classed as artisanal stores)

offer in-store seating (a feature typical of catering businesses), a consensus had to be

reached onwhether a new category (hybrid store) should be created or onwhich category

these bakeries should beplaced inon thebasis of jointly defined criteria.Theobjectives of

the research project should always play a central role in determining the answers to these

questions. Regular meetings of all participants were therefore held during the mapping

stage in order to reachquickdecisions on ambiguous cases and communicate these deci-

sions directly to everyone involved. As the focus of the survey was on retail, a distinction

was made in the category scheme (see map key, Fig. 1) between different retail sectors

(e.g., food, clothing, and cars) and different types of stores (e.g., conventional, organic,

and ethnic grocery stores). A distinction was alsomade between different types of cater-

ing businesses. While the focus of the project was on food retail, a decision was made

to survey other building usages in order to perform a differentiated analysis of neigh-

borhoodswith reference to different building functions (retailers, service providers, and

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839467343 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839467343
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


270 Drawing and visualizing

catering businesses). In order to deduce the structural characteristics of the retail stores

in each neighborhood and compare their accessibility by various transportation meth-

ods, the building type (e.g., low-rise, freestanding, or store in shopping center) and the

availability of parking spaces were also added to the map (public transportation stops

were added subsequently).

After collecting the data, the project teamcompleted a comprehensive data cleansing

process to refine the results. This involved verifying the plausibility of the data, supple-

mentingmissing values (where possible), ensuring that datawere assigned to the correct

categories, and clarifying problem cases (e.g., in the case of uncertainties ormissing en-

tries). This subsequent data processing aimed at standardizing the results is common

practice for maps that are generated by different individuals. After this time-intensive

step, the data were entered into a geographic information system (GIS) for further pro-

cessing, analysis, and presentation. To begin with,maps of the surveyed neighborhoods

were created (see map 1 and 2) to facilitate an initial comparison of all research areas

in terms of the geographical distribution of (food) retail stores and the provision of dif-

ferent services. A geostatistical technique was then used to conduct further analysis: for

instance, to investigate the distribution or concentration of food retailers. In our cases,

during the study,we identified variousdifferentways inwhich theurban functions of liv-

ing and shopping were integrated/separated due to a combination of structural features

and the contrasting development of the four neighborhoods in terms of public trans-

portation options and motorized private transport (Scheffler et al. 2020). In addition,

the mapping data (with and without spatial references) could be analyzed in conjunc-

tion with data on social structures in the surveyed neighborhoods in order to generate

additional findings (Hettich et al. 2020).

The surveys conducted during the course of the case study also highlight the limita-

tions of maps as a research method. The concept of maps as a product of scientific re-

search is viewed with criticism, as are the classic mappingmethods outlined above.This

is because mapping as a research method and maps as a presentation format pose the

risk of the content being received as objective reality without prior reflection (Baur et al

2009: 17 et seqq.;Mose/Strüver 2009: 315 et seq.).This also applies to the category scheme

produced by researchers,whichmay not be able to fully capture the inherently subjective

and quite varied experiences of users within the surveyed neighborhood. These limita-

tions of the quantitative results produced bymaps and statistical analysis can be reduced

by employing a parallel or subsequent participative approach (e.g., collective and partic-

ipativemapping,mental maps) (see Risler/Ares 2018) or by using ethnographicmethods

such as go-alongs.During the case study, the subjective perspective of relevant groups of

the neighborhood (retailers and consumers) was subsequently incorporated bymeans of

interviews and go-alongs. As visual abstractions of the surveyed neighborhood, maps

produce evidence by highlighting the homogeneity of certain entities. They therefore

present a temporal, spatial, and thematic excerpt of a supposedly objective reality and

are influenced by the way in which they are designed by the researchers.This in turn de-

pends on how the map will be interpreted by viewers and is limited by the nature of the

medium itself, as numerical methods are less flexible and therefore the scope for inter-

pretation is narrower (Heintz 2010: 177).
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5.2 Photo documentation: Features of individual objects

The research team also used photographs in order to capture the individual characteris-

tics of food retailers and document their integration with other building functions (e.g.,

services, living). For example, in addition to categorical andnumerical information, such

as the type of business or sector, the team was able to incorporate qualitative aspects

into the comparison of the surveyed neighborhoods, such as aesthetic, design, and ur-

ban planning-related factors (e.g., facade design or availability of in-store seating).This

enabled the research team to obtain a second, contrasting source of data to complement

the information obtained during the mapping process.

In preparation for the photo shoot, the participants and teaching staff worked to-

gether to produce a shooting script, which was then used to take photographs of food re-

tailers and their immediate surroundings.The aimwas to capture the way in which food

retailers were integrated into the surveyed neighborhood with reference to factors such

as urban planning and architectural design. The resulting shooting script comprised a

main question and additional sub-questions (see Fig. 2).

As with mapping, a test stage is also useful for photo shoots in order to check that

the shooting script is fit for purpose. During the test phase, the team sifted the data and

revised the first version of the shooting script—a process that involved prioritizing and

deleting existing questions and supplementing the script with new questions. Based on

the revised shooting script, the researchers proceeded to complete the photo documen-

tation, supplementing their photo collectionwith relevant images in order to answer the

corresponding questions.During this process, the researchers captured over 100 images

of the facades of food retailers and their immediate surroundings. A selection of these

images is shown in Figures 3 and 4.

The photo shoot was followed by a coding/analysis stage (Rose 2007: 244), during

which a codewas assigned to each image in order to help the researchers obtain answers

to the research questions. The codes were aligned with the map’s category scheme and

indicated the type of business, the availability of bicycle stands, and the color scheme

(bright or subdued).
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Excerpt from the shooting script

Main question:

How are food retailers embedded into the surveyed neighborhoods from an urban planning and

architectural perspective?

Sub-question:

• Which types of food retailers are there in the corresponding neighborhood? Will new sub-

categories be identified?

• How are the stores designed (standalone, on the ground floor of amulti-story building, elaborate,

etc.)? How big are they?

• How are the stores integrated into the surroundings?

• Does the store have a clear target market (e.g., from its name, product range, or advertising

displays)?

• Does the store utilize the spaces in front of the entrance (e.g., as an additional display area)?

• Towhat extent do food retailers utilize opportunities for outdoor advertising?

Fig. 2: Excerpt from the shooting script; ©Julia Fülling and LindaHering

This enabled the researchers to make comparisons, such as similarities and differ-

ences in color schemes, the availability of in-store seating, and the use of sidewalks to

display products.The researchers also compared the use of advertising, both by the same

types of business within a single neighborhood and across different neighborhoods. In

our project, for example, the widespread use of graffiti by different types of businesses

was identified as a common feature in one of the surveyed neighborhoods.This is an ex-

ample of hownew insights can emerge fromphotographic images,which can then be in-

corporated into the shooting script during the review stage. During the follow-up phase

of the photo documentation, evaluation meetings were held with internal and external

participants inwhich the images servedas visual stimuli—similar to themethodofphoto

elicitation (see also Dobrusskin et al. in this handbook), which involves selecting images

based on their content and then presenting them to interviewees to function as stimuli

for the topicunderdiscussion.During these external groupdiscussions, theparticipants’

ability tomatch the location of the stores to their respective neighborhoodwas easier for

some images than others, and depended on the participants’ prior knowledge of these

neighborhoods. In addition, the participants were able to make very spontaneous sub-

jective assumptions about food retailers based solely on their impression of the external

facade, such as the type of fruit and vegetables on sale, the origin of the goods,prices, and

quality.The aforementioned comparisons covered a wide range of different experiences

and expectations of the surveyed food retailers among a culturally, geographically, and

generationally diverse group of participants. People’s tendency to form conclusions about

retail spaces based on their subjective experiences—which then influence their decisions

for or against a particular store—was clearly revealed during the discussion.
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In order to present the results, several series of images were created, each of which

focused on specific research questions (Baur/Budenz 2017: 88 et seqq.). In addition, each

series was accompanied by corresponding explanations, both to assist researchers with

limited experience of handling visual data and because the interpretation of photos is

typically a demanding task. Providing an explanation helps to prevent misinterpreta-

tions and ensure that viewers do not completely ignore one or more photos (Rose 2007:

250).

Photographic images should reflect as much as possible the themes the researcher

deems relevant for the research question: in other words, they should serve as an illus-

tration of interpretations or as evidence in itself (Baur/Budenz 2017: 73), for example,

by presenting things that words cannot (Rose 2007: 247 et seq.). However, there should

still be room for interpretation as photographic images only ever reach a state of “quasi

naturalness” (Baur/Budenz 2017: 75, own translation), both in amateur and professional

contexts.This is due to the technical properties of the medium, as well as subjective de-

cisions (e.g., which spaces are included in the image) (ibid. 80 et seq.).

5.3 Relationship between spaces and objects:

Synthesis of mapping and photo documentation

The following section summarizes the characteristics of the space-sensitive mixed-

methods approach presented in this paper. In the context of the case study, the maps

could be used to draw a range of conclusions, such as the number, distribution, and

accessibility of food retailers in the predefined neighborhoods.The structure and layout

of the entities/objects in the selected geographical area was presented on one or more

maps. In the case of the two neighborhoods that are presented below for comparison

(see map 1 and 2), there appear to be many similarities in terms of the concentration

and distribution of food retailers. Based on the maps, it is possible to identify separate

local retail communities together with their location and accessibility (such as via traffic

hubs) and to evaluate each neighborhood with respect to the availability of different

types of retail stores. Creating maps enables researchers to convert individual objects

into a spatial representation in order to identify similarities and differences, which can

be used to inform subsequent classifications of these spaces. For example, maps can be

used to assess the provision of services for the local population: for example, by defining

provision-related indicators or by conducting accessibility analyses (see Wieland 2015).

These conclusions can then be used for other purposes, such as by local authorities for

planning purposes.

Based on the photo documentation of the buildings, the surveyed neighborhoods

have many similarities from a functional and structural perspective; however, in terms

of the socio-spatial character of food retailers, the neighborhoods are very diverse.

The reverse would also be conceivable. The photographic images can be used to draw

conclusions about how retailers are incorporated into urban planning concepts, as well

as their aesthetic character and the atmospheres they create. These conclusions can

then inform interpretations on how symbolisms and design rules (e.g., advertisements,

logos, decorative elements, and design features of the building) that are typical for a

specific neighborhood (typefaces used by stores or graffiti on walls) or type of business
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(widespreaduse of advertisements by discounters) are used.This enables the researchers

to provide a symbolic-distinctive perspective that contrasts with the functional-struc-

tural perspective (Meier et al. 2020; Jascheck/Ulrich 2020). Our case study demonstrates

how images—thanks to their descriptive and qualitative nature—can supplement quan-

titative findings from maps by visualizing aspects of surveyed objects that cannot be

captured by the category scheme of a map. While the strength of maps clearly lies in

their ability to generate a comprehensive overview of the surveyed neighborhoods and

provide number-based information in a spatial context, images help to visualize, verify,

and refine the interpretation of data from themap, as well as provide important data for

analyzing the surveyed neighborhoods by focusing on individual objects.

The greatest advantage of this proposed synthesis of methods is its ability to create

a data basis that incorporates different ways of representing the surveyed spaces. This

makes it possible to combine functional- structural interpretations with symbolic-dis-

tinctive perspectives.Content thatwe presented side by side in our findings (i.e., themaps

and photos were presented separately) can now be integrated using new digital software

tools. For example, geotagging can be used to directly insert photos and accompanying

text into digital maps.
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Fig. 3: Excerpt of photo documentation from high-rise housing estate | ©Own

images, 2018

Map 1: Distribution of food retailers in high-rise housing estate. | ©Own survey, 2018
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Fig. 4: Excerpt of photo documentation from detached housing estate. | ©Own

images, 2018

Map 2: Distribution of food retailers in detached housing estate. | ©Own survey, 2018
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6 Maps and photography as complementary representations of a space

Maps and photographic images are two visual media with different communicative

properties: they are not mutually convertible, nor can they be rendered as text. We

have shown howmaps and photographs can complement each other and, through their

specific effects, generate unique representations of the surveyed entities/neighbor-

hoods, thus winning acceptance by presenting specific evidence. Maps are primarily

useful in order to survey, compare, and visualize spatial links and structures of objects

within a confined geographical area. Photo documentation, on the other hand, focuses

more on the specific features of individual objects. In our example, it illustrates the

aesthetic aspects of local retailers, demonstrates how retailers are integrated into the

neighborhood, and also allows conclusions to be drawn about the symbolic functions of

consumption and distinction. It therefore substantiates the qualitative aspects of the

differences between the surveyed neighborhoods that cannot be determined from the

map.

By combining maps, which serve as a functional-structural method of representing

the neighborhood, with photographic images, which provide a symbolic-distinctive de-

piction of individual food retailers, questions and comparisons concerning the structure

and significance of retail landscapes can be discussedmore comprehensively thanwould

be the case if only one of the aforementionedmethods were used.
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Image-based techniques in artistic research

Relevance for visual arts and spatial research

Stefanie Bürkle

This paper focuses on artistic research methods used to create images or image spaces.

After providing a brief introduction to the significance and visual readability of these

methods in the context of image studies and artistic work, the paper goes on to discuss

the interpretation of general artisticmethods in the various disciplines inwhich they are

employed. It concludes by outlining a range of specific artistic methods and practices

with reference to my own art and research projects.

The growing significance of the image in all aspects of life and research is undeniable

(Breckner2010: 9). In recent years, therehasbeenaconsiderable increase in the scopeand

intensity of academic research into this topic (Meier et al. 2014: 12). Academic disciplines

that employ phenomenological approaches, such as visual anthropology, ethnology, hu-

man geography, and promenadology (Burckhardt 1985, 2004, 2006), have developed re-

search methodologies that involve the use of artistic methods.This iconic, pictorial, or vi-

sual turn (Burda/Maar 2004; Mitchell 2008; Bredekamp 2004) is reflected in the growing

number and specialization of publications in the fields of image studies and sociology

and is also occurring in pedagogy, design, and film and literature studies. For example,

“photography transformed art history into a field of image studies because it became a

research tool instead of a mere object of research” (Bredekamp 2004: 367, own transla-

tion). In addition to highlighting the ubiquitous presence of images, this visual turn also

addresses calls for a differentiated and interdisciplinary approach to image studies.

In an academic context, images are increasingly being used both for collecting data

and for communicating ideas. Against this backdrop, it has also become evident that “in

the medium of the image, in the medium of iconicity, processes of understanding and

conveying meaning take place; to date, there are very few empirically and methodologi-

cally sound approaches for interpreting these processes” (Bohnsack/Krüger 2004: 3, own

translation). Images are not merely visual representations, they also present the world

as a book in their own language. It is no longer just the written word that is usurping the

place of reality (Blumenberg 1983 [orig. 1981]: 17)—due to its universal availability and

simultaneity, the image is also attributed with making reality obsolete as a definitive,

unambiguous concept. “Comprehensibility is increasingly oriented toward aesthetics”
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(ibid.: 20, own translation).This means that artistic methods can also convey aspects of

reality insteadofmerely capturing themempirically. In this context,artisticmethods can

be used to acquire knowledge in areas where quantitative research methods are unable

to reach individual stakeholders or groups. However, from an academic perspective, the

subjectivity of qualitative artistic approaches is often viewed critically due to the chal-

lenges of obtaining verifiable results, and therefore intersubjective verifiability is typi-

cally preferred. This is not always possible, as demonstrated by a range of receptions in

an artistic and academic context—for example, people who visit a photo exhibition may

have very different experiences of works, which are open to interpretation. In contrast,

written academic findings should not be open to interpretation. In the context of an aca-

demic publication, the readability of images, which are typically used as supporting evi-

dence, is assured bymeans of an explicit captionwithin the text. In an artistic context, on

the other hand, images place different demands on viewers.With regard to the academic

interest in artistic methods, the following aspects can be noted:

• Artistic methods are regarded as epistemic tools of knowledge in order to generate

data, conclusions, and results that cannot be obtained with conventional academic

methods. In addition, the use of intuitive artistic approaches opens up the possibility

of researching topics thatmay be inconceivable froman academic perspective.At the

same time, artistic expression opens the door to a wider audience (for instance, by

staging an exhibition or production).

• Artistic methods and artistic media have been used to envision information (Tufte

1990): in otherwords, to represent, convey, and illustrate discoveries, knowledge, and

findings visually.

• Artistic methods are also deployed in art therapy in the fields of depth psychology

and therapeutics, although this lies beyond the scope of this paper.

The second purpose for visualizing information—namely to convey information (e.g., in

publications, exhibitions, or as maps) more quickly, easily, and clearly to the academic

community or interested members of the public—is application-oriented. This form of

artistic practice is more process-oriented and involves the use of artistic methods and

media as tools in order to fulfill a specific purpose. “Mapping artistically requires you to

explore spaces, question conventional wisdom, andmake new discoveries.” (Busse 2008:

20, own translation).Maps that were not produced during an interview or sketches that

were not drawn during a walk or while inspecting a material (see Section 3.2) and that

serve merely for visualization purposes have a graphic and illustrative, but no artistic

character, notwithstanding the use of creative media and methods. Leaving aside the

definition of contemporary art as havingnopurpose, there are awide range of influential

studies inspiredbynature,whether as drawings,etchings inbooks,or photographs, such

as Karl Blossfeldt’s plant studies, which were released in 1929 in an international publi-

cation as Art Forms in Nature (Stump 2000: 11). These images were originally intended as

teachingmaterials for his plantmodeling course (1899–1932) at the Kunstgewerbeschule

school of arts andcrafts inBerlinduring the Jugendstil period.In 1926,agalleryownerex-

hibited his photographs for the first time alongside other works from the artistic avant-

garde. In addition to facilitating the publication of this unique collection of plant im-
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ages, the exhibition also presentedBlossfeldt’s extensive photographicworks in an artis-

tic context for the first time. His photographs subsequently came to be regarded as the

“Neue Sachlichkeit” style of German art.

