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Reclaiming a Virtual Sense of Place

Mehran Madani, American University of Beirut, Lebanon
Jacob Williams, Kilograph Architectural Visualization, USA
Ghida Kharfan, American University of Beirut, Lebanon

Abstract: With the latest developments in digital technology, new design software has changed the way that designers are
able to visualize the built environment effectively. Designers no longer have to practice the traditional drawing methods
where it was difficult to actualize the design work. By using design technology, designers don’t need to rely on technical
or descriptive drawing skills because the illustration process is broadly placed at the fingertips of skilled digital artists.
Today, designers have more tools to easily express their ideas and powerfully to transfer them to clients. This significant
progress has shifted the design profession to a whole new horizon, where designers of the built environment are able to
incorporate their ideas and concepts into a virtual representation and to display the projects’ essence. However, this
development in the design software still leaves a barrier between the designer and the client. Therefore, the approach is
how designers are able to come up with new, effective representation methods where the client has more opportunities to
interact during the design process and digital representation to understand the virtual/spatial sense of place.

Keywords: Space, Place, Placelessness, Sense of Place, Virtual Place, and Virtual Sense of Place

Introduction

t is true that designers now have endless possibilities to illustrate their design projects,

utilizing realistic renderings and factual presentations, but the presented products, to some

extent, are fixed; there is limited chance for the client’s engagement and his/her imagination
and creativity during the presentation. In most cases, generating accurate 3D renderings and
high-quality convincing images are the key purposes for the presentation, imposing the
designer’s idea on the client and avoiding major changes. This method causes the client to lose
the chance to effectively contribute to the design process. Moreover, some designers don’t realize
that it is very difficult for the ordinary audience to understand the scale of the created graphics
and the conceptual ideas that support the design. This process has also limited the audience’s
empathy and affected the designer-client relationship, making the interpretation barrier as a lost
in translation.

Recent studies suggest that there is a current methodology to engage the clients and
stakeholders in the beginning of design process and get their input/feedback for a better problem
understanding, known “as participatory design.” We should acknowledge this method helps
designers’ understanding of people’s needs and interests based on authentic findings rather than
assumptions. In general, the participatory design approach creates opportunity for a group of
people or community to own the solution; that means designers facilitate the design process with
people instead of for people (Spinuzzi 2002). Although this method or mindset has a higher
chance of ensuring a successful design outcome, still doesn’t engage the client/s throughout the
virtual presentation to let them experience designed spaces. This approach enables client/s to be
active and creative participants and have critical input in defining problems and translate them
into action, but usually, it happens in the early stages of the design process and not in the
decisive phase of outcomes (Muller 2003). Therefore, while early informing input is a necessary
part of the design process, we believe that the more effective impact is often made when clients
are intentionally able to build up an understanding of the designed spaces and practice their
capacities to contribute at higher levels of virtual design presentations.

As the significant focus of a digital design presentation is to influence the client effectively,
it is crucial to make sure that the client can perceive and digest the design’s spatial components,
as designed spaces. The integral design component in the built-environment field is the space.
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The space is what designers claim to design and, generally, reclaim it as a built place. Thus, it is
the designer's job to validate his/her understanding of the client's virtual space throughout the
presentation and to convey the virtual sense of place. If this mission is possible and completed by
the designer, the designer has created a virtual sense of place. Therefore, designers should
examine the current methods that they are using, such as the polychronic, the transcriptive, and
the co-evolutionary, to represent their ideas and interact with the client in order to discover the
weaknesses of such methods and to make needed improvements.

The possible improvements lead designers to a smoother design process and create more
opportunities to satisfy the client with a profound understanding of spatial relationship through
new digital techniques to the current forms of virtual representation. The key to reaching this
opportunity starts with fulfilling the need to develop a dynamic, real-time design representation
and an eye-level walkthrough tool, allowing the client to achieve his/her desires. By letting
clients control the design features and enabling them to view the design model origins and
allowing them to explore the designed spaces from different dimensions, designers will be able to
promote a virtual sense of place. The result of such development would be beneficial to the
designer, on the one hand, by making the design more convincing to the client, on the other hand,
by letting client successfully understand the proposal. This development would also contribute to
the evolution of digital technology in the design of the built environment. By introducing and
adopting the new methods, designers can provide a better visualization for their work and are
better able to communicate with their audience. Hence, the current discourse is needed to
understand why the new digital technology is required and how it helps designers to
communicate with their audience. What amenities are needed to allow the audience to truly
experience and understand the spirit of the designed spaces and experiment the virtual sense of
place throughout the digital presentation?