The exceptional example of Karl Blossfeldt is testament to the regularity of the as-

pects listed above, as his extensive photographic work on plants involved the use of an

artistic practice that became a work in its own right.This, in turn, is consistent with the

definition of artistic methods as epistemic tools of knowledge.

Strictly speaking, only this first aspect can be interpreted as the type of artistic

method found in a work. Artistic methods arise from a creative process, in connection

with an interest in divergent effects and efficacies, as well as a desire to capture spatially

aesthetic and social contexts using different mediums of notation, such as sketches,

travel drawings, mental maps, photography, film, and video. If, over many years and

projects, an artisticmethod evolves into a comprehensible and replicable systemof artis-

tic approaches, a work of art may be created by the artist or collective. A more detailed

analysis of the role of work and artist, as well as the concept of art in this context, is not

within the scope of this paper.

1 Arts-based methods

The sociologist Patricia Leavy defines arts-based methods as a “transdisciplinary ap-

proach to knowledge building that combines the tenets of the creative arts in research

contexts” (Leavy 2019: 4). This definition of creative arts is very broad and encompasses

all forms of artistic expression, including designs and artisanal practices. It therefore

goes beyond the application-oriented approach of McNiff, who defines arts-based re-

search “as the use of artistic expression by the researcher, either alone or with others, as

a primary mode of inquiry” (McNiff 2014: 259). McNiff ’s definition focuses on the art-

therapeutic approach, while Leavy und Chilton refer to a wide range of methodical ap-

proaches and terms, such as art-based inquiry, arts-based social research, performative inquiry,

practice-based research, or aesthetic research practice (Chilton/Leavy 2014).Their definition of

arts-based research methods therefore encompasses all investigative approaches used

in sociology, psychology, pedagogy, psychotherapy, and anthropology that are based on

an understanding of art. No reference is made here to artistic methods within visual

arts. For the purposes of a residual definition, do artistic research methods include all

instruments that cannot be precisely described (McNiff 2019: 31)?

A wide range of different approaches can be subsumed under the term arts-based

research methods, which cannot be addressed comprehensively in this paper—just as it

is not possible to provide a comprehensive definition of the concept of art or artwork.

However, artistic researchmethods can be clearly explained through their original disci-

plines—the visual and performing arts—in which procedural creation plays an elemen-

tary role.

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839467343 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839467343
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


284 Drawing and visualizing

2 Process orientation

Process plays a key role in art as the outcome is generally open-ended.Adopting an open-

minded approach is essential when engaging with an encounter or phenomenon. Al-

lowing accidents, failures, surprises, and impressions that differ from expectations and

viewing this as an open-ended process is comparable with heuristics or grounded theory in

sociology.This is a process-oriented strategy that does not necessarily require the use of

a linear approach. Process orientation is an iterative process in which the proposition is

gradually consolidated in numerous phases.The conception of an exhibition or the cre-

ation of an image space for viewers typically takes months, from the initial research and

collection of information through to the choice of theme for field research, the choice of

images, and the exact content, installation, and composition techniques.

The following section outlines a fewof the image and image-space generating artistic

methods (Bürkle 2016: 39–45) that I have employed in my capacity as an artist and aca-

demic and provides an in-depth analysis of their artistic processes and qualities, as well

as their content-motivated application in the context of an art and research project.

The following seven criteria from Patricia Leavy (2015, 2017, 2019a) summarize the

essential characteristics of artistic research methods:

• Artistic methods must be suitable for the research topic in question, and should be

transparent and precise.

• Themeaning and effectiveness of the work must be considered.

• The results must be made available beyond the world of academia (wider public).

• The research participants must play an active role.

• The result must be authentic and have artistic merit.

• The research method should lead to the creation of a new and unique work.

• Artistic research methods must also comply with ethical standards, such as safe-

guarding the privacy of participants and respecting copyright.

Within the framework of the art and research projects I have worked on in collabora-

tion with interdisciplinary teams of artists and academics, I have developed a series of

interrelated and mutually influencing methods for arts-based research. In addition to

fulfilling Leavy’s evaluation criteria, these methods have enabled me to better combine

my own artistic work with qualitative socio-spatial research with reference to objective

hermeneutics (Oevermann 2002; Scherf 2009). Using the example of an artistic research

project on migration, spaces, and the identity of architecture in the context of Turkish

remigration, the following section provides an overview of the artistic methods I have

developed and practiced during my research projects (Bürkle 2016: 39–45).

3 Artistic methods in the art and research project Migrating
spaces/architecture and identity in the context of Turkish remigration

During the course of this art and research project, spatial perceptions and built spaces

of Turkish returnedmigrants were investigated under the assumption that the intercul-
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tural reality of migrants and their construction of identity corresponded to their experi-

ence of architecture.Using a series of approaches derived fromspatial theory, the project

also identified clear two-way relationships between physical space and social phenom-

ena.

The project team investigated the design and spatial characteristics of houses built

by returning or commuting migrants in Turkey. By conducting a visual analysis of their

building culture, the team was able to draw conclusions about continuity and change in

the lifestyles of returning migrants. The aim of the project was to create a typology of

architectural styles against the backdrop of the migrants’ transnational links—in other

words, a typology of spaces in the context of Turkish remigration (see Fig. 4 and 7).

In addition to demonstrating how a migratory background determines the design

of a migrant home in their country of origin, the project also revealed how perceptions

of images and spaces from Turkey and Germany influence, supplement, overlap, or con-

tradict each other. At the same time, the research showed how the link between iden-

tity and architecture (see Schoper 2010) reflects the relationship between remigrants as

home builders and their homes—the images and spatialmodels onwhich the vernacular

architectural styles of Turkish remigrants are based.

3.1 Visual field research

As a multidimensional (sociological, ethnographic, and artistic) method of perception,

visual field research constitutes an important methodological basis of artistic research.

In the context of this project, it enabled the team to access interviewees via the visual ap-

pearance of homes,which indicated theGermanmigration background of the occupants

who built them. Using a set of predefined criteria, such as identifiable deviations from

the local building style as an indicator for homes that might belong to German-Turkish

returningmigrants in the projectMigrating Spaces (Bürkle 2016: 41), the team shortlisted

potential interviewees and formulated a strategy for making contact. Interviewees were

contacted either directly or through neighbors. A “snowball sampling” (Akremi 2014: 272,

own translation) strategywas thendeployed to identify otherpotential interviewees from

Germany who had built a house in the local area. In this context, the inclusion of pho-

tographs in field work implies the broadening of visual perspectives (Boost et al. 2018:

30).

In addition, in the context of urban environments, visual fieldwork can itself be used

as a method of participant observation. For example, photography and videography can

be used to collect spatial data (such as locations) in the form of static andmoving images

of homes and the surrounding urban environment. In this context, visual field research

encompasses both sociological methods and artistic practices. In the interdisciplinary

team, this method of visual research was extended in a specific way, as the project in-

volved both the description of spaces from a visual cultural studies perspective and so-

cio-spatial analysis, all underpinned by an artistic understanding of spaces as place and

space.The results of this research project are consistentwith the thesis of Löwet al. (2008:

354)—as symbolic agglomerations, images are fundamentally based on materiality, and

as visual arguments, provide interpretative models for political, historical, and norma-

tivemeanings,whichmust be sociologically linked back to themateriality of spatial con-
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stitution. Visual field research therefore describes and analyses the self-constitution of

individuals in and through space.

3.2 Using mental maps in structured interviews

As a first step to narrow down the field of research, a convenience sample (Akremi 2014:

272) was used to interview Turkish migrants living in Berlin about their perceptions of

space. In2013, the research teamdevelopedaquestionnaire for these interviewsbasedon

previous student research projects in theDepartment of Visual Art at TechnischeUniver-

sität Berlin.The questionnaire was designed to provide insight into perceptions of built

and urban space. Respondents were also asked to draw (from memory) their house or

apartment in Germany and the home they had built in Turkey.

Fig. 1: Mental map drawn by an interviewee | ©Stefanie Bürkle/VG Bild-Kunst Bonn, 2013

Thismind-mappingmethod laid the groundwork for an in-depth discussion of space

with the interviewee. As a form of graphic notation, the mind map played a supporting

role in conveying the subjective spatial knowledge of the interviewees and enabled the

interviewer to ask more targeted and specific questions to encourage the expression of

implicit spatial and planning knowledge.

3.3 Topological matrix

To enable the systematic collection of data and a comparable overview of selected im-

ages, statements, and textual information, a multi-dimensional topological matrix was

developed with the aim of bringing different sources together relative to the spatial-lo-

cational relationships in thematic categories. As a form of information architecture and

as a tool for presenting spatial data, it provided the foundation for an integrative, aca-
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demic, and artistic reappraisal of the previously evaluated data and results. During the

research project, the constantly growing and changing topological matrix provided the

interface between the investigation, research, and analysis phase as it created relation-

ships that transcended biographical and spatial references.The topological matrix is it-

self a knowledge space and is consistent with the model of visual grounded theory, which

was developed by sociologist Krzysztof Tomasz Konecki using his “mutltisliced” model

of image analysis.

“The multislice imagining is a grammar of visual narrations analysis that accents the

following stages: a) an act of creating pictures and images (analysis of context of cre-

ation); b) participation in demonstrating/communicating visual images; c) the visual

product, its content and stylistic structure; d) the reception of an “image” and visual

aspects of presenting/representing something.” (Konecki 2011: 131)

Fig. 2: Topological matrix | ©Stefanie Bürkle/VG Bild-

Kunst Bonn, 2011

In this statement, Konecki describes the outcome of a consolidation of visual lan-

guages that occurs as a result of process orientation. The resulting multimedia walk-in

spatial art installation generated by this topological matrix offers a multitude of refer-
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ences, which encourage participation and create an individual experience (see Fig. 2).

The installation is thus itself an image and in turn creates images as an experience.

3.4 Exhibition as a curated knowledge space

Photographs, texts, and videos from the visual field research and structured interviews

were exhibited together with the topological matrix in an artistic spatial context as part

of awalk-in,multisensual knowledge space (Bürkle 2018: 131).A key part of the exhibition

was amulti-channel video installation,whichmerged the film, interview, and image se-

quences in an image andperceptual space (seefigs. 3, 5, and 6).This gave the socio-spatial

investigation into the architecture and identity of Turkish remigrants a spatial dimen-

sion within the exhibition spaces—in other words, visitors were able to experience the

spaces for themselves.This constituted a transformation, as well as an educational expe-

rience. By presenting the results of an artistic research project in the form of an exhibi-

tion, we enabled a wider public beyond the world of academia to access socially relevant

themes from potentially unusual perspectives, both aesthetically and sensually. Images,

research texts,anddiscourseswere then collated in anart-themedacademicpublication,

which was published in place of a classic exhibition catalog, thus giving the visitors “ac-

cess to sensual, physical, affective, emotional, and aesthetic spaces” (Boost et al. 2018: 30,

own translation).

Fig. 3: Migrating Spaces exhibition at SALT Istanbul, 6-channel video installation | ©Stefanie

Bürkle/VG Bild-Kunst Bonn, 2016

This multi-methodological approach enabled spatial-analytical and migration-re-

lated sociological issues to be explored by the various disciplines involved (art, sociology,

philosophy, and planning studies) from new perspectives. To facilitate these exchanges,

two discussion panels comprised of members of the public and guests were organized

during the Berlin exhibition at Haus der Kulturen der Welt. The fact that the exhibition
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could be shown both in Berlin and at SALT in Istanbul had additional significance:

The same exhibition was received very differently in Berlin compared to Istanbul—this

alternative perspective also revealed the explosive nature of the topic in a socio-political

context.

Fig. 4: Migrating Spaces exhibition at SALT Istanbul, mapping and typology | ©Stefanie Bürkle/

VG Bild-Kunst Bonn, 2016

Theempirical sources from thefield researchweredeveloped into an artistic and sen-

sual concept and made accessible to the academic community, as well as the wider pub-

lic: an example of an innovative form of academic communication. In principle, a dis-

tinction should always bemade between exhibitions as a form of free artistic expression

and exhibitions thatmerely serve an illustrative purpose in the sense of “Communicating

academic findings in an artistic form” or even the “Eventization of academic disciplines”

(Gauß/Hannken-Illjes 2013/2012, own translation)

In an artistic context, exhibitions do not have a didactically mediating or purely

knowledge-oriented purpose—instead, they exhibit “open works” as defined by Um-

berto Eco. In his observations on “open works” and “works in movement,” Eco notes,

“Our Western aesthetic tradition forces us to take ‘work’ in the sense of a personal pro-

duction, which may well vary in the ways it can be received, but which always maintains

a coherent identity of its own” (Eco 1973: 56, own translation).These works are character-

ized by the invitation to create the work together with the artist (Eco 1989: 139, emphasis
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in original). With regard to the specific scenography of the Migrating Spaces exhibition,

visitors were presented with an “open work” in the sense that they did not see a linear,

documentary-style narrative but rather a composition of four translucent video screens

that were freely positioned throughout the space (see Figs 3, 5, and 6).

4 Interpretation, ambiguity, and irritation

The Migrating Spaces exhibition was arranged such that visitors were unable to view all

four videoprojections simultaneously fromanypoint in the room.Thesoundtrack,which

contained responses from interviewees and sound recordings (ambient sounds from the

local surroundings), was played via speakers in the room. Subtitles in Turkish and En-

glish were projected onto the walls of the room to ensure they were easy for visitors to

read (see Fig. 3, 5, and 6).As theywalked through the exhibition space, each visitor pieced

together their ownfilm—no two visitors saw the same identical video installation. In ad-

dition,as the videoswere shot froma tripodandnopanshotswereused,visitors only saw

fixed-position frames (videographies). Like stage portals, these show views of framed ur-

ban environmentswith changing scenes, such asmoving vehicles and pedestrians cross-

ing the road. As it was not possible to identify the source of the narrative on the video

screens, some visitors attributed the “backstage” voices to other people in the exhibition

room.This spatial interweaving of image, sound, and viewer created an almost theatri-

cal, participatory dimension to the exhibition.

Fig. 5: Migrating Spaces exhibition inHaus der Kulturen derWelt in Berlin, 6-channel video

installation | ©Stefanie Bürkle/VG Bild-Kunst Bonn, 2016

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839467343 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839467343
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


Bürkle: Image-based techniques in artistic research 291

Fig. 6: Migrating Spaces exhibition inHaus der Kulturen derWelt in Berlin, 6-channel video

installation | ©Stefanie Bürkle/VG Bild-Kunst Bonn, 2016

From Eco’s perspective, there are many ways in which a work can be completed; as

such, it must always be “open” in order to give viewers the space to interpret it in their

ownway. “The artist offers the interpreter a work to be completed: He does not know the

exact fashion in which his work will be concluded, but he is aware that once completed

thework in questionwill still be his own. It will not be a differentwork, and, at the end of

the interpretative dialog, a form that is his formwill have been organized, even though it

may have been assembled by an outside party in a particular way that he could not have

foreseen.” (Eco 1973: 55, own translation)

Fig. 7:Migrating Spaces at SALT Istanbul, video portraits |©StefanieBürkle/VGBild-Kunst Bonn, 2016
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Receptions of art are ambiguous, cannot be replicated, and vary depending on the

viewer. This an inherent component of contemporary art. As a result, the unambiguity

demanded by academic research is fundamentally at odds with the nature of visual arts.

The use of artistic methods in academic research for the purposes of presentation and

visualization should be regarded as illustrative in nature. The integrated application of

academic and artisticmethods as epistemic tools of analysis within the research process

and their equivalent application for the purposes of producing academic texts can gen-

erate new perspectives and results for interdisciplinary research teams, and thus for the

adoption of true interdisciplinary approaches. As demonstrated by theMigrating Spaces

exhibition, empirical sources from artistic field research can be developed into an artis-

tic, sensual, and spatial experience and made accessible to the academic community, as

well as the wider public. The result was a physical knowledge space that gave visitors a

sensual, multi-perspectival insight into the topic of research, and in doing so, encour-

aged visitors to complete the exhibited work through their interpretation of the space.
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Mappings as joint spatial display

Séverine Marguin, Dagmar Pelger, and Jörg Stollmann

Mappings are common tools of analysis, conceptualization, and communication in ar-

chitecture and urban planning. Architects and planners use them to understand, imag-

ine, and design space. There are numerous established mapping techniques that move

relatively freely between the cartographicmeasurement of space, draft sketches, and de-

tailed site plans or floorplans. Nolli plans1, GIS visualizations, axonometric spatial im-

age2, and site visit notes—these and other types of mapping are used both for the col-

lection and analysis of spatial information and for the actual design phase.Methodolog-

ically, mapping has also drifted away from its original meaning of cartography. Not all

mapping is cartography, but all cartography is mapping.

Themethods that are becomingwidespread (Corner 1990; Cosgrove 1999;Müller et al.

2010) are primarily mapping techniques used in design and planning, which are largely

disseminated in teaching and practice. Like many tools used in architecture, mapping

has become part of the embodied, practice-based knowledge of the profession. For this

reason—and surely also because research is not yet an established field in architecture

(Marguin 2021)—mapping techniques are common in architecture and urban planning

research projects but seldomreflected on as a researchmethod (Pelger 2022).Basic ques-

tions remain unanswered: As amethod of spatial analysis,what canmapping contribute

to the production of knowledge about space?What challenges need to be considered?

These questions in architecture also parallel methodological needs expressed in the

discourse of the sociology of space (Baur et al. 2014): The classic, mostly text- and num-

ber-based instrumentarium of the social sciences appears insufficient to empirically

capture the refiguration of spaces (Löw/Knoblauch 2017). There is a particularly urgent

need for visualmethods as so far only photography (see Rose in this volume) and videog-

raphy (Tuma/Schnettler 2019) have been methodologically considered to any significant

1 From 1736 to 1748, Italian architect and cartographer Giambattista Nolli drew up the city plan of

Rome, known today as the Nolli plan. A Nolli plan is a two-dimensional drawing used to under-

stand and document accessible spaces within a city.

2 An axonometric spatial image is a geometric drawing of spatial objects on one drawing plane in

an inclined (skewed) parallel projection. It is a simple way to represent spatial volumes.
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extent.We believemapping has considerable potential and wish to spark amethodolog-

ical deliberation at this juncture: How canmapping techniques—as cartographic design

tools that allow for a synthesizing analysis of different data types relating to urban

planning and architecture (research)—be used as an instrument in spatial research?3We

suggest turning to current methodological discourses in sociology, especially the mixed

methods literature (Thierbach et al. 2020), for conceptual help. Specifically, we mean

the current debate about the tool called joint display (Creswell/Plano Clark 2011; Guet-

terman et al. 2015; Kuckartz 2017), which makes it possible to integrate and synthesize

heterogeneous data by visual means.Wewish to definemapping as a joint spatial display,

since—like joint displays—it can integrate qualitative and quantitative information by

using a graphic, spatial form of representation to relate these to each other. In this

article, we seek to introduce the possibilities mapping offers to integrate and synthesize

different types of data andmedia, such as drawings, diagrams, base plans, photographs,

statistical data, and ethnographic data, by spatializing them and superimposing them.

First, we will describe the research gap in these different discourses (mixed meth-

ods, architecture and planning), which our approach addresses. Second, we will give an

overview of different data integration possibilities by reconstructing each step of an ex-

ample mapping process.Thirdly and finally, we aim to demonstrate both the potential

findings and the challenges presented by this synthesizing instrument rooted in the so-

cial sciences and spatial research.

1 Architectural practice and sociological mixed methods approach

1.1 Mapping: The object of a heterogeneous discourse

In the humanities, mapping is gaining increasing attention in both cultural studies

(Schmidt-Lauber/Zechner 2018) and history (Rankin 2016), as well as in ethnology and

anthropology (Roberts 2016). A variety of definitions and processes of mapping are

discussed and used in these heterogeneous discourses, but they rarely include a visual

aspect. Even where this literature contributes to the understanding of the concept, it

rarely providesfield-specificmethodological thoughts on applyingmapping to empirical

research.

At the same time,mapping has established itself as a popular practice in architecture

and planning. Reference works for the methodology include urban planning handbooks

and monographs written by design and planning offices that also engage in research.

These include works like those by James Corner, Atelier Bow-Wow, AMO/OMA, Vigano

Secchi, Dean Simpson, and Bureau D’Etudes, but artists like Larissa Fassler and graphic

designers likeEvaLeRoihavealso contributed to theunderstandingof cartography in the

research.Theyprovide a large stock of techniques for studying socio-spatial phenomena,

which have only begun to be appraised for scientific purposes (O’Rourke 2013; Müller et

3 We wish to refer here to the ideas generated in the “Hybrid Mapping Methods” work group, which

underpin this article: https://www.sfb1265. de/forschung/methoden-lab/arbeitsgruppe-hybrid-m

apping-methods/
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al.2010).Architects andplanners alsodrawoncritical geographywhenreflectingon their

use of maps andmapping techniques. Following critical geography, the termmapping is

often preferred tomap because it emphasizes the process and not the “finished object of

the map” (Cosgrove 1999: 1).

1.2 Status of the discussion about data integration in (critical) cartography

A rich discourse exists in cartography and geography about techniques of production,

analysis, and representation of maps. Classic (quantitative) geography offers an exten-

sive set ofmethodological tools for the production of allegedly “objective”measurements

of territorial spaces.This tool set is designed to create the most accurate representation

of Earth possible,firstwith topographicalmaps, thenwith photogrammetrical ones, and

finally with GIS technology (Kohlstock 2004: 27 et seqq.). This positivistic idea of the

“objective” measurability of space is the object of sharp critique in critical geography,

which insteadunderstandsmappingas a co-constructionof the observed reality (Harley/

Markham 1989; Wood 1992). The critical perspective of maps as political constructs de-

veloped into a call for a “participatory” process of mapping (Bittner/Michel 2018: 304 et

seqq.), which, as a practice-oriented and transdisciplinary approach, seeks to have a di-

rect social effect.

In general, these geographical-cartographical debates offer an important foundation

for the use of mapping as a tool in visual qualitative spatial research. However—and we

see this as a fundamental challenge—the cited literature remains split into a strong di-

chotomy between a classic geographical, usually quantitative, research approach and a

human geographical or socio-spatial, usually qualitative, research approach (Schäfer et

al. 2018: 167). A consequence for the theory of space is that territorial and relational un-

derstandings of space are positioned as opposing each other and, as a result, are never

empirically researched together. By conceptualizing mapping techniques as joint spatial

displays, we seek to bring together and empirically parse these different understandings

of space: territorial and quantitative on the one hand, and relational and qualitative on

the other (see Löw et al. in this handbook).

The debate about “qualitative georeferenced information systems” (Schäfer et al.

2018) already calls into question any such epistemological dichotomy between the qual-

itative and the quantitative in cartography and seeks opportunities for integration. Yet

this leaves open the question of how exactly heterogeneous data are to be integrated: in

what order, using what practices? To address some of these blind spots about integra-

tion, we consolidate the methodological sociological literature in the mixed methods

field below.

1.3 Joint display as a useful heuristic in the mixed methods literature

Since the 2000s, there has been a discourse about mixed methods research in the em-

pirical social sciences. The purpose of mixed methods approaches is to bridge the two

otherwise relatively hermetic fields of qualitative and quantitative social research. The

necessary methodological discussion has so far focused primarily on the compatibility

of research designs and epistemological paradigms. This disregards one of the great-
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est challenges: the actual integration of the diverse data and results (Creswell/Plano Clark

2011; Kuckartz 2017); other synonyms in use are combination ormixing.The goal is to bring

together different kinds of data and make them talk to each other (see Heinrich in this

handbook). So far, the debatewithin themixedmethods discourse has distinguished be-

tween twomethods of integration: either parallel or sequential implementation of qual-

itative and quantitative procedures (Creswell/Plano Clark 2011; 287–354). In parallel re-

searchdesigns, there is an additional split by point of integration,depending onwhether

integration is carried out at the level of the data or at the level of the results. The inte-

gration itself is, however, neglected (Kuckartz 2017: 159). Two reasons for this have been

identified: first, a technical reason, because there is not yet a reliable software, and sec-

ond, an epistemological reason, because “the quantitative data is analyzed using quanti-

tative statistical methods and the qualitative data using qualitative methods” (Kuckartz

2017: 160).

It is in this connection thatweconsider thepossibilities of integrated representations

of data in “joint displays” (Creswell/PlanoClark 2011: 212–243; Guetterman et al. 2015). As

a new tool frommixedmethods research, joint displays are defined as follows:

A mixed methods joint display represents integration or mixing in a single visual dis-

play. The overall intent is to represent integration and assist the reader in understand-

ing the study. The content may consist of quantitative and qualitative data, analysis,

results, or interpretation. It is important, however, that the display includes both qual-

itative and quantitative data, and clearly labels each for the reader. (Guetterman et al.

2015: 158)

Joint displays already exist in various formats—for example, as images, tables,matrices,

or graphics—but are visually still relatively rudimentary. We believe that mapping pro-

cesses can offer innovative strategies for integrating data and that cartography-based

procedures can lead to novel findings. In other words,mappingmakes it possible to dis-

playmore than the sumof the individual (qualitative andquantitative) parts. It is the spa-

tialization and superposition of heterogeneous data that gives mapping the ability to offer

a synthesizing data integration process beyond the mere juxtaposition of the datasets.

2 Data integration through spatial translation and projection

Diverse types of data can be generated about the experience of space.Whether these are

qualitative or quantitative depends on the research question. According to Dangschat

and Kogler, “the qualitative spatial methods described below are the most widespread:

observations and on-site viewings of space, visual approaches (like mental/cognitive

maps and other visual techniques such as photo-elicitation), and spatial interview and

combination techniques (like activating opinion surveys and the ‘go-along’ method)”

(Dangschat/Kogler 2019: 1340, own translation). Quantitative methods in spatial re-

search (especially in geopolitical and geographical sciences) primarily use survey data

(whether generated by the researchers or as a secondary dataset), geotracking data,

administrative data, official statistics, digital data, or network data.
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The joint spatial displaymethod is an integrative approach that creates varying com-

binations of these types of data, such as observational data combinedwith tracking data,

or go-along interview data with digital data, and so on (see Fig. 1).

Fig. 1: Spectrum of possible data combinations in a joint spatial display | © Author’s own diagram

Mapping offers the advantage of a standard reference framework (in the form of a

backgroundmap) that acts as an interface for the integration, forming an artificially con-

structed “metaphorical,” but convention-bound space in which the data can meet. This

allows researchers to view and read congruences, interdependencies, proximity-distance

relationships, etc.The great potential of the joint spatial display concept is therefore the

integration of heterogeneous data within a spatially structured reference system.

This process requires a number of translation steps, as the datasets usually have dif-

ferentmedialities—textual (e.g., interviews),numerical (e.g.,official statistics), or visual

(e.g., photodocumentation)—and yetmust be related to each other. In addition, the spa-

tialization or at least positioning of the more abstract data from interviews or statistics

is indispensable: While geotracking data is already georeferenced, meaning positioned

within the reference framework of Earth, sketches from on-site viewings must first be

turned into geodata (Lakes 2019). It is not necessary for them to be georeferenced with

exact coordinates, but they must be localized in the sense of assigned to some location.

The second step is then to relate these geodata to each other by projecting them onto a

shared reference framework or onto a backgroundmap. Data that cannot be positioned

per se canbe graphically inserted into the backgroundmap, for example,by thematic rela-

tionship.Rather than simply placing the datasets next to each other, the researcher is su-

perpositioning them in a “layered display” (Löw/Marguin 2021).Wewould like to present
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an example of this procedure to illustrate how it generates results before addressing the

methodological questions raised by the positioning and superpositioning of heteroge-

neous data in the final section.

3 Case study: Mapping the accessibility of a cultural institution

As part of amethodological teaching research project combining sociology, architecture,

and urban planning, we experimented with variousmappingmethods for a joint spatial

display. The topic was the accessibility of one of Berlin’s cultural institutions, the House

of World Cultures (Haus der Kulturen der Welt, HKW). How global or local, how inclusive

or exclusive is the institution?—we asked on both a spatial and a social level. To gather

data about both the physical accessibility of the building and the social accessibility of the

institution,we performed our analysis on four different scales: the interior spaces of the

HKW, its embedding in the environment of Tiergarten Park, its situatedness in Berlin,

and its location in the world; as well as four different user groups: employees, passers-

by, visitors, and artists. Belowwewill discuss only the example ofworldmapping (see Fig.

2) in which we focused on artists.

We worked with two datasets on a global scale. The first consisted of a statistical

record of all (n = 600) artists represented in the HKW between 2013 and 2017 and in-

cluded information about place of birth, place of residence, gender, and age.The second

dataset consistedof biographical data about a selection (n= 15) of artists originating from

the Global South and resulted from an Internet search.The demographic data about the

600 artists was first transformed into geodata by determination of the geo-coordinates

of the places of birth and residence.This made it possible to trace the movements of the

artists from place of birth to place of residence and to the HKW on world map using the

QGIS software. The geographical points of birthplace and residence were connected by

arrows tomake themovementsmore visible.The patterns arising from this quantitative

aspect of the data (e.g.,many residences inwestern Europe, very few birthplaces in East-

ern Europe) could then be emphasized using a graphics program tomake the key finding

legible:There is a stark discrepancy between the few artists fromEastern Europe and the

many artists from Western Europe. The former border of the Warsaw Pact was graphi-

cally inserted to show that this geopolitical-spatial barrier remains in effect in the group

being studied even today.
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Fig. 2:Worldmapping | ©Aaron Geier and Olga Juutistenaho
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We worked on the legibility of this representation of biographical-geographical dif-

ferences in (many) iterative steps. The secondary data consisting of the artists’ biogra-

phies was evaluated using a thematic content analysis to search for factors related to the

success of artists from the Global South. Almost all the artists had an academic career,

but the key was recognition by western institutions or media. It was possible to identify

different factors that “open the door” to the HKW, such as receiving a grant, publicity in

internationalmedia, or attention garnered through political activism.These “door open-

ers” on the “paths” of the artists to the HKW were displayed on the map as small icono-

graphic codes created in the graphics program and positioned “by hand” (see Fig. 3).

The legend (see Fig. 4) became a central topic of discussion during the mapping

iterations. Not only did it list the elements considered relevant to each level of analy-

sis—whetherglobalmovementsor individual biographies—it alsogrouped,categorized,

and ranked these elements. The legend therefore became a tool for organizing the ar-

rangement of mapping data. The superimposition of the two datasets on one world

map showed that German political foundations (like the Heinrich Böll Foundation) and

state cultural institutions (like the Goethe Institute) only open doors to artists in specific

regions of the Global South (namely, the Near and Middle East and East Asia). These

spatial patterns make it possible to carry out far-reaching analyses of the complex and

ambivalent treatment of citizenship, nationality, and territoriality by a decidedly critical

and post-colonial western cultural institution.

4 Methodological challenges in synthesizing mapping

Mapping is based on a synthesizing integrationmechanism that results from the spatial-

ization and simultaneous superimposition of data.However, this poses specificmethod-

ological problems for researchers: One the one hand, the necessarily deliberate handling

of scalar and semiotic conventions in cartography (see Pelger et al. in this handbook), and

on the other hand, the comprehensability of the process of creating maps, which must

be ensured due to the inductive nature of mapping in research.
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Fig. 3: Zoom-in with biographical narratives. | ©Aaron Geier and Olga Juutistenaho
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Fig. 4: Legend of the worldmapping with graphical symbols for gate openers.|

©Aaron Geier and Olga Juutistenaho
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4.1 Scalar and semiotic conventions of cartography

Thetranslationof thedata through localizationorgeoreferencingand the resultingques-

tion of how to represent the data requires the data to be adapted to a spatially structured

reference framework, which can imply leveling. As discussed in the cartographic liter-

ature (Lambert/Zanin 2017), it is important to be very conscientious when determining

the parameters of the framework.

Scales: Critical geography has shown that scales do not describe pre-existing terri-

tories but are co-constructed during the mapping process (Harley/Markham 1989). The

scale should be determined accordingly based on the questions and the data being col-

lected.However,qualitative andquantitativedatamayhave tobeprojected together even

if they do not share the same scale. It is important to understand that every scale implies

all other scales and that a spatial phenomenon is never studied on only one scale. Rather,

scales are interconnected (see Pelger et al. in this handbook) and are constructs that help

the viewer navigate within the space. When creating the world mapping, for example,

we discussed the scale of nation states extensively because the students possessed data

about collaborations between the HKW and other countries, which they wanted to relate

to the biographical data of the artists. It quickly became clear that neither place of birth

nor place of residence indicated anything about the nationality or cultural identity of the

artists—a fact also reflected in discourses critiquing a widespread national methodolo-

gism.

Representations: The second challenge concerns the choice of graphical means of

translation. On a world map, for example, different projections can be used to project

the sphere of Earth onto a surface (Robinson, Mercator, Buckminster Fuller, etc.), each

of which comes with its own distortions and positioning of, for example, the continents

with respect to one another. Hence the chosen form of representation must be devel-

oped based on the research question: If we are interested in the materiality of the city,

for example, we can prepare an axonometric drawing because it provides the volumes

of buildings as a reference framework, while if we are interested in the accessibility of

public space, a Nolli plan can be useful, etc.

In a mixed methods approach to mapping, the particular challenge is to choose a

form of representation that makes the graphical information legible for the purposes

of the research question—for example, by facilitating the spontaneous association of a

drawing with quantitative or qualitative data: Topographical maps are a common ref-

erence framework for quantitative research projects, while axonometric drawings have

become well-established in ethnographic research approaches in architecture (Kaijima

et al. 2010). As a combination of different forms of representation, a collage can be an

additional inspiration in preparing joint spatial displays.
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Fig. 5: Zoom-in on entrance hall of the HKW. | ©Anna Lesch andMuhannad Ghaza

Weused theRobinsonprojection as the basis for theworldmappingof theHKW(Fig.

2). Unlike other (more recent) projections, it is not based on a fixed geometric formula,

but was developed to depict a two-dimensional representation of the world with as little

distortion as possible. As with many older maps, the vertical middle point runs through

Europe, reproducing its claim to hegemony. This by now disputed projection was cho-

sen on purpose because a certain European focus on the part of the HKW crystallized

out of the research process.Whenmapping the interior spaces of theHKW, on the other
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hand, we chose an axonometric representation that makes it easier to orient oneself in

the building and simultaneously makes legible the spatial structure of the building as a

co-creator of processes (see Fig. 5).The placements of different user groups—employees

and visitors to different exhibitions or events—can be read as movement patterns with

the help of color codes and, at the same time, shed light on the social aspect of the over-

lapping systems of space within the building.

4.2 Iteration and comprehensibility

Mapping is iterative, each repetition bringing together seeing, thinking, and interpret-

ing with the aim of extracting an argument in response to the research question. It is

important to understand that the mapping need not be thought of as the end product

but rather as a series of attempts in which we approach the argument.

Hierarchy:Toconstruct ahierarchy,wevisually evaluate theprojecteddata: quantita-

tive data analysis typically using a GIS software, qualitative data analysis using drawing

tools chosen depending on the topic and scale.The resulting mapping is read, reflected

on, interpreted, added to, reworked, potentially discarded, re-synthesized, etc. It is al-

ways helpful to (where applicable, print out and) hang up the mapping-in-progress to

jointly discuss and evaluate the results, draw on it by hand, and add notes and correc-

tions. It is precisely this iterative process of conceptual design that produces insights,

as the researchers re-interpret the projections with every iteration. They try to reduce

the projections, to group elements, to strike out the unnecessary, to emphasize differ-

ent elements, until legible statements crystallize out of the work. A drawing program or

manual drawing technique that supports the desired form of representation should be

used to add notes, delete elements, or make corrections. For us, the difference between

mapping and a map is this: mapping is a repetitive negotiation between the research

question and the research data.