Space, Place, and Sense of Place

Before starting with the sense-of-place terminology, the difference between the two terms,
“space” and “place,” should be examined. “Space” and “place” intersect in many fields,
including spatial design, geography, sociology, philosophy, politics, visual arts, etc. According to
Relph (2007), a space is not considered a void or an isometric plane that grasps places. “Space”
and “place” can interchange, maintaining their own definitions. A place is usually considered to
have an identity that is bound in some way and identified with specific characteristics while
space is identified with the conceptual 3D spatial context that can turn into a place.

In general, a place can be the representation of a space through a conscious spatial feeling,
social meaning, or sensual attachment, regardless of its size (Gehl 2011; Knox and Pinch 2000).
Thus, a place can be a center of meaning, an external context of an action, or both (Gehl 2011;
Knox and Pinch 2000; Relph 2007). Gehl (2011) argues that, if a space’s spatial structure can be
available, understood, navigated, and reached as a whole, it can be a place. Knowing the
difference between the two words (“place” and “space”) helps to understand the purpose of
design representation and its objectives. Understanding these terms makes the designer more
successful when creating a sense of place with the designed spaces and how virtually can convey
that sense to the client during the design process.

After defining the space and place, it is easier to realize the meaning of a virtual place, a
digital spatial setting that cannot be authentic simply because it is the simulation of a real space
with conventional scales and measures (Horan 2000). A virtual place is a reproduction of the real
place that should be more-or-less accurate. Both place types can convey what is known as a
“sense of place.” A “sense of place” refers to the capability for an area to be comprehended and
appreciated as a place with unique characteristics (Gehl 2011; Knox and Pinch 2000). Places that
lack a sense of place are sometimes referred to as “placeless,” in the sense that a place cannot
exist without having a meaning or a spatial feeling (Relph 2007). Places with a powerful and
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strong spirit are more likely to have a special and unique character, which can be recognized by
identifying the different sensations they provide, such as the smell, the sight, the hearing, the
touch, the taste, the memory, the imagination, etc. A sense of virtual place can be mediated
digitally because it requires the active exercise of imagination in order to create something that
doesn’t exist in real life (Malpas 1999). Thus, space is still able to occupy a lot of senses and
feelings that are formed either by the designer while creating the place or by the client while
viewing it digitally or graphically. The sense of virtual place could represent the sense of a real
place because they both need the combined imagination of designers and the audience in order to
exist and develop.

Current Methods of Visual Representation

The most significant factor to consider when creating a sense of place within a virtual
representation is the ability to immerse the audience into the space. This capacity relies on the
level of visual communication to experience the place that is being designed. Allowing the
clients to explore the site freely and to take control of its different elements creates an emotional
attachment and a feeling of autonomous intervention. This approach also helps engage observers
with what is happening inside the site and to be more interested in the design. Moreover, when
the audience is given a chance to change design elements, such as the size of objects, the
locations, the colors, the materials, etc., s’/he becomes able to generate her/his own narratives.
According to Brown, Barker and Favero (2011), this kind of interactivity happens in three types:
the polychronic, the transcriptive, and the co-evolutionary. Polychronic interactivity allows
clients to determine the order of the experiences that they will encounter in the virtual
environment, which has no limits to where their curiosity leads them. The transcriptive mode is
when the user is allowed to play with the design database and the materials. This type actually
lets the client create his/her own narrative by giving him/her the opportunity to choose the
elements that best suit his/her needs, such as lighting, plants, furniture, etc. The last one, the co-
evolutionary mode, is when the designers pose questions to the clients, and based on the answers,
the clients create possible experiences, which is currently the trend. These modes provide clients
with a sense of place by letting them choose the type of experience that they would like to adopt.
Giving clients this opportunity lets them interact with the design by being immersed in a more
personal level and automatically creates a better sense of place.