The process of reduction results in a selection and hierarchization of the data. The

goal is for the qualitative and quantitative data not to cover each other up but to overlay

eachother.Thismakes it necessary tofinda semiotic language for the representation that

allows different types of data to be distinguished but still facilitates an interplay between

them. The goal of this synthesizing integration is ultimately to draw out and elucidate

the congruences, interdependencies, and proximity-distance relationships between the

heterogeneous data. All of these connections then produce the findings (see Fig. 6).

Intersubjectivity: An important aspect of this process is the collective dimension of

interpreting the mapping results. In architectural and planning practice, a group views

and comments on mappings together.The interpretation is intersubjectively tested and

potentially validated. In research projects, this should be done in data sessions with

colleagues or, in participatory research, with the co-producers. The sessions should be

recorded so the research process is documented.

Communication and conceptualization:The back-and-forth between concepts and

visualizations plays amajor role in the synthesis process basedon the superimposeddata

in themapping.The legend undergoes constant revision.Thismakes it necessary to bear

in mind what type of data are being used, especially if they are secondary.
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Fig. 6: Mapping process during the workshop at the House ofWorld Cultures, in

collaboration with the SFB. | ©Photo: Marc Volk

Fig. 7: Mapping process in the studio. | ©Anna Lesch andMuhannad Ghazal; photo: Dagmar

Pelger
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The conceptual formulations in the legend and the descriptive texts clarify what is

being shown. On the other hand, visual conclusions make it possible to adjust the re-

search question. As already mentioned, the legend plays a central role in this context.

Mapping cannot stand alone as a reliable research tool: it gains its entire meaning from

thedescriptive text and the research question.We see severalways to ensure the compre-

hensibility of thefindings.Themost important one is to establish and record the research

process in the text portion for purposes of reconstruction: how the important decisions

about evaluating the mapping results were made and on what arguments they rest. An-

other is to make this process transparent using a series of mappings as working stages

(see Fig. 6 and 7) to reveal the iterative character of the production. In addition, a reading

aid can lead the viewer through the mapping using prototypical stories or narratives.

5 The temporal and the social

But what does this mean for the social sciences? What does it mean to take all data

collected to answer a specific research question—qualitative or quantitative—translate

them into geodata, and synthesize them in a spatially structured reference framework?

How can the temporal dimension be integrated into amapping?There have already been

interesting attempts in geography and urban studies to incorporate temporality into

cartographic production: through the creation of a sequence of mapping—for example,

following the development of the Ukrainian border (Eckert 2017); for digital mappings,

by embedding a time bar in the mapping—for example, for the development of Berlin’s

Projektraum scene; or through a multimedia presentation—for example, on the devel-

opment of settlements in Palestine (Forensic Architecture 2019). These techniques for

integrating temporal aspects are of great significance to the further methodological

development of mapping as a joint spatial display as this is the only way the processual

character of the social production of space can be carried forward into the research

findings.

Even when it is possible to embed change over time into mappings, they often con-

tinue to depict “containers” in the sense of static depictions of space. This static char-

acter is due not only to the question of time, but also to the difficulty of depicting the

social dimension, or asHarley writes: “Maps as an impersonal type of knowledge tend to

‘desocialize’ the territory they represent.They foster the notion of a socially empty space”

(Harley 2001: 81). It is precisely here, in the integration of qualitative and quantitative

data within mappings as a joint spatial display, that we see the chance to integrate the

spatial shape of the social with the spatial shape of the place into something common:

that is, to grasp and interpret its mutual conditionality.
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Applying process-oriented methodology

to spatial research

Jannis Hergesell

From the perspective of historical and process-oriented research, spatial transformation

processes—like any social change—are phenomena that should be studied while tak-

ing into account their historicity and temporality.The manner in which spatial structures

change and the reasons for their current configuration can only be understood funda-

mentally if current events are put into context with their formation.Therefore, process-

oriented research inquiries into the “being so and not otherwise [So-und-nicht-anders-

Gewordensein]” (Weber 2002: 103) and understands temporality and processuality as a

key analytical category (Baur 2005: 13).The objective of process-oriented social research

is “to explain the existence of a circumstance based on its history, thus interpreting it as

part of a process that led from the past to the present with the future lying ahead as an

open horizon” (Schwietring 2015: 151, own translation).The historical-sociological study

of spatial phenomena does not aspire to reconstruct the past in its own interests, but

rather it involvesusing theexplanationpotential of socio-historical events for thepresent

(Schützeichel 2004: 9).

Over the last several years, the debate about the socio-theoretical link between space

and time has intensified. For example, Laux et al. (2017) raised the question of concep-

tualizing the relationship between space and time, developing the concept of a “social

space-time [gesellschaftliche Raumzeit].” The authors characterize the added value of

this debate compared to the established yet hitherto poorly connectedworks in temporal

and spatial sociology “first based on the analytical connection between time and space,

second given the incorporation of the materiality of time and space, and third thanks to

the connection between theoretical concepts and the empirical exploration of time and

space in society” (Laux et al. 2017: 4, own translation). However, they focus on theoreti-

cal aspects that are studied empirically but remain unsystematic from amethodological

standpoint. Fraya Frehse (2020) addresses this gap in the state of research by developing

“temporal-spatial scales,” which provide a heuristic approach to the empirical study of

the production of space. At the same time, she shows how the future, empirically driven,

theoretical conceptualization of sociological spatial research can benefit from a spatio-

temporalmethodological foundation.However, it should be noted that process-oriented
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analyses of space have not yet systematically addressed issues and consequences related

to the methodologies beyond the different theoretical and methodological schools used

for concrete operationalizations.

This represents a gap in the research that needs to be filled since the methodolog-

ical perspective of process-oriented research offers great potential for diverse units of

analysis in spatial research. This becomes clear when using process-oriented perspec-

tives in exploratory studies on space, even though the methodological aspects of pro-

cess-oriented spatial research are rarely substantiated in these studies (see Christmann

2014). For example, temporality is just as decisive for understanding how different cul-

tural spaces or nations are formed (see Weber 1922; Elias 1994) or how the intrinsic log-

ics of cities that evolved historically appear today in terms of their economic practices

and how they see themselves and others (see Berking/Schwenk 2011; Baur et al. 2014), or

for determining how types of road usage are constituted or how spatio-temporal percep-

tions affect biographies (see Frehse 2017;Weidenhaus 2017).A historical andprocess-ori-

entedmethodology is therefore suited for performing spatial research at different social

aggregation levels (macro, meso, and micro) and on a wide range of different phenom-

ena (e.g., structures of urban and regional development, economic or cultural processes,

forms of communication, interactions, constitution of subjects, etc.).

Even if not every space-related research project can focus on time and historicity as

its topic of interest (nor is this necessary), familiaritywith the process-orientedmethod-

ology at least makes it possible to reflect on simplistic explanatory approaches for social

changefixed entirely in thepresent and to take advantage of the socio-historicalmethod.

Certainly, the process-oriented perspective is not an immutable doctrine ofmethods

or a rigid research agenda. Rather, the historical, process-orientedmethodology implies

a series of taxonomic considerations spatial researchers must take into account when

analyzing social change (Hergesell et al. 2020). In turn, these classifications affect the

operationalization of the concrete research project. Below I present the key dimensions

of the historical and process-oriented approach, as well as its duration and progression,

while discussing which decisions must be made during the research process in this re-

gard and which methodological consequences those decisions entail. Afterward, I de-

scribe the process of periodization according to the discipline of history.1 Here my de-

scriptions are based on the study of how the spatial knowledge of children and youth has

changed (Million et al. 2020; Castillo Ulloa et al. 2021; also see Castillo Ulloa/Schwerer in

this handbook).

1 Key dimensions of the process-oriented approach

The key dimensions of the process-oriented approach can be understood as a series of ex-

planatory questions and steps in spatial research processes.The duration and progression

of spatial transformation processes have amajor impact on the amount of data available

1 The following definitions of duration, progression, and periodization, as well as their representa-

tion, are based on preliminary studies on process methodology carried out by Nina Baur (2005; et

al. 2021).
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and thus the data collection and analysis, as well as the interpretation of the findings in

the end (Baur 2005). To what extent addressing the key dimensions of the process-ori-

ented approach ismeaningful and using a perspective focused exclusively on the present

is beneficial always depends on the specific interest of the spatial research questions be-

ing asked.

The research project Education: Spatial Knowledge of Children and Youth in Planning,2

which I use below as an example of a process-oriented methodology, analyzes how sub-

jective spatial knowledge changes and the associated constitution of spaces (Million et

al. 2020; Castillo Ulloa et al. 2021; also see Castillo Ulloa/Schwerer in this handbook).The

topic of interest in this particular project lends itself for discussing the process-oriented

approach as it investigates a prolonged process, lasting since the 1970s, associated with

the refiguration of spaces (Knoblauch/Löw 2017) and thus at the same time answers a

question relevant to the present day.

1.1 Duration

Spatial social change extends across different periods of time, depending on the phe-

nomenon being studied and the concrete research question.This duration (also referred

to as a temporal layer or durée in French) denotes the time during which the process un-

folds and takes effect (Baur 2005: 99–103, 138–142). As is the case with all other social

processes, spatial phenomena also exhibit different durations.These are relevant for de-

ciding which methods can be used to study spatial phenomena and which data can be

collected.

Three types of duration can be distinguished from one another within the process-

oriented approach (Baur 2015; Baur et al. 2021):

Longduration (French longuedurée) refers toprocesses that last fromseveral centuries

to 80–70years before thepresent.Anexample of a long-termspatial process is the spread

of theproduction-based and sedentary lifestyle (agriculture and livestock farmingorNe-

olithic Revolution) from the Fertile Crescent in Western Asia starting in 12th century BC,

which lasted several centuries andfirst reachedCentral Europe five to six centuries later.

The formation of the European nations and the associated spatial transformation pro-

cesses from the beginning of the modern era into the 20th century also fall within the

scope of long duration. Geels and Kemp (2012) provide an example of a shorter process

that is still included under long duration with their study on the transition from horse-

drawn carriages to the spread of streetcars and finally the dominance of the automobile

in the period from 1880 to the middle of the 20th century across US cities. This led to a

massive restructuring of urban space in the field of urban design, transforming our way

of life into a car culture (drive-ins, suburbanization, etc.) and impacting the image of our

cities to this day.

2 The project is being led byAngelaMillion and is part of Collaborative Research Centre 1265Re- Figu-

ration of Spaces (https://sfb1265.de/en/subprojects/the-spatial-knowledge-of-young-adults-the-co

nstitution-of-online-offline-and-hybrid-spaces/ I would like to thank AngelaMillion, Anna Juliane

Heinrich, Ignacio Castillo Ulloa, and Jona Schwerer for agreeing to let me use the project as an ex-

ample and for their cooperation.
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It is clear that long-term processes can extend across very different periods of time.

However, they all share the same implications for the selection ofmethods and data. Be-

cause the periods of investigation considered longue durée are in the distant past, it is not

possible to collect research-induceddata,meaningdata generated as part of the research

process.Therefore, it is necessary touseprocess-generateddata.For example,any typeof

documents (certificates, official statistics, newspapers, letters, diaries, etc.) can be used,

butmaterial artifacts or landscapes can also provide information about the development

of a process.Themajor challenge for (extremely) long-term processes is that researchers

are forced to work with the data they can find.This requires a certain degree of flexibil-

ity and competence when preparing the data. The analysis methods used are primarily

text-based techniques such as hermeneutic approaches and secondary analyses of data

prepared from historical studies, among others (Hergesell 2019: 104–108). But methods

focused onmateriality, such as the artifact analysis, are also possible.

Medium duration (spanning generations) includes all periods of time the actors can

still remember, which means a maximum of 60–70 years. However, it is important to

note that memories are not always bound to biological entities. For example, collective

memories in organizations can be forgotten sooner if there is a high level of staff turnover.

Medium-term spatial phenomena include the development of regional (or city-specific)

conventions for economic activity in response to the economic crises of the 1970s, as

illustrated by Nina Baur et al. (2014) based on the example of barbershops in Dortmund,

Frankfurt a. M., Birmingham, and Glasgow. But medium duration could also include

how spatio-temporal transformations impact biographical self-perceptions (Weiden-

haus 2017). Similar to long duration, medium-term processes can only be studied using

ethnographies or observations to a limited extent. In contrast, other types of research-

induced data can certainly be collected.Themethod of choice is usually collecting inter-

view data. Interview techniques targeting events that occurred a long time ago are ideal

for this purpose, such as retrospective qualitative interviews or narrative-biographical

interviews (see Weidenhaus/Norkus in this handbook)—at least as long as people can

be found to provide information about the processes being studied. Otherwise, it is

necessary to use process-generated data.

And lastly, there is short duration, which can last from a fewmoments to several days

or weeks. In short-term processes, the topic of interest is typically focused on series of

interactions or linked actions that are very limited in terms of time and space, although

they can be very complex nevertheless. For example, spatial research could be interested

in orientation behavior, studying how actors orient themselves when reading maps and

how spatial orientation is negotiated interactively (Baur 2013). In addition, it is possi-

ble to analyze how aggression builds up over extended periods of time—for example,

due to the spatial arrangements for entry points at soccer games—and what role ma-

terial spatial order can play in conflicts between fans and security personnel (Keysers/

Reichertz 2019).The advantage of analyzing short-termprocesses is that the full range of

data collection and analysis techniques from empirical social research can be used. For

very short processes,methods that canbeused to collect thickdata areparticularly appro-

priate, such as ethnography in general or video analysis specifically. Interviews can also

represent effective data collection tools; they are especially advantageous in this regard

because the respondents can usually recall the events being investigated well. However,

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839467343 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839467343
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


Hergesell: Applying process-oriented methodology to spatial research 319

process-generated data are also suitable for recording quick or fast-paced events: for ex-

ample, recordings from security cameras or GPS data.

Based on the descriptions above, it is clear that the project Education: Spatial Knowl-

edge of Children and Youth in Planning (in the first phase of the CRC 1265) investigates a

medium-term phenomenon.The researchers study how spatial knowledge changes as a

result of the refiguration of spaces (Knoblauch/Löw 2017) starting in the late-1960s. As

such, the researchers decided to use a qualitative analysis of approx. 70 scientific studies

that deal with this subject area from the 1970s onward in order to reconstruct how spa-

tial knowledge has changed (Castillo Ulloa/Schwerer in this handbook). In order to study

the repercussions in the present, an additional three case studies are carried out on the

participatory planning of public spaces and the spatial knowledge expressed by young

people in the process. Therefore, the research design of the project combines both pro-

cess-generated and research-induceddata, thususing the options available formedium-

term processes.

1.2 Progression

In addition to the duration of the processes being investigated, the key questions of the

process-orientedmethodologyalso include thequestionof sequence.Theanalysis of pro-

gression determines whether certain patterns or regularities can be found in the history

of the processes that have to be taken into account in the research design and in the data

collection.

From a methodological point of view, it is possible to distinguish three (ideal) types

of progression (Baur 2005: 125–137; Hergesell et al. 2020):

• Ordered transformations (trajectories) represent typical systematic patterns of change.

The observed transformations take place continuously and over an extended period

of time.An example of this type of progression is the development of power asymme-

tries between different economic regions. So, the possibilities of enforcing strategic

interests in the economic relations between the Global South and North can be de-

scribed as stable over centuries. Even if decolonization saw a leveling of the distribu-

tion of power between the North and South, which represents a (ordered) transfor-

mation, this was a long-lasting process with no sudden or abrupt changes. In terms

of data collection in the case of an ordered transformation, data must be collected

repeatedly over a long period of time in order to establish an ongoing change (Baur

2005: 130–133; 152–159).

• Processes characterized by fractures (turning points) have a completely different type of

progression. These processes are marked by abrupt change that permanently alters

structural characteristics in a short period of time.Typical examples of such progres-

sions include revolutions or crises: For example, the structures of cities can change

radically in the wake of (natural) disasters.With regard to data collection and the se-

lection of reference dates, a fractured progressionmeans that datamust be collected

at least four times.Data should be collected twice before the fracture, first to charac-

terize the general development that led to the fracture and then again shortly before

the fracture to understand the triggering events. Likewise, data should be collected
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once more shortly after the fracture to determine the immediate consequences of

the fracture and one last time at a later date in order to observe the long-term con-

sequences of the fracture (Baur 2005: 133–137; Baur et al. 2021).

• Cycles (recurrences) refer to recurring patterns in the course of the process, although

the temporal intervals in which recurrences are observed can vary considerably. For

example, the use of public space repeats itself cyclically in cities with temperate cli-

mates.Thenumber of visitors to parks, open-air events, etc. or the selection of differ-

entmodes of transport changes with the seasons and is repeated cyclically at regular

intervals within the relatively short period of a year. It ismuchmore difficult to iden-

tify cyclical patterns in a prolonged or irregular progression of events; although they

are found in recurring, structural conditions, theymanifest (empirically) in very dif-

ferent forms.For example, recurringphases of spatialmobility (or immobility) canbe

observed in the biographical course of a person’s life (e.g., moving out of their par-

ents’ house, job-related mobility, etc.). However, these are generation-specific and

therefore vary from generation to generation; as a result, it can be difficult to iden-

tify such recurring patterns.Hence, cyclical patterns of progression posemajor chal-

lenges for researchers in terms of data collection, too.They require asmuch data and

asmany reference dates as possible in order to recognize latent recurring patterns in

the body of data (Baur 2005: 127–130, 191–209).

With regard to the types of progression, it is clear that methodological and theoretical-

conceptual aspects in spatial research processes are closely connected. If researchers de-

cide to focus on the present or the recent past in their research question, the progression

of a process canappear similar to a radical fracture,while choosing an extendedperiodof

investigation can result in a cyclical progression or a fracture thatmore closely resembles

an overarching, lengthy transformation.

The type of progression the researchers identified in the project Education: Spatial

Knowledge of Children and Youth in Planning depended in part on their initial empirical re-

sults. Previous key factors included the fact that the growing mediatization starting in

the 1960s impacted the perception of spaces and could have been decisive when it came

to a change in spatial knowledge. Accordingly, this would constitute an ordered trans-

formation whose progression should ideally be studied by collecting data continuously

throughout the entire course of the process (from 1960 until the present). Ultimately,

however, this can only be clarified as the research project progresses. For example, it is

necessary to determine how the spread of the smartphone in just a few years should be

classified within this multi-decade process.Thus, the classification of progression types

is in itself an empirical, far-reaching, and often difficult question, as illustrated in the

descriptions of periodization below.

1.3 Periodization

While the key categories duration and progression should be taken into account in every

process-oriented research project, periodization is an elaborate process that descended

fromhistorical studies andhistorical sociology and that is primarily used for longer-last-

ing processes (Baur 2005: 82–93; Hergesell 2019: 96–103; Hergesell et al. 2020: 13–16). Pe-
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riodization refers to the division of the entire span of the study into individual temporal

segments (periods). The purpose of periodization is to split the tremendous complex-

ity of socio-historical processes into small manageable units: the periods. In addition to

breaking up long processes analytically, periodization offers the advantage of allowing

individual periods to be compared with each other after being reconstructed. By com-

paring period-specific developments, researchers can determine how the social transfor-

mation being studied took place, assign critical events to individual periods, and finally

identify causal correlationsbetweenperiods from longagoandevents in the current time

period (the present).

Periodization can be classified into roughly three different approaches, which vary

in terms of how precise and time-consuming they are and which require more or less

process-methodological competence. For all periodization processes alike, researchers

first have to define the beginning of their analysis period, which is called the formative

period (Berking/Schwenk 2011: 256). Key events that are thought to have brought about

the constitution of the process being investigated are generally used for this purpose.

Therefore, the formative period refers to the start of the social transformation that is to

be studied and/or that is related to the phenomena of interest in the present.

• The periodization technique that requires the least amount of effort is to set fixed in-

terval lengths (Baur et al. 2021;Hergesell et al. 2020). Starting from the formative pe-

riod, fixed periods of time are defined—for example, ten-year intervals—to produce

individual periods. Subsequently, the periods thatwere created can be analyzed little

by little and the genesis of the social transformation can be gradually reconstructed.

However, there are several disadvantages opposing the loweffort involved in this type

of periodization.On the onehand, this produces a relatively largenumber of periods,

no fewer than 20 for a 200-year process. Since it is necessary to collect data for each

period, qualitative-interpretative research in particular quickly reaches the limits of

the amount of data that can be processed. On the other hand, setting intervals that

are too large poses an analytical problem. In this case, it is necessary to collect data in

each individual period in order to characterize the specifics of the period or the time-

specific development of the process being analyzed. Because only a limited amount

of data (and reference dates) can be collected for practical reasons, it is easy for rele-

vant events to be omitted fromthedata inperiods of 50 years and thus tobeneglected

in the analysis.

• Another option is to define periods (limits) based on the state of research or the prior

knowledgeof the researchers about thephenomenon (Baur et al. 2021;Hergesell et al.

2020). This makes it possible to study typical spatial dynamics of change effectively

and to use them as a guide for the periodization. For example, the following events

could serve as useful period limits for spatial-territorial transformation processes

in the modern history of Germany: the beginning of the War of the First Coalition

(NapoleonicWars) (starting in 1792), the foundationof theNorthGermanConfedera-

tion (1867) or theGermanEmpire (1871), the territorial-political changes following the

First andSecondWorldWar or the Treaty of Versailles (1919), the PotsdamAgreement

(1945), andGermanReunification (1990). It is clear that the decisionsmade regarding

periodizationgreatlydependon theobject of investigationand thatperiodization is a
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theory-based technique.Drawbacks include the fact that thepreconceptionsbrought

deductively into the study process can desensitize the researchers to new, unantic-

ipated results, which is disadvantageous in exploratory-inductive research designs

in particular. In addition, some spatial transformation processes have only been in-

vestigated to a limited extent, which means the state of research is not sufficient for

performing periodization.

• Finally, it is worth mentioning the empirically based inductive definition of period

limits (Baur 2017; Hergesell 2019: 96–99; Hergesell et al. 2020). In this case, relatively

stable phases and structural fractures in the course of the process are identified as

period limits based on the in-depth analysis of empiricalmaterial.Therefore, the pe-

riods determined in this manner are not random or theory-based, but rather they

are defined bymeans of induction. For this approach, it is essential for the periods to

be established in close connection with the process being investigated,whichmeans

they should be appropriate for the object of investigation and distortions caused by

theoretical preconceptions should be avoided. In this case, period limits are always

identified whenever a change actually takes place with regard to the period-specific

characteristics in the body of data during the process.

Thus, empirical-inductive periodization for the research projectEducation: Spatial Knowl-

edge of Children and Young People in Planning could mean that the formative period repre-

sents the onset ofmediatization in the 1960s. Based on this theory, it is now necessary to

verify which developments are period-specific for the first “mediatization” period (e.g.,

the rise of the television as a form of mass media). Here it would be necessary to clarify

howmediatization affected the spatial knowledge of children and young people specifi-

cally andhowthesedevelopmentsdiffer frompastdevelopments (e.g., the significanceof

spatial knowledge transferred via television). Next the researchers could define further

period limits (e.g., the spread of the Internet or the spread of mobile end devices, espe-

cially the smartphone). Finally, contextual, inductive periodization raises the empirical

question of which structural transformations in spatial knowledge are period-specific

and how their individual developments could potentially explain spatial knowledge at

present.

2 The potential of the process-oriented methodology for spatial research

In spatial research, the process-oriented approach plays a key role in understanding the

cause of spatial transformation processes and in answering present research questions

by reconstructing their underlying historical conditions. Although temporality and his-

toricity can be observed in the methodology of virtually all spatial research endeavors,

a temporal or historical reference can be pronounced differently depending on the phe-

nomenon being studied, the research question, and the priormethodological knowledge

of the researchers. This also raises the question of whether and how prevailing spatial

knowledgemust be taken into account at different times in order to understand the rea-

sons behind spatial transformation processes. In some research projects, reconstruct-

ing the (subjective) spatial knowledge of different periods and the subsequent compari-
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son of those periods are indispensable. This is the only way to assess spatial knowledge

adequately for specific periods in terms of its temporal and social positionality and its

effects. In other research projects, by contrast, it may be worth studying space-related

changes by analyzingmaterial remnants,which can be equallymeaningful for the quali-

tative analysis of spatial transformation.Therefore, thepotential of a (historical) process-

oriented approach for qualitative spatial research does not lie in the definition of formu-

lated instructions for the methodological procedure but rather in the awareness of pro-

cess-oriented aspects to be considered in the research process and their implications for

the operationalization of the research question.

These aspects include the key dimensions of the historical and process-oriented

methodology: the types of duration and progression. The classified duration of the

spatial and social transformation being studied has major implications for the type

of data and survey methods that are available to the researchers. Analyzing the pro-

gression of spatial transformation processes provides information about patterns and

regularities in social change,which in turn impacts the number and chronological order

of the reference dates needed. Furthermore, the periodization method is suitable for

defining the start of a spatial transformation process, breaking down the complexity

of socio-historical processes analytically, identifying time-specific developments, and

establishing references between the past and present.
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Qualitative meta-analysis

Ignacio Castillo Ulloa and Jona Schwerer

The term qualitative meta-analysis refers to a methodological approach that is based on

the cross-study interpretation of existing empirical studies (primary studies) by other

researchers on a certain phenomenon or nuanced phenomena.The objective of the qual-

itative meta-analysis is to use the interpretive synthesis of different primary studies to

generate new findings about a different or similar phenomenon or phenomena than the

ones investigated in those studies and thus to go beyond their particular results.There-

fore, the primary studies represent the empirical cases that are analyzed and synthesized

to produce the new findings. A qualitativemeta-analysis is therefore useful for interdis-

ciplinary spatial research because it makes it possible to correlate the knowledge from

existing space-related studies from different (spatial) disciplines—each with their own

perspectives—systematically, in order to gain new insights into spatial phenomena.

Notwithstanding the great potential that qualitative meta-analysis offers for re-

search, a standardized methodological approach has not yet emerged from the existing

debate.This is reflected in the series of slightly different terms used to designate various

approaches that follow a similar methodology and share the prefix meta (Timulak 2014:

481 et seq.), such as qualitative meta-ethnography (Noblit/Hare 1988; Doyle 2003), qual-

itative meta-analysis (Sandelowski 2004), meta-interpretation (Weed 2005), or meta-

synthesis (Sandelowski et al. 1997).

In this chapter, we use the term qualitative meta-analysis and present its method-

ological approach accordingly. Moreover, the method we describe is based on the expe-

rience of using it (and adapting it) for a research project conducted at the Collaborative

ResearchCentre 1265Re-FigurationofSpaces.Theobjective of theprojectEducation:TheSpa-

tialKnowledge ofChildren andYoungAdults and Its Application inPlanningContextswas by and

large to study the relationship children and young people establish with their spaces.

More specifically, the project aimed to shed light on how their spatial knowledge has

evolved over the past five decades in view of the refiguration of spaces (Knoblauch/Löw

2017) bymeansof aqualitativemeta-analytical investigationof various empirical studies.

While our approach to qualitativemeta-analysis was inspired by themeta-ethnographic

methodology developed by George W. Noblit and R. Dwight Hare (1988), and enhanced

by Lynn H. Doyle (2003), at various points we had to modify and adapt it to the require-
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ments of our research project.Therefore,we prefer the term qualitativemeta-analysis to

meta-ethnography, as we did not limit ourselves to the analysis of ethnographic studies.

We thus start the chapter by explainingwhat characterizes a qualitativemeta-analy-

sis and how it differs from literature reviews and quantitative meta-analyses (as typical

forms of synthesis research).We then describe the approachwe took to applying qualita-

tive meta-analysis. Afterward, we discuss relevant methodological challenges and qual-

ity assurance measures. Finally, we outline opportunities offered by qualitative meta-

analysis for interdisciplinary spatial research, aside from the platitude that it allows (al-

most) every existing study to be re-evaluated and reinterpreted from a spatial stand-

point.

1 Qualitative meta-analysis: Explaining and defining the method

Qualitative meta-analysis represents a synthesizing research method that differs from

other techniques used to combine research literature in terms of its objectives and in-

terpretative focus in particular. Hence, it is important to differentiate the method from

techniques such as quantitative meta-analyses and literature reviews.

The synthesis of previous studies is often (mis)understood as the process of creating

a literature review or defining the state of research (Weed 2005), although these gener-

ally does not constitute synthesizing approaches. After all, processing individual stud-

ies and their contents in literature reviews does not provide any meaningful informa-

tion about what the studies collectively express (Noblit/Hare 1988: 14 et seq.). In other

words, literature reviews lag behind qualitative meta-analyses in terms of synthesis as

they do not generate any cross-study interpretations from the primary studies and thus

pursue a different objective: namely, the progressive linking of reviewed studies to form

a chain of reasoning. As a rule, literature reviews are used as arguments for accepting

certain analytical perspectives or for justifying why it makes sense to carry out a certain

research project (Weed 2005).1 By comparison, the objective of qualitativemeta-analyses

is to produce new cross-study interpretations about a phenomenon or phenomena from

the individual studies sampled.

Likewise, qualitative meta-analyses differ from quantitative meta-analyses.The lat-

ter follow an additive logic regarding the data and synthesis to develop generalizable

correlations across the studies, which in turn allows for predictions about similar sit-

uations (Doyle 2003: 324). In contrast to this logic, which strives for generalizations, the

synthesizing process in qualitative meta-analyses aims, as mentioned above, for cross-

study interpretations (Doyle 2003: 324 et seqq.). Noblit and Hare (1988: 16) describe the

process of synthesizing different findings for the meta-ethnography as “essentially an

interpretative endeavor.”This interpretative focus of the synthesis, which aspires to de-

velop cross-study interpretations from existing studies and which we refer to as meta-

interpretations below, is not only what distinguishes qualitativemeta-analyses from the

1 Typical examples of such literature reviews include defining the current state of research and state-

of-the-art discussions, which are often found at the beginning of research proposals, dissertations,

and final reports.
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other methodological approaches to synthesis research (literature review and quantita-

tive meta-analysis) but also why we believe it to be rewarding.

2 Our qualitative meta-analysis approach: From analyzing individual
studies to their meta-interpretation

Below we present the procedure for carrying out a qualitative meta-analysis as we have

developed and used it within the framework of the research project Education:The Spatial

Knowledge ofChildrenandYoungAdults and ItsApplication inPlanningContexts.On thewhole,

the method is divided into three stages: case selection, analysis, and synthesis (see Fig.

1).These stages should not be understood as strictly segregated steps, but rather they are

mutually dependent and can be used in an iterative process.

Fig. 1: Steps of the qualitative meta-analysis. | © Authors’ own diagram

2.1 Case selection

Thestarting point and precondition for any qualitativemeta-analysis is an adequate case

selection, meaning a justified choice of the primary studies to be (meta-)analyzed. Be-

fore definitively settling on the cases in a deliberate manner based on defined criteria, it

is necessary to identify the existing studies that are relevant for the research questions

and the phenomenon or phenomena being investigated.This can be done, for example,

through search queries in literature databases derived from the research questions and
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by searching in the references of already known or tentatively selected studies (Timulak

2014: 486 et seq.).

After preselecting potentially relevant studies, it is necessary to define inclusion and

exclusion criteria. These criteria can include content-related and methodological con-

siderations: for instance, whether the studies should contain different methodological

approaches or whether quantitative or mixed-methods research designs should be in-

cluded in the sample (Timulak 2014: 487). For the case of the qualitative meta-analysis

we carried out to study how the spatial knowledge of children and young people has

changed, relevant case selection criteria for answering our research questions included

the time period and the location of the studies, among other aspects.

Additionally, it might be helpful to base the case selection less on research ques-

tions and perspectives that are as similar as possible to the ones being pursued through

the qualitative meta-analysis—in line with the principle of concentration (Behnke et al.

2006: 194 et seq.)—and to instead focus more on which studies appear to offer the most

abundant and promising data for answering the research questions of the qualitative

meta-analysis (Doyle 2003: 327). Such an approach to case selection implies that it is pos-

sible to achieve empirical saturation for the object of investigation in qualitative social

research not only bymeans of the sheer number of cases studied but also by compiling a

wide-ranging and diverse body of data (Strübing et al. 2018: 89).

Aside from thesemethodological and content-related criteria, quality criteria should

also be defined for choosing the studies. For example, LynnH.Doyle (2003: 329) suggests

that the studies included in the analysis should contain more than just descriptions of

the data and consequently offer interpretations and analyses based on accepted theories

and methods.Therefore, verifying such quality criteria requires researchers to carefully

read the studies they have found rather than simply skimming abstracts, references, and

keywords.

The selection of primary studies for the analysis can follow different logics. Firstly,

given a manageable number of potential studies, it is possible to carry out a complete

survey of all of them. Likewise, in line with the concept of theoretical sampling (Behnke et

al. 2006: 198 et seq.), the selection of the studies, from the very moment of preselection,

may be seen as an iterative process inwhich the studies to be (meta-)analyzed are chosen

based on previous analyses.

All in all, these different possible criteria and considerations for the selection of pri-

mary studies illustrate the importance of documenting and transparently describing the

process and the individual case selection criteria used to allow for intersubjective valida-

tion (Timulak 2014: 487).

2.2 Analyzing the individual primary studies

The ultimate object of analysis in the qualitative meta-analysis method proposed here is

the full texts of the selected studies, their interpretative evaluations, and their presen-

tations of the empirical material.The descriptions of the theoretical framework and the

methodological approach in the studies should also be read.They represent valuable ob-

jects of analysis by providing uswith both important information for contextualizing the
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respective primary study and the perspectives of the authors regarding the phenomenon

they investigated.

Doyle (2003: 332), as well as Noblit and Hare (1988: 63), recommends using grounded

theory techniques to analyze and synthesize the primary studies. The qualitative meta-

analysis approach employed for our research project is based primarily on the modifi-

cations to Noblit and Hare’s (1988) meta-ethnography proposed by Doyle (2003: 330 et

seqq.). However, we adapted the individual steps and several terms to the requirements

of our research process.

2.2.1 Coding

The first step of the analysis entails “distilling” the material from the individual primary

studies that is relevant for the research question(s). Depending on how many different

primary studies are to be examined as part of the qualitative meta-analysis, this also in-

volves reducing the amount of material to render it (more) manageable. For this pur-

pose, a coding scheme is developed as a “conceptual framework” (Timulak 2014: 489),

which makes it possible to break down the primary studies into logical units according

to diverse codes (and, if needed, subcodes). In our research project, for example, a cod-

ing scheme (see Fig. 2) was developed deductively, drawing on the research questions,

to cover both different aspects of the research questions and the main research topic,

spatial knowledge. Furthermore, by using a set of codes and subcodes, we were able to op-

erationalize the elements of the research questions andmain research topic that needed

be considered for the analysis.

The development of the coding scheme is to be understood as an iterative task in the

sense that, as the analysis of the texts begins, it canbe supplementedandmodified if nec-

essary.The primary studies are then coded with the final version of the coding scheme.

Software for analyzing qualitative data can be helpful in this regard.

If the primary studies are coded by various researchers, it is advisable, based on our

experience, to perform several coding tests collectively in advance. This makes it possi-

ble to develop a common understanding of the different codes and the coding process.