The current applied virtual-representation methods, for designing the built environment, lack
user interactivity and engagement, which are integral items to create a sense of place. This kind
of participation should actually come from the computer engineers’ tools with the designers’
input so that users can contribute during the design process; in this way, clients’ visions and
opinions are included throughout the design’s development. Therefore, communication among
the user, as an initiator; the computer, as a responder; and the designer, as a mediator, is a key
factor to create a better virtual sense of place and a more successful design (Friesen 2011).
Utilizing new software that enables the interaction among these three entities will be a
transforming point of the user/designer/software relationship. When the client doesn’t have
permission to intervene during the design process, the design software means nothing to him/her.
In fact, this way causes more clients’ criticism because of the barrier that the current
representation methods have created between the client and the designer. In order to aid the client
to engage during the design process and to understand the designed spatial settings, a mutual
user-software relationship has to be created by improving the computer-aided design software
and developing the current methods of representation for settings and facilities. Accordingly, this
study investigates the possibilities for these improvements.

The study was formed based on three main aspects: the collection of existing resources, the
assessment of the available data, and the articulation of the findings. The research design for this
study began with a broad background study of the design tools and available digital technology
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that are used for virtual representation. The background study included major fields relevant to
designing the built environment, such as architecture, urban design, and landscape architecture.
Each field deals with a different level of spatial settings, so it is crucial for all mentioned
disciplines to provide a virtual sense of place for the clients. Determining and comparing the
different types of computer software that are used by these fields allowed us to identify the most-
used software for successful visual communication and effective representations.

Assessing various design projects revealed that the schematic design, hand-drawing skills,
and traditional graphics are the key illustrations for a designer to start understanding the site and
specifying site characteristics (Kanekar 2010). Then, designers normally create plans and
sections, which are in-depth drawings to visualize 2D figures and 3D spaces, for the site.
Afterward, 2D and 3D visual graphics, created with the current software, are used to show the
design process, the details, and the sense of the designed spaces. These drawings are only
comprehensive and plausible for designers and professionals, not the audience, because they
come from the designer’s imagination. That’s why designers rely on other digital techniques,
such as 3D renderings and digital 3D animations, to make the design concept and process clearer
and easier for a client to understand. There are usually three types of 3D visual communication.
The first method is utilized for the conceptual design in order to perceive the main idea and to
understand the preliminary design solutions. With this type of visual communication, the design
process and the detail level are not important. Instead, it is critical to convey the core message of
design outcome and to show the client a sample of potential spaces (Morton 2006). The second
type of visual communication uses 3D materials to clarify the conceptual development and
design process, providing a comprehensive understanding of the design decisions. The third way
of using 3D resources is to make realistic renderings and real-time walk-through animations,
giving the audience the sense of spatial settings and their relationships as well as helping the
client to predict the designed environment.

Although these techniques help designers communicate with the client and assist him/her to
understand the designed spaces, none of them gives the client the chance to participate in the
design process or to directly be involved with the design process and design decisions during the
presentation. By using these techniques, designers try to communicate with the client, showing
him/her the design options, but won't be able to provide a chance for the client to participate
during the presentation and to communicate with the designer through the applied software.
Therefore, the existing digital techniques do not afford real-time communication between the
designer and client; there is no spontaneous interaction throughout the presentation; these factors
diminish the client's understanding of spatial settings and the virtual sense of place.

The existing software, such as 3D Studio max, Maxwell Render, Vray Render, AutoCAD,
Sketchup, Revit, Adobe family, Maya, After Effects, and Lumion, is designed for the current
techniques of visual communication. The software is mainly used by designers to illustrate
graphical materials during different stages of the design process and is not for the client to
participate in the deign process (Jacoby 2009). Depending on the stage of the design process,
designers apply the appropriate software that best fits their project (Sussner, Maureen and Paul
2006). For instance, AutoCAD is typically used for creating the site’s base plan, sections, 2D
drawings, and construction details while Sketchup, 3D Studio Max, and other 3D modeling tools
are used to create photo-realistic renderings and animations. Moreover, graphics software, such
as Photoshop, Illustrator, and some other Adobe family software, is used for photo-realistic 3D
renderings and better-quality photomontages. Finally, there is other software that is used to
enhance 3D animations for higher-quality motion pictures: Lumion, After Effects, Cinema 4D,
etc.