Moreover, difficulties and problems with the (joint) coding or coding schememay be de-

tected early on.We also consider it indispensable for the researchers coding to check in

with each other regularly—even during the analysis and synthesis stages—in order to

develop a uniform analysis style. Furthermore, such an exchange between the different

coders can be extremely beneficial for discussing different viewpoints on the datamate-

rial.
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Fig. 2: Example of a coding scheme with codes and subcodes. | © Au-

thor’s own diagram

2.2.2 Key descriptors

Following the codingof the studies, the individual codedpositions in the respective stud-

ies are condensed into key descriptors for each code (see Fig. 3). In contrast to Doyle

(2003: 333), our key descriptors consist of summaries of the coded positions in relation

to the research questions. This results in one or more key descriptors for each code per

study. As such, they form the basis for the synthesis. Therefore, key descriptors do not

provide a separate interpretation and reconceptualization of the coded positions (even if

this cannever be completely avoided in theprocess of condensing the contents).Depend-

ing on the volume, length, and thematic breadth of the coded passages, key descriptors

can either be just a few lines long or comprise multiple pages.

When converting the individual coded positions into key descriptors, we strongly

recommendusingoriginal terms fromthematerial.For example,Doyle (2003: 332 et seq.)
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points out that “holding to the words of the original authors” makes it possible to retain

the characteristics of the studies as much as possible in the analysis. This should help

maintain the context and uniqueness of the primary studies in the key descriptors and

avoid the use of excessively abstract interpretations of the individual textual passages.

Fig. 3: Example of an excerpt from a key descriptor and its key concepts. | © Author’s own diagram

2.3 Cross-study synthesis

The synthesizing stage of the qualitative meta-analysis we conducted started with cre-

ating key concepts derived from the key descriptors we had produced per code for each

individual study (seeFig.3).Thesekey concepts are intended toencapsulate andreformu-

late the central points contained in the key descriptors, thereby raising them to a more

abstract level. This in turn makes it possible to gradually correlate the sampled studies

with one other. Depending on the length and content of the respective key descriptor,

various key concepts might be required. Essentially, the idea is to develop a common

“language” among the studies throughwhich to interconnect them. Although the result-

ing decrease in empirical references from the concrete primary studies and their specific

characteristics represents the “price to be paid”, it is also the precondition for the cross-

study analysis and the formulation of meta-interpretations.

Based on the guiding research questions, it is then possible to compare the key con-

cepts from the different studies by, for example, examining which thematic similarities

exist between the key concepts or how the key concepts from different studies vary with

regard to common topics. Doyle (2003: 335), who only addresses the synthesis process

briefly, recommends using comparative strategies for this purpose. As a result, the col-
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lection of studies can now be regarded as a collective—by using the key concepts to for-

mulate and develop further cross-studymeta-interpretations in relation to the research

questions.

In order to compare and connect the studies with one another, visualization strate-

gies can be helpful, such as diagrams, tables, or other types of graphical-textual depic-

tion. For instance, during the synthesis stage of our research project, we printed out the

individual key concepts including a short explanation and hung them up on a wall.This

allowed us to establish connections between different key concepts visually and spatially,

to cluster key concepts together thematically, and to rearrange them easily. Based on de-

fined thematic clusters of key concepts, it was then possible to synthesize the findings

from the individual studies—referring back to the key descriptors—and thus to formu-

late meta-interpretations to answer the research questions.

Overall, the synthesis constitutes the interpretive comparison between the analyzed

individual cases or primary studies and the cross-study research questions based on the

key concepts.This is the step inwhich the newmeta-interpretations are developed about

the phenomenon or phenomena being investigated through the qualitative meta-anal-

ysis, drawing on what is known from the primary studies to expand on the knowledge

contained therein.

3 Methodological challenges

Conducting qualitative meta-analyses poses various methodological challenges that

must be considered, several of which are discussed in this section. First, there is the

issue of quality: the fact that the quality of the qualitative meta-analysis depends on

the quality of the primary studies. After all, these studies provide the underlying data

for the method. Thus, meta-analysts should point out any limitations in terms of the

quality of the primary studies transparently (Timulak 2014: 493). Another option for

overcoming this challenge is to define quality criteria, as described above, for filtering

the preliminary studies so that they comply with established selection parameters. In

doing so, it is possible to exclude studies with obvious qualitative deficiencies.

It is important to consider that the developedmeta-interpretations come froma spe-

cific body of data that the meta-analysts construct by deliberately selecting the cases

based on clearly defined criteria. Accordingly, we believe it is important both to reflect

critically on the scope of themeta-interpretations and to disclose the particular perspec-

tive from which they emerged. Instead of assuming the data can be generalized, it is

necessary to discuss critically and illustrate transparently which limitations apply to the

body of data and where it is possible to make assertions: “Therefore it is probably more

precise to say that qualitative meta-analysis may not necessarily provide a definite final

picture or understanding, but rather a unique, systematic, in-depth analysing portrait

and its interpretation of a studied field.” (Timulak 2014: 492)

Another methodological challenge is the unavoidable decontextualization of the

findings from the primary studies that occurs during the synthesis stage. This means

that the researchers increasingly abstract from the concrete original contexts of the

studies, as well as the specific methodological approaches and the theoretical perspec-
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tives underlying the sampled studies. At the same time, this abstraction is required for

comparing different findings and stocks of knowledge and for producing the meta-

interpretations. In our research project, we dealt with this issue by creating a type of

profile—a fact sheet—for each analyzed study containing basic information, includ-

ing: its research questions, results, methods, and the disciplinary backgrounds of the

authors. This makes it possible for all of the participating researchers to have the main

information about the studies close at hand. In our opinion, themost challenging hurdle

is the one related to synthesis, which requires striking a balance between performing

the necessary abstraction on the one hand and staying attached to the concrete data

on the other. The goal should be to ensure that the relationship between the abstracted

meta-interpretations and the concrete primary studies remains clear (Doyle 2003: 336).

This challenge,moreover, is intensified if both the complexity and the size of the sam-

ples increase as a result ofmore studies being examined in the qualitativemeta-analysis.

It is easy to underestimate the effort involved in carrying out a qualitativemeta-analysis

if you are misled by the assumption that you only “have to read a few papers.”

Hence, it is quite helpful to involve several researchers, especially in the case of large

sample sizes. This makes it possible to not only handle the workload properly but also

jointly discuss the procedure and the data. In addition, it provides diverse perspec-

tives—especially in the case of an interdisciplinary team of researchers—of the complex

data material, which can originate from different (disciplinary) contexts.

All in all, it is important to keep inmind thesemethodological challenges (andothers)

when carrying out a qualitative meta-analysis and when presenting the resulting meta-

interpretations. Likewise, acknowledging limitations and obstacles encountered proves

fruitful for contributing to methodological debates as it allows researchers to develop

productive and critical solutions to dealing with challenges.

4 Quality assurance measures in qualitative meta-analyses

A key requirement for carrying out qualitative meta-analyses—as with any other

methodological approach—is to ensure intersubjective validation for the method. This

not only provides transparency for the readers but also reminds researchers of their

own approach and allows them to reflect on certain steps. This holds true in particular

as the qualitative meta-analysis becomes more complex with an increasing number of

studies. It is necessary to document the different decisions that are made as part of the

various stages of the methodological approach. This applies to presenting the criteria

for selecting potential primary studies, to defining exclusion and inclusion criteria, and,

in particular, to the method used for the analysis and synthesis.

Collaborating with other researchers represents another measure for assuring the

quality of the qualitative meta-analysis and the resulting meta-interpretations. This

could mean that the meta-analysis is performed by a multidisciplinary team whose

members constantly discuss and reflect on its different steps and procedures. For our

research project, this proved to be very valuable since it allowed for different (disci-

plinary) perspectives of the shared material and made it possible to discuss various

interpretations and views of the primary studies, key descriptors, and key concepts in
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the analysis stage. Furthermore, when developing meta-interpretations, we believe it

is useful to discuss and validate initial ideas for interpretations with external experts

from the field of study in order to reflect upon your own perspectives. This can be done

in workshops or as part of a presentation of work-in-progress results at a conference

(Timulak 2014: 490).

5 Conclusion: The value of qualitative meta-analyses for spatial research

We believe the potential of qualitative meta-analyses for spatial research is that the

method enables researchers to combine different, otherwise separately regarded studies

on a common phenomenon and then generate new findings. Therefore, individual case

studies in the qualitative meta-analysis are not simply dismissed conceptually as being

bound and limited to the local context; instead, the qualitative meta-analysis attempts

to acknowledge the uniqueness of both the individual case studies and of the result-

ing collective of primary studies and to transcend the contextual borders by means of

synthesis (Doyle 2003: 340). Furthermore, qualitative meta-analyses make it possible

to compare and connect different stocks of knowledge in spatial research with each

other. This could entail, for example, including primary studies that address different

dimensions of space and that can be synthesized. Likewise, qualitative meta-analyses

allow researchers to bring together studies from different spatial disciplines—such as

architecture, sociology, urban planning, and geography—each with their own methods

and perspectives, and to benefit from these diverse insights into a shared object of

interest, which in turn is represented in the meta-interpretations. This can be helpful

for developingmore interdisciplinary terms and concepts in spatial research as these are

needed for the purpose of cross-study synthesis and could be useful for future research

projects and debates (Meacham 1998: 405; Doyle 2003: 340).

Moreover, qualitative meta-analyses enable spatial researchers to investigate pro-

cesses of spatial transformation (see Hergesell in this handbook), as we did in our re-

search project related to the spatial knowledge of children and young people. By includ-

ing primary studies from different temporal contexts in the sample, it is possible to de-

velop meta-interpretations about a certain period of time determined by the sample it-

self.

Finally, qualitative meta-analyses are (almost always) very time-consuming (regard-

less of whether only a couple or a large volume of primary studies are included), intellec-

tually challenging (especially if the primary studies are taken from different disciplines,

schools of research, and temporal and/or spatial contexts, etc.), and frustrating (you are

likely to come across setbacks anddead-ends that have to be overcome).Nevertheless,we

believe a meta-analysis is rewarding because it can uncover hidden interpretive poten-

tial in existing (spatial) analyses. Qualitative meta-analyses demonstrate it can be pro-

ductive to re-examine already existing knowledge across studieswhen searching for new

insights into certain research questions.
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Multimodal Discourse Analysis

Vivien Sommer and Kamil Bembnista

Over the course of its history, Poland has disappeared from the map of Europe three

times—not least because of its geopolitical location between Germany and Russia. Ter-

ritorial claims between nations led to partitions, wars, and territorial conflicts until well

into the 20th century, with borders shifting and borders being redrawn as a result. Ac-

cording to Foucault, maps can be seen as materializations of power in discourses about

(border) spaces (see also Harley 2001), and so these disappearances can also be seen as

discursive disappearances.

Fromadiscourse analytical perspective, access to reality is always a reconstruction of

the representation of knowledge about this reality. Knowledge about (border) spaces can

bedescribedas adiscursive construct consistingof both symbolic andmaterial elements.

Assuming a relational understanding of space (Löw 2001)—in other words, a relational

arrangement of living beings and social goods within locations—the creation of space

depends on material and symbolic factors and on constructive, synthesizing action in a

reciprocal,meaningful relationship with others. Combining this definition of space and

a discursive definition of knowledge (and its constitution by discursive practices), it is

possible to analyze the process of creation and legitimization of spatial knowledge, with

a focus on the “how”:How is knowledge about theGerman-Polish border constituted and

legitimized? Discursive practices (re-)constitute, legitimize, and materialize systems of

knowledge.Discursive practices can be defined as regular practices of statement,mean-

ing individual statements following the same models (Foucault 1981: 156). In a space-re-

lated discourse analysis, we focus on how knowledge about space is constituted through

discursive practices based on the understanding that material reality of these practices

can be observed and analyzed.The historically situated existence of models, which Fou-

cault defines as part of discursive practices and does not limit to acts of speech, is im-

portant to our understanding of knowledge about space.Thus, spatial knowledge is con-

stituted not only by linguistic communication practices but also by visual forms such as

designs or even completed buildings.
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Fig. 1: Discursive spatial knowledge. | © Author’s own diagram

To incorporate thesematerializedobjectificationsof knowledge into the analysis, it is

useful to conceptualize discursive practices asmultimodal. Space and spatial knowledge

can be reconstructed and materialized in different ways. A purely textual analysis is no

doubt the most frequently used dimension. But only by analyzing the textual and the vi-

sual in thesematerialized knowledge objectifications can space—which always becomes

haptic/perceptible through the experience of seeing—be fully considered. “Multimodal”

means subject to a social semiotic understanding that not just language but all avail-

able symbols are endowed with meaning (Kress 2012: 38).1 Based on the understanding

of discourses asmultimodal discursive practices (Sommer 2018a: 80), an analysis of spa-

tial dimensions can succeed by considering not only (written) language but also artifacts,

technologies, and images as fully valid elements of discourse (Meier 2014).

In our article,wewill first describe themethodological linking of discourse and space

in order to then present our multimodal research program.This will then be illustrated

in a third section using an empirical example analysis of German-Polish border regions.

1 Space and discourse

Foucault himself dealt with the spatial dimension of discourses in several studies, but

without developing a clear understanding of space as part of discourse theory. In his

studyTheWill to Knowledge (1978), Foucault describes different kinds of silence in the dis-

course about child sexuality in the 18th century.Using the example of a school education,

he illustrates how this apparent silence is neverthelessmaterialized in various spaces: for

example, in the architectural design of dormitories as with or without separating walls,

with or without curtains, and with various rules for monitoring the sleeping times of

children (Foucault 1978: 28).Whenwe study space fromtheperspective of discourse anal-

ysis, we therefore also seek to make this silence speak through our analysis.

When we assume a relational and dynamic understanding of space (Löw 2001), we

can study the symbolic and material organization of space (Keller 2016) as spaces and

placesdonotpresent themselves but are representedbypower relationships expressed in

1 Unlike in semiotics (de Saussure 2001), in social semiotics symbols are not considered to be arbi-

trary, that is to say, with no meaningful relation to the objects, because they are based purely on

convention. Symbolic processes are not conceptualized as isolated but are always considered and

studied in a cultural and situational context (Kress/Van Leeuwen 2001: 8).
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discourses (Richardson/Benson 2003: 18). Spaces can be seen as both an effect and an im-

petus for discursive contestations. In our empirical example, borders are drawn through

discursivepractices,namely throughcategorizations, identities,affiliations,and the lack

thereof, as well as through the construction of legalities. Border discourses involve not

only “classic” territorial and political borders but also various forms of social borders (see

Gerst et al. 2018). Inmore abstract terms,discourse analysis visualizes the spatial dimen-

sion within the powerful arrangements of knowledge. Conversely, an understanding of

discourse analysis as an analysis of the social production ofmeaning in terms of specific

truths results in the methodological potential to reconstruct the constitution of spatial

realities in interdisciplinary spatial research (Richard/Benson 2003: 18).

Discourse research itself does not offer a coherent research program; rather, it is

characterized by a broad inter- and transdisciplinary program of different approaches.

In particular, the social-scientific version—the sociological approach to discourse

(SKAD)—offers fruitful methodological links for interdisciplinary spatial research

(Keller 2016) as it is not understood as merely textual research but rather examines the

social interrelation of sign use andmeaning production as a basis for the objectification

of discursive stocks of knowledge (Keller 2011: 99). Analytical heuristics are a particularly

important part of the analytical toolbox for the multimodal discourse analysis of space.

Keller (2008: 240) fundamentally distinguishes between two dimensions of analysis in

SKAD: first, the structure of the content of a discourse in the form of a typical interpreta-

tive repertoire, and second, the materiality of a discourse in the form of social actors and

their actions within concrete practices.

Research approach Dimension: Interpretative reper-

toire

Dimension:Materiality

Sociology of knowledge ap-

proach to discourse

Patterns of interpretation

Narrative structure/storyline

Actors

Practices

Tab. 1: Analytical categories of SKAD. | © Author’s own diagram

The interpretative repertoire forms the basic structure in the sense of a typified core

set of basic statements and basic premises of a discourse (Keller 2009: 46). It consists

of the analytical units of the patterns of interpretation and the narrative structure or story-

line. Keller understands patterns of interpretation as fundamental, meaning-producing

schemata that can be considered a standardized sociocultural framework (Keller 2008:

192).Their function is both to make the world perceivable and to create a foundation for

mutual understanding (Keller 2009: 48). Keller defines narrative structure as a storyline

that links the different discourse elements in one through line. The second dimension

of analysis consists of the discursive materiality in the form of social actors and the dis-

course coalitions they enter into, as well as the discursive practices performed by these

actors.
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Space, especially physical space and knowledge about it, is revealed in the specific

analysis—for example, of the German-Polish border—through its concrete materiality;2

in other words, not solely as spoken or written text, but also through visualizations in

maps, photographs, videos, etc. in particular. Discourse is constituted from the combi-

nation of different sign systems (Fraas et al. 2012: 69). If we understand discursive prac-

tices as multimodal, not only does our analytical perspective expand from language to

other forms of sign systems such as images, but the interaction of these different sign

modes in theirmultimodal combination,meaning in their concrete interplay, canbe cap-

tured. Semiotic modes are always embedded in their sociocultural contexts (Jewitt 2011:

16). Signs only becomemeaningfulwithin communicationprocesses,whichdoes not im-

ply that this occurs without structure or rules.

2 Multimodal discourse analysis in spatial research

A research design based on discourse analysis opens up the perspective on spatial repre-

sentations within the framework of interpretative patterns that co-determine the pro-

cess of how spatial reality comes into being.Thismeans that spatial knowledge is (re)for-

mulated by means of these patterns, with the possibility of representing space through

interpretative schemes that co-determine the emergence of space. In concrete terms, the

analysis involves reconstructing patterns of interpretation that, as discursive constructs,

also co-determine the spatial reality of space (see Felgenhauer 2009: 261).

The concrete empirical process cannot be limited to the analysis of language. Only

analyzing (moving) images would likewise be insufficient. It is instead the interplay be-

tween different symbolic systems that must be targeted. As explained above, our proce-

dure is a variation of the sociology of knowledge approach to discourse.

We combine SKADwith the research program of grounded theory (GT), which, with

its regularity in data collection and analysis, helps to structure the research process

and, ultimately,with social semiotic discourse analysis (SDA),whose approach ofmulti-

modality and, in particular, image analysis, helps to analyze not only the language-based

text but also themultimodal combination.Keller (2011: 83) describes the research process

in SKAD as a circular process similar to that in GT, where different levels of analytical

depth alternate with one another. The corpus formation and detailed analysis in SKAD

also follow GT (Glaser/Strauss 2008), as do the specific procedural steps of theoretical

sampling and coding. By means of the coding procedure, the interpretation of the data

should lead to a conceptualization of the studied phenomenon. For this purpose, data

sequences are comparedwith each other to form codes and categories (Strauss 2003: 25).

In this way, the specific coding steps in GT can reconstruct the interpretative repertoire

of a discourse. However, the specific multimodality of space-related discourses cannot

be fully analyzed by triangulating SKADwith GT, and so SDA functions as an expansion

2 The corpus in our study consisted of (regional) print media in the most recent edition within the

radius of the expanded border region from Berlin to Poznań, as well as regions in which surveys of

actors took place: Tagesspiegel for Berlin, Märkische Oderzeitung for Frankfurt (Oder), Lausitzer

Rundschau for Grießen, Gazeta Lubuska for Słubice, and GłosWielkopolski for Poznań and Pózna.
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of the discourse analysis process. SDA finally makes it possible to explore the visuality

of the discursive practice and to make the materialization of the space visible through

interpretation of the multimodal interplay between text and image.

Research Design Methodical Elements for the Research Process

Grounded theory

• Circular research process

• Theoretical sampling

• Coding program

Sociology of knowledge approach to discourse

• Interpretative repertoire – Patterns of inter-

pretation and storyline

• Discursivemateriality – Actors and practices

Social semiotic discourse analysis

• Metafunctions as “borrowed codes”

Tab. 2: Elements of a multimodal discourse analysis. | © Author’s own diagram

Fig. 2: Stages of collection and analysis | © Author’s own diagram

We divided the combination and application of this research process into three

stages. In accordance with GT, we pursue a logic of repeated sampling and interpre-

tation that build on each other. The first step in the research program comprises the

initial data collection and initial interpretation in the form of the first coding, which

means nothing more than that we divide the discourse fragments into sequences and

assign codes to them. We focus on the question: What is being said and shown? In the

second step, we collect further data based on the first interpretation process. In the

analysis step, we apply what is called axial coding, meaning we link the codes we have

determined in the first step with each other. The focus of our analysis shifts somewhat

in the second step: We are no longer working out only what is being said and shown

but also how. In the third step, we collect data again based on the three research steps

and interpret our data. Our aim is to order the discourse in the form of a story line,
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that is to say, to analyze which patterns of interpretation, which speakers, and which

practices are used to narrate the discourse. SDA is an important extension of the coding

process and offers concepts and categories with which to analytically graspmultimodal,

discursive communication about spaces. In particular, Kress and Van Leeuwen (2001,

2010) developed a method that can be appended to the coding process in GT. It is based

on Halliday’s (1993) functional grammar, which understands semiotic symbols as real-

izations of three types of functions related to meaning. These are the basic functions

fulfilled by speech as an action (Halliday 1993: 112). The first function is the ideational

function. It addresses the fact that language always expresses something about cultural

experiences. The interpersonal function refers to the function of the language by which

its speakers assume a position with respect to others and negotiate relationships. The

textual function comprises the structure and internal logic of the language. Building on

this, Kress and Van Leeuwen (2010) expanded Halliday’s functional grammar to other

semiotic modalities (Van Leeuwen 2006). For a multimodal analysis, this expansion of

the metafunctions to visual forms of representation makes it possible to derive specific

questions for the coding of visual data (see also Meier/Sommer 2013; Sommer 2018b).

Starting with the ideational metafunction, meaning the representation of content and

concepts, we can derive the following questions and translate them into codes:

• Actors: Who is being represented?

• Social role: What are the social roles for the actors based on their appearance?

• Topic, event, object, situation: What is being represented?

The interpersonal metafunction refers to the relationship between the consumers of the

image and the visually represented content, especially staging practices. To reconstruct

the interpersonal metafunctions for visual communication, the questions mainly circle

around production practices, such as camera settings, perspective, and section.The fol-

lowing questions for analysis and associated codes can be derived from this function:

• Camera placement/perspective: What camera placement or perspective has been

chosen and what (spatial) relationship does this create to the scenarios being shown

(full shot, medium full shot, close-up, extreme close-up and straight-on, low an-

gle, or high angle shot and the associated role of the observer as a remote non-

participating viewer, closely involved witness, participant, etc.)?

• Field of view: What view of image objects and contexts is permitted by the field of

view and what relationship does this build with them?

The textual metafunction refers to the composition of the image elements. The following

questions for analysis can be derived and translated into codes:

• Movements: Which movements or dynamics can be determined by lines (vectors) in

the picture?

• Relationships between actors: How is the presumed relationship between actors es-

tablished by body language, size differences, and positioning within the space?
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• Closeness or distance: How is the distribution of objects in the image organized, and

howdoes this organization constitute closeness and distance of the elements to each

other?

• Dominances: What kind dominance, emphasis, and attention are constituted

through the use of contrast (light–dark, big–small, blurry–sharp, gloss–matt,

monochrome–colored, foreground–middle ground–background)?

• Affiliations and boundaries: What is the relationship between objects and context?

(this includes questions about long shot, knee shot, close-up and extreme close-up,

normal view, view from below, and what meanings can be gained from it?

Themultimodalmetafunctions play an equally significant role in the research steps of ax-

ial and selective sampling and coding as they expand and complement the analysis in a

fruitful way.

3 Multimodal analysis: Empirical example

This section focuses on the actual process of coding.Below,we illustrate themethodolog-

ical and practical use of the analytical categories of a multimodal discourse analysis in a

process of interpretation by means of our empirical example.

3.1 First analytical step: Open coding together with a social semiotic image

analysis

Our focus in the first phase of the analysis is oriented toward open coding in accor-

dance with GT.We aim to obtain a general overview of the discourses and find an entry

point into the debate. Open coding “breaks down” the collected data by comparing the

data points to find differences and similarities. The W and H questions (Who? When?

Where? What? How? How many? Why?) are used to code the data in an initial step. The

codes themselves thendescribe the various concepts.These labels are initially provisional

(Strauss 2003: 28). The labels can either be in vivo codes, meaning word usages that oc-

cur in the data, or ”borrowed” codes from the researcher’s prior knowledge (Mey/Mruck

2009: 115; cf. also Strauss 2003: 30, 125 et seqq.). In the excerpt below (see Tab. 3), we give

an example of a few sections of text from our data to which we have assigned certain

codes. A crucial point in multimodal analysis is that the codes can be contextualized not

only linguistically but also visually. To do this, we apply a social semiotic discourse anal-

ysis by posing specific questions relating to the images. As a rule, it is necessary to look

more closely at visual communication as it is impossible to determine the what without

the howwhen it comes to images.
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Fig. 3: Example of open coding. | © Author’s own diagram
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Fig. 4: Openmultimodal coding. | © Author’s own diagram

In our empirical example, both the German-language and the Polish-language dis-

course discuss the border by referring to an invasion in the sense of an invasive border

violation. The coding excerpt shows that in the Polish-language discourse the topic of

a threatening invasion by a specific group is pushed not only on the linguistic level but

also on the visual level. This means visual representations can also be added to the code

Threatening_Group in the Polish- language space.Theirmeaning is revealed at the organi-

zation level we have reconstructed using social semiotic coding. Specifically, we use the

questions for analysis derived from themetafunctions (see previous section). Hence the

analysis acts at different sign levels. In the open coding stage, these are “broken down”

into their monomodal elements. From the perspective of research practice, this means

that we generate monomodal categories and concepts from the visual and linguistic se-

quences.
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In the example, youngmen [actors] are shownwho create a threatening atmosphere

because of their lowered eyebrows, wide-open mouths, muscular upper bodies, and a

skull on one of their T-shirts (ideationalmetafunction).The staging is also conspicuous (in-

terpersonal metafunction): The actors are shown in a medium full shot, so that the viewer

experiences a feeling of being in the middle of the tumult of protesting actors [camera

placement]. A slightly low angle creates the impression that one is being overrun by the

crowd [frame]. For the third social semioticmetafunction (textualmetafunction), the body

language, such as the balled fists and tense bodies [movements], and the gaze and arms

outstretched in the direction of the camera also suggest a threatening and invasive ges-

ture [relationship actors].

Similar to the visualization in the Polish-language discourse, the German-language

discourse also contains images illustrating border crossings. These include the field of

view showing a city (see Tab. 3): At the level of ideational metafunction, there are no hu-

man actors [object] in the center, but—as the image caption explains—a part of the city

of Prenzlau, which is close to the German-Polish border.The image shows the façade of

a historic building on a street corner surrounded by the outline of an underpass [city in

the crosshairs]. With respect to the interpersonal metafunction, the full shot camera posi-

tioning suggests a view of a chosen part of Prenzlau from the perspective of someone on

the outside.The focus is clearly directed at the city as a (target) object and not at the in-

habitants, whose presence/significance appears diminished by the cut-off torsos [field

of view]. This example ultimately contains the key to interpreting the arrangement in

the image (textualmetafunction):The foreground contains the (slightly blurry) curved arch

of the underpass framing the historic building façade [closeness/distance].The curve is

dark, like the edge of a gun sight, and the historic building façade shines in the sunlight

as the object of desire [dominance].The image arrangement in the context of Polish res-

idents moving in and upgrading the cityscape suggests the martial act of placing some-

thing into-the-crosshairs. The playful treatment in this composition informs readers that

something is heading toward the city and its inhabitants [affiliation/dissociation].

As the example illustrates, the different symbolic levels are coded separately, at the

image level and at the text level.This analytical step is the foundation for reconstructing

the multimodal interaction of the different symbolic levels in the next coding step.

3.2 Second analytical step: Multimodal discourse analysis – axial coding

In the second step of the analysis, we follow the axial coding process of GT. The goal of

this step is to explore themultimodal relationships between the concepts and categories

we have previously treated as monomodal.
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3.2.1 The multimodal axial coding paradigm

In this stage,weadapt the axial codingparadigmofStrauss andCorbin (1996: 75 et seqq.).

This coding paradigmmakes it possible to specify the relationships between categories,

key categories, and sub-categories by relating these to each other as phenomena, conse-

quences, contexts, causal conditions, intervening conditions, and strategies. In our anal-

ysis, this coding paradigm helps compress the categories generated into interpretative

schemes.3 To break down and investigate themultimodal correspondences and relation-

ships—for example, between text and image—we supplement axial coding fromGTwith

social semiotic metafunctions.The aim of this stage is to reconstruct the interpretative

schemes given the combination of these sign resources.The “borrowed codes” of SDA al-

low us to study the how (how is something expressed/represented?) for the combination

of image and speech in the interpretative schemes: in other words, patterns of interpre-

tation can be reconstructed from the multimodal elements.

For the components (phenomenon, context, etc.) of the coding paradigm, the key

is determining how the different symbolic levels correspond to each other in ways that

generate meaning. Patterns of interpretation can then be reconstructed from the mul-

timodal elements and correspondences. From the perspective of research practice, we

therefore interpret how the different semiotic modalities in the multimodal interaction

realize the ideational, the interpersonal, and the textual metafunction.

3.2.2 Empirical example: Patterns of interpretation of invasion

We present multimodal axial coding using the example of the interpretative scheme of

invasion.The interpretative scheme of invasion generally describes a threat caused by a

spatial practice.The schemearises from the interplay betweenwhat is viewed as the inter-

vening condition for the potentially threatening and ironicallymeant invasion over the border

andwhat ultimately corresponds to the phenomenon in this scheme (see Fig. 3).The inter-

vening condition is stated to be the open border, which is not so much the underlying

motivation as a prerequisite for migration. The causes of invasive border crossings are

identified as problems involving demographic change in eastern Germany, which is ex-

pressedat the level of imagery throughdepopulated/empty streets.Of the social semiotic

metafunctions, these elements of the interpretative scheme belong to the interpersonal

metafunction.

3 Strauss and Corbin focus primarily on actions and interactions in various social situations. Ac-

cordingly, their axial coding paradigm is rooted in action theory (Strauss/Corbin 1996: 75 et seqq.;

Strauss 2003: 56 et seqq.). For reconstructing the patterns of interpretation, however, the discur-

sive interpretations stand at the heart of the coding. Hence, the phenomenon is itself the core of

the interpretative scheme. Strauss and Corbin relate causal conditions to events or incidents that

trigger the occurrence of a phenomenon. For the analysis in this study, we reconstruct what the

particular patterns of interpretation identifies as the cause of a phenomenon. The same is true for

the context and consequences.
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Fig. 5: Empirical example: Multimodal interpretative scheme of INVASION |©

Author’s own diagram

This is because the speakers suggest positions and causes to the readers that are prac-

tically a response to the open borders. As strategies of action and interaction, the German-

language discourse engages in practices of relativization of the invasive character of the

phenomenon, often based on humorous wordplay such as “friendly takeover” or “Poland

is finally invading back.”These boundaries aremade clear at the visual level by the use of

“peaceful” cityscapes to neutralize the implication of a threatening invasion. In the Pol-

ish-language discourse, in contrast, practices of separation are expressed by always for-

mulating references to the neighboring country as an image of the Other (the Germans

or Niemcy in Polish) and by attributing clear roles to Germans (perpetrators) and Poles

(victims). From a social semiotic perspective, this fulfills the textualmetafunction through

mechanisms of inclusion and exclusion.The assignment of the roles of perpetrator and

victim is reinforced by evoking specific contexts, such as the power imbalance between

Germany and Poland during the SecondWorldWar, though only at the linguistic and not

at the visual level. From the perspective of social semioticmetafunctions, these elements

of the interpretative scheme fulfill the ideationalmetafunction:The social roles of the Poles

as victims and the Germans as superior force is implied, relying on a culturally rooted

foundation of experience.The elements of the interpretative scheme that imply the phe-
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nomenon of invasive border crossing can therefore be interpreted in two ways within

the axial coding paradigm. On the one hand, the interpretative scheme of invasion can

portray a threat hidden behind the border, implying the border should be reinforced.On

the other hand, the supposed threat of an invasive border crossing has an ironic conno-

tation, implying the border should be dissolved. From a social semiotic perspective, the

specific, structurally contingent use of language here fulfills the textual metafunction.

3.3 Third analytical step: Selective coding

In the third step,we also use the described analytical tools of axial coding to interpret the

data at a higher level of abstraction.The aim of this phase is to reconstruct the narrative

structure of the discourse and to fully map out the discursive practices and actors in-

volved. To define the narrative structure,we relate the previously reconstructed patterns

of interpretation to each other in order to describe the basic narrative, storyline, andpat-

tern of the discourse.Themultimodal patterns of interpretation are then the smallest el-

ements at the level of the interpretive repertoire: One interpretive pattern can serve as a

context for another or be a consequence of a phenomenal structure in the basic narrative.

In the selective coding process, we maintain an overview of all the interpretative

schemes during coding. The advantage is that the code assigned to a pattern of inter-

pretation can also form the context for coding another interpretative scheme. In this

way, a storyline gives rise to the interpretative repertoire. In our example, let us assume that

in addition to the interpretative scheme of invasion described above, we also discovered

the interpretative schemes of German superiority, Polish claim to sovereignty, and insecurity

due to criminality in our axial coding. It is already becoming clear that the interpretative

schemes are characterized by unequal power relationships, the existence of aggressors,

and vulnerability. Even though the interpretative schemes are identical, different inter-

nal relationships between the schemes result in two storylines, one in the Polish and one

in the German discourse. In the German discourse, the interpretative schemes can be

joined up into the German storyline un/grateful neighborhood, which alludes to the con-

stant efforts and fears on the German side and the lukewarm and sometimes aggressive

attitude toward a German-Polish relationship. An example of a speaker representing

this storyline is an editor of the Märkische Oderzeitung newspaper referring to a “bridge

without links.”The storyline on the Polish side is vulnerable at the border and alludes to the

historic and discursive graves belonging to the two countries, which manifest above all

in the border region and thus represent a threat.

4 Potential of a multimodal discourse analysis

Themultimodal discourse analysis research programwe have presented focuses on pat-

terns of meaning. In reconstructing multimodal pattern of interpretation in the Polish-

and German-language discourse about the border, we focus on discursively negotiated

knowledge about space.The combination of the sociology of knowledge approach to dis-

course analysis, grounded theory, and social semiotics also offers the potential of study-

ing the material level of a discourse about space. In the SKAD, analytical categories are
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created for both the interpretative repertoire and thematerial dimension, relating to ac-

tors and their discursive practices. The social semiotic concepts then make it possible

to not only determine what statements are being made but also by whom and how. In

this way, the issue of materiality—underexplored in discourse research—could become

a fruitful approach in qualitative spatial research.
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Geolocalization of digital data

Daniela Stoltenberg, Barbara Pfetsch, and Annie Waldherr

When digital technologies first began to proliferate, some predicted the “death of dis-

tance” (Cairncross 1997).By now,however,we have come to realize that location andplace

have by no means lost significance in or as a result of digital media. Location informa-

tion is embedded in digital data inmanyways. For example, socialmedia platforms allow

users to disclosewhere they live in their profiles.Blog posts, news stories, and comments

discuss places, and platforms like Twitter and Instagrammake it possible to display the lo-

cation where a post is made (see Lettkemann in this volume).

These applications have significantly increased the amount of data researchers can

use to study spatial contexts in the digital realm. At the same time, the characteristics of

this “big data” (Russom2011: 6)—namely volume (size and required storage space), velocity

(highly dynamic, undergoing change in real time), and variety (differing formats)—make

the traditional methods of the social sciences largely inapplicable. Automated methods

have become necessary.

These data and methods open up numerous innovative applications, triangulation

opportunities, and interesting interpretations of content for qualitative spatial research.

For example, geoinformation can be used to identify user groupswhose interactionwith

spatial information can then be investigated in ethnographic studies or qualitative inter-

views: Why do some users share their locations in social networks, while others choose

not to disclose location information? Geoinformation in digital data can also be a pre-

requisite for the qualitative analysis of local networks of people or groups. The recon-

struction of user types based on digital location information can then, for example, be

combined with qualitative network analyses (Hollstein/Straus 2006) to describe spatial

and social interaction patterns. In discourse analysis, the frequency of references to spe-

cific locations in unmanageably large corpora of text can be important in describing pat-

terns ofmeaning. If we can quantify that some locations are being discussed in a notable

way,we can elaborate on this observationwith qualitative andmixed-methods discourse

analysis (Duchastel/Laberge 2019).

Finally, the automated analysis of location information in digital data opens up en-

tirely new possibilities for the spatial contextualization of qualitative descriptions of so-

cial behavior. If information about the interactive space of people or groups has been

obtained in a qualitative network analysis, this can then be combined with data about
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their online communication to ask: What is the spatial and social structure of personal

networks and how are these subjectively perceived? Or, for a location-specific discourse

analysis:What other places are also evoked in the relevant communications?Howdodis-

courses about specific locations differ?

Even qualitative spatial researchers should view the automatic identification and

classification of georeferences in large corpora of text without blinders and exploit these

methods in their research. As the examples above show, the triangulation and iterative

combination of digital big data applications and qualitative ethnographic analytical

techniques open up entirely new horizons of research. At the same time, automatic

procedures for extracting location information from texts are becomingmore andmore

accessible even to researchers without a computing background and corresponding

research designs are becoming easier to implement.

Given this background, this chapter aims to present simple automatic geocoding

methods that, when combined with qualitative methods, facilitate original perspec-

tives in spatial analysis. We begin with the characteristics of location information in

digital datasets and the challenges posed by their analysis. We then give an overview

of approaches to the automatic classification of location information and discuss their

strengths and weaknesses. We introduce the practice of automatic analysis of digital

geoinformation in two examples from our own research.1 Finally, we take a step back

and problematize questions of scientific ethics.

1 Properties of digital location information

References to place appear in digital media in many forms. As they are authentic mani-

festations of human behavior, they are considered observational data. Although geodata

is easy to collect for scientific analysis, they are rarely standardized in something like a

coordinate pair (e.g.,GPSdata fromsmartphones).Usually,unstructured location infor-

mation poses significant challenges for researchers. This is illustrated by georeferences

on the microblogging platform Twitter. Three forms of references to place are particu-

larly relevant: (1) geotags in individual messages (tweets), (2) location information in profiles

of users, and (3) mentions of places in the text of tweets (seeWilken 2014).

Geotags are the form of location information in Twitter data that is easiest to process.

Theyprovide information about the location of users at the timeof tweeting.The location

information is attached to the tweet as metadata and is generated by the GPS system of

mobile devices.Geotags are accessible through Twitter’s programming interface (Applica-

tionProgramming Interface, API).Thename of the location, a description of the geographic

unit (e.g., city), and degrees latitude and longitude are given as separate variables.How-

ever, geotag analyses can distort results considerably: Only about one percent of users

around the world use the geotagging function, and this population differs sociodemo-

graphically from the general user base (Malik et al. 2015).

1 The research project Translocal Networks: Public Sphere in the Social Web of Collaborative Research

Centre 1265, “Re-Figuration of Spaces,” funded by the German Research Foundation (DFG).
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Theinformation in the “location”fieldofuserprofilesprovidesmuchbetter coverage.De-

pendingon theuser sample, roughly 80percent of all profiles have text in thisfield (Hecht

et al. 2011: 240; Kinsella et al. 2011: 64). It is a free text field where users can input their

place of residence. Unlike a geotag, the location is manually entered information. Con-

sequently, the location field may not necessarily contain useful geoinformation: Users

can input entries that do not refer to real places. Hecht et al. (2011: 240) concluded that,

in a sample of 10,000 US American profiles, a total of 66 percent contained references to

real places.On the other hand, 18 percent of users entered no information and 16 percent

entered non-geographical information. Problems can also occur because of spelling er-

rors and the diversity of possible languages. Since the location field is a free text field,

geographical information can be entered to any degree of detail, from an exact mailing

address to the planet Earth. In addition,users can entermore than oneplace into the text

field, causing problems for automatic detection. In Hecht et al. (2011: 241), this applied

to 2.6 percent of all profiles.

Finally, references to places in the body of tweets can also be of interest. Unlike in the case

of geotags and location fields, these are not so much the places where users reside, but

rather those they are talking about. Such references pose the greatest challenge for au-

tomatic detection as, unlike geotags and location fields, it is unclear where to search for

location information. In addition, the fraction of relevant references in the total volume

of text is usually very low, increasing the risk of false positive coding, that is to say, ex-

tracting references to places where there are none.

Once such references have been found, researchers must consider how informative

and high-quality the data is.We know that a substantial portion of users in most online

datasets do not provide explicit information about their whereabouts. Assuming that

these users may also differ from those who do share their whereabouts (e.g., sociode-

mographically, in their networking or communication behavior), this has consequences

for the explanatory power of studies on socio-spatial behavior based on this data.

In summary, the problems of big data analysis (Russom2011: 6) also apply to spatially

determineddigital (Twitter) data.Thesedatasets are characterized above all by their sheer

size (volume).They are too big for researchers to obtain a general overview of the embed-

ded location information throughmanual coding.Secondly, the location informationhas

considerable variance (variety): It varies in its structure, degree of detail, language, cor-

rectness, etc.Thirdly, the datasets themselves are undergoing continuous change (veloc-

ity) as new communications are constantly being added. In addition, the structure of the

data can change because of the specific platform architectures.

2 Approaches to quantitative classification

Theclassification of geoinformation in digital data canhave different goals, such as stan-

dardization of data according to a predetermined format (e.g., “city, country”), anno-

tation with coordinates, or determination of geographical level. This means there is no

standard procedure or best practice (Hoffmann/Heft 2020: 7) but rather an overwhelm-

ing number of different approaches and tools. Fundamentally, these fall into two cate-

gories: procedures that identify and standardize mentions of location and procedures
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that attempt to infer missing geoinformation. Each category contains a variety of ap-

proaches (see Fig. 1).

Fig. 1: Methods for extracting location information from digital data | ©Author’s own diagram

Inferential methods can be divided into network-based and content-based methods.

Network-basedmethodsarebasedon theprinciple “youarewhere your friendsare” (Rout

et al. 2013), i.e., on the observation that social relationships are predominantly formed

with people nearby.They use connections with users who have explicit locations to infer

missing locations (seeMcGee et al. 2013; Sadilek et al. 2012). Content-basedmethods, on

the other hand, are based on the principle “you are where you write about” (Rout et al.

2013): the assumption that users tend to generate content specific to their location.Ma-

chine learning approaches are useful here as they can identify topics strongly associated

with particular locations (see Gore et al. 2015; Kinsella et al. 2011).

These inferential methods depend on many assumptions and are fraught with nu-

merous problems (Hoffmann/Heft 2020: 7). Often only about 50 percent of their attribu-

tions are valid, or attribution is only possible to very rough territories.Their performance

is also difficult to test, as a ground truth only exists for userswho also provide theirwhere-

abouts.

Standardization of available geoinformation can be subdivided into three approaches:

manual coding, gazetteers (geographical dictionaries), and automatic geocoding service

providers.Manual coding can be considered the gold standard (Takhteyev et al. 2012: 76;

Hoffmann/Heft 2020: 11). Human coders have a high level of contextual knowledge, al-

lowing them tomake complex assessments.A human coderwill generally identify “Paris”

as the French capital and will usually be right. In contrast, considerable training data

and rules are required to reliably prevent automatic methods from choosing one of the

17 US American cities with the same name (Hoffmann/Heft 2020: 5). Human coders can

also situationally use appropriate sources (e.g., maps, encyclopedia) to make decisions

and can also consider when the available information does not allow for coding. With

respect to quality criteria in the social sciences, the use of human coders maximizes va-

lidity. However, manual coding is time-consuming and expensive. The work is also tir-

ing and error-prone, compromising reliability. For this reason,manual coding is a valid

approach for small datasets, but possesses limited scalability. In contrast, computer-
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assisted methods like gazetteers or algorithmic geocoders can be applied to arbitrarily

large datasets.

A (digital) gazetteer (geographical dictionary) contains structured information about

geographical places. A location can havemultiple names, and locations can be identified

at every geographical level (e.g., neighborhood or city). These need not be officially de-

fined units; informal names can also be added (Goodchild/Hill 2008: 1041).2The location

names contained in a gazetteer can be compared to the text to find references to places.

This approach consists of dictionary-based location coding in which the constructs of

interest (here: locations) are defined in advance and associated with corresponding fea-

tures (here: location identifiers).These features are then compared to the words (tokens)

in the texts (Scharkow 2013: 299). As the method uses word comparison, it is perfectly

reliable. It will always return the same result if applied multiple times to the same study

material.Validity, on the other hand, is only as good as the effort invested in constructing

the dictionary.There are also limitations with respect to granularity and/or scalability. If

the data refers to a limited geographic region, it is possible to achieve high coverage even

of smaller places. If one attempts to scale to the global level, however, the problem of

ambiguous names becomes acute.

One efficient way to code large amounts of location information is “geocoders”: al-

gorithmic applications that identify, standardize, and annotate location information in

textual data. Geocoders are typically commercial services such as Google Maps. Depend-

ing on the use case, other providers with flat rate pricing (e.g., OpenCage) or even free

services (e.g.,DatascienceToolkitGeocoder) are possible alternatives.These applications are

normally accessible through anAPI, towhich researchers can automatically submit large

numbers of queries.The process is highly efficient and requires very little programming

skill. The entered input (e.g., the entry in a location field) is algorithmically processed

and compared to databases (e.g., belonging to Google Maps or Open Street Map). As these

databases have a high coverage of geographical information at all levels, a city is highly

likely to be coded as accurately as a country or an exact address. Geocoders are char-

acterized by considerably greater flexibility with respect to the input than dictionary-

based approaches. However, these services have disadvantages for academic research

because their rules are not transparent and therefore not intersubjectively verifiable. In

addition, coding using geocoders can lead to many false positives (Takhteyev et al. 2012:

76).While a dictionary only finds exactly the terms contained in its lists, a geocoder relies

on databases so comprehensive that almost any term can be included.This means non-

geographic identifiers are often classified as locations.

Overall, there is no solution for the extraction and classification of location informa-

tion in digital datasets that meets the criteria of transparency, reliability, and validity

equally well. Researchers must consider the advantages and disadvantages of different

methods in the context of the specific research question and data material.

2 Good coverage formajor cities around theworld is offered by, for example, the iDAI gazetteer of the

German Archaeological Institute (https://gazetteer.dainst.org/ [last accessed: October 30, 2019]).

In parallel, computer-assisted text analysis has developed tools aggregated under the term named

entity recognition that can extract objects, including places, from text. One example is SpaCy (http

s://spacy.io/api/annotation#named-entities [last accessed: October 30, 2019]).
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3 Geocoders and gazetteers: Two use cases and solutions

To illustrate the use, advantages, and disadvantages of the methods described, we

present two examples from our research about the spatial location of Twitter networks.

In one example,we demonstrate how toworkwith an automatic geocoder. In the second

example,we identify location data using a dictionary created specifically for the research

purpose. Both analyses were performed using the statistical programming environment

R (R Core Development Team 2019).

3.1 Geocoder for systematizing location information

In our studyof the spatial dimensionof social networks,we investigated thedigital inter-

action network around the city of Berlin. We wanted to know where in the world users

who communicate with Berliners on Twitter are located. To map the geographical con-

text, we had to standardize the inconsistent information from Twitter user profiles and

assign coordinates to it. The dataset contained tweets by users who identified Berlin as

their location and posted tweets in a two-week period in the summer of 2018. It also in-

cluded all userswithwhomthey interacted in theirmessages (throughmentions, replies,

retweets, and quotes). Overall, we had to classify the profiles of roughly 231,000 users.

Two reasonsmotivatedus touse an algorithmically optimizedgeocoder: (1)The refer-

ences to placeswere almost unlimited in their geographical and linguistic diversity. Such

complexity is almost impossible to representwith existing gazetteers or even specifically

constructed dictionaries. (2) As we had decided to analyze the location field, we could

generally count on encountering usable place references. After comparing multiple ser-

vice providers, we chose the German provider OpenCage, which is primarily based on

Open Street Map data.3 OpenCage offers monthly flat rate pricing models. After register-

ing on the website, we used the API to submit queries using an authentication code. To

do this, we used the R package opencage (Salmon 2018). One advantage was that the task

required only minimal programming knowledge.

The Twitter dataset in our analysis stored the profile information for roughly 230,000

users in a number of variables (e.g., user name, description, number of followers, etc.).

We extracted the location variable relevant for our study and geocoded them using

OpenCage via the API. The result of each query was numerous structured annotations

for each location, such as a formatted address, latitude and longitude, time zone, and

individual variables representing geographical units at the level of neighborhoods to

continents.

Data standardized in this way made it possible to create, for example, maps. We

demonstrate this in Figure 2, which shows the most common locations of people con-

nected to Berlin Twitter users at the level of cities (Fig. 2a) and countries (Fig. 2b). Further

analysis, such as network analysis or linking locations to message content, is also possi-

ble.

3 https://opencagedata.com/ (last accessed: September 5, 2019).
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Fig. 2a: Locations of Twitter users connected to Berlin by city. |©Author’s own diagram

Fig. 2b: Locations of Twitter users connected to Berlin by country. | © Author’s own diagram

Manual coding of a random sample of our dataset confirms that the chosen method

produces valid results overall.Human coders judged the location coding identifiedby the

geocoder to be correct in over 85 percent of cases. The most common type of error was

false positives, in which the geocoder flagged a location but the human coder did not.
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3.2 Coding with a specially constructed dictionary

In our second example, we aimed to extract references to places from running text. We

used adataset of around 50,000German-language tweets concerning theBerlin housing

market.What locations in the city were being discussed in this context?

Answering this question required a different approach than thefirst example.As that

example showed, the main source of error in the geocoder was false detection of refer-

ences to locations where there were none. If we had broken down the running text into

individual words and coded themwith the geocoder, we would have gotten a large num-

ber of false positives. The solution here was an analysis using a dictionary we prepared

specifically for the project. It would be easy to expand classification to, for example, the

extraction of streets or city neighborhoods. In the present case, however,we limited our-

selves to references to Berlin’s 96 urban districts.We performed two basic steps: first the

preparation and then the application of the dictionary. We used the R package quanteda

(Benoit et al. 2018), which contains a repertoire of functions for the automatic content

analysis of text.

Fig. 3: Frequency of mentions of Berlin’s urban districts in tweets concerning the

housingmarket. |Map of Berlin’s urban districts adapted from Angr (2007) for

Wikimedia Commons.4

4 KarteBerlinDistricts.svg from Angr (2007) for Wikimedia Commons at https://commons.wikimedi

a. org/wiki/File:BerlinDistricts.svg (last accessed: April 29, 2020), licensed under CC BY-SA 3.0. La-

bels and colors have been removed from the original, the border of Borsigwalde district has been

added, and districts have been colored to match the frequency distribution. The figures are like-

wise covered by the licensing conditions of CC BY-SA 3.0.
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Themost labor-intensive step in thismethod is preparing thedictionary.Researchers

must specify what variations a place reference can have. A reference could be, for ex-

ample, in uppercase or lowercase letters, with or without a hyphen, in the form of one

or more words, or a hashtag. Abbreviations or inflections (e.g., “Pankow’s residents”) in

which prefixes or suffixes are added to the place name can alsomake identificationmore

difficult.The dictionary had to be constructed to reflect these variations.

Theanalysis itselfwasbasedonanexisting functionusingonly a few lines of code and

took only seconds. The result was a document feature matrix (DFM), which records which

urban districts are mentioned and how often for every tweet in our dataset. In our case,

we found that 21.6 percent of all tweets referenced at least one district.This information

can be displayed graphically, for example in the form of a simple frequency distribution

(Fig. 3). Here, too, further analysis could consider, for example, the discourse relating to

individual districts.

4 Research ethics

In this article,wehave shownthatdigital data containsamultiplicity of location informa-

tion, which opens up new perspectives for qualitative spatial research.The choice of the

specific geocoding instrument depends on both the research question and the nature of

the georeferences.While automatic geocoding has proven to be a valid method for clas-

sifying location information, dictionaries are better suited for the targeted analysis of

individual georeferences in longer texts.The added value of digital geodata in the social

sciences comes from triangulation and combinationwith traditional empiricalmethods.

It opens up fresh perspectives in spatial research that are far from exhausted.

However, these opportunities for obtaining and analyzing large amounts of geoin-

formation also raise questions about research ethics. Although unimaginably large re-

sources for scientific research are opening up as a result of this, location information is

still observational data.Thecollection andanalysis in aggregated form,creationofmove-

ment profiles of specific groups, and linking of the communication content to location

profiles are generally done without the explicit consent of the users. Users consent to

the collection of data in the general terms and conditions of the platforms and search

engines. As long as they do not deactivate the location functions or location recogni-

tion of their device, these data resources can bemisused formonitoring and social scoring

(see Schütte/Klein 2020: 633). Calls for transparency to service providers whose business

models are based on datawith digital location information are therefore highly justified.

Scientists who rely on access to the data should meet high standards of research ethics,

methodological rigor, and compliancewith data protection obligations.Only a transpar-

ent scientific process can justify using sensitive individual observational data in the ser-

vice of social science research. This is true of all digital data, but it is especially true of

digital location information because of the existing opportunities to link this informa-

tion to social data.
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