This software enables designers to improve their visual-communication merits, but still, the
existing digital technology doesn’t have the ability to let the audience be engaged in the design
process. Therefore, the existing software lacks user interactivity and real-time engagement during
the designer’s presentation. Part of this issue is due to ignoring the need to engage the client in
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the design process, especially during the designer’s presentation. The other problem relates to the
complexity of these digital tools and the difficulty of obtaining acquired skills. To operate this
software, people need plenty of time and effort to practice and learn the digital tool’s capability
as well as to discover the tool’s proper use. Designers are required to learn their field’s applicable
digital technology, and it is part of their job to effectively communicate their design and sell the
idea; otherwise, they won’t be successful in the field. Designers may not be aware of other
barriers between them and their client, which can create an unexpected consequence if the client
doesn't understand them and doesn't comprehend the design solution. Therefore, it is crucial to
pay more attention to both factors in order to offer ease of visual communication between the
designer and the client.

Creating a Virtual Sense of Place

We believe the issue related to the designer’s digital skills to enhance the design illustration
should be an ongoing improvement by the current, competitive software companies in order to
advance the technology towards more user-friendly software for designers. We suggest a new
intervention and collaboration by designers and software engineers to help the audience interact
with designers during the presentation; this interaction is created with the digital technology. By
adapting current software to new interface types with additional commands that allow the client’s
spontaneous interaction, we can expect more interactive and dynamic design representations.
This implementation can occur at different levels of the design process and representations in
order to consider the client as an essential part of the design development. First, the software can
provide the client with an opportunity to explore the spatial layout, providing a better
understanding of the designed spaces and, ultimately, a virtual sense of place. By letting the
client experience the designed spaces and navigate the interrelationship between offered spatial
settings, s/he will be actively engaged with the proposed spaces, which helps with her/his
imagination. Second, the client can also be engaged with the modification of design elements; the
software provides options to move design elements, to resize design objects, or to change design
parameters.

The lack of client’s intervention in selecting the type, location, and size of design objects
causes a possible misunderstanding about the justification of an object’s selection, location, and
proportional criteria. Adding these capabilities to the existing digital technologies helps the client
to perceive the reasoning behind the configuration of any design components (Coates et al. 2012;
Anderson 2002). Third, there is another important step to finalize the design: the client’s favorite
part, material selection (Murray 2000; Goodman 1985). This step conveys a key impression that
the client has the choice of materials, even if s/he finally follows the designer’s recommendation,
because the designer provides the client with the possibility to experiment with other choices and
to understand why the recommended one is the best choice. The dynamic user-interaction
software offers a strong relationship between the software and both users (designer and client) at
different levels. Therefore, this approach creates more effective methods for visual
communication between two users and also generates a better understanding of the designed
spaces, resulting in the client’s virtual sense of place. By providing a touchscreen interface, the
client can navigate through the virtual master plan and immediately become excited and engaged
with the design. The simple and smooth interface enables the client to understand how to operate
the various movements and functions quickly. Within moments, s/he unconsciously manipulates
the viewing angle, and by zooming into an area, the virtual model becomes more detailed with
the appearance of spatial relationships and a sense of the virtual environmental. The integration
of detailed site information and spatial feeling can be explored by breaking the large design into
smaller, more comprehensible spaces. Using touchscreen technology creates a more intuitive
relationship between the designer and the user.



THE INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF DESIGN MANAGEMENT AND PROFESSIONAL PRACTICE

Conclusion

It is true that new forms of digital technology and design software have been developed to
improve the visual communication between designers and clients, but the existing digital
technology is not capable of providing opportunities for clients to be part of the design process.
The current software lacks the ability to create a virtual sense of place. In order to provide clients
with more opportunities to be involved with the design’s development and to incorporate their
imagination and creativity into the design, real-time digital techniques have to be developed to
address the audience’s comprehension and participation. This new software will engage clients in
the thought process from the design development’s early stages, eliminating the chances for them
to feel left out or excluded throughout making the design solutions. This method helps clients to
understand the logic behind any design decision and assists the designer with convincing the
clients through a more coherent approach. The proposed advancements would be an asset to the
design fields because the changes let clients interact during the design representation by allowing
designers to convey a virtual sense of place.

This significant improvement in digital technologies would start with developing a dynamic,
real-time design illustration and an eye-level walkthrough tool. Then, clients can control the
design features, enabling them to observe the design model and to better understand and
experience it. This lets the client examine the validity of the proposed solutions and generate
ideas through the process of design improvement. Such development would allow the design
representation to convey a virtual sense of place. Consequently, both the designer and the client
will benefit from these proposed improvements for designing the built environment. When the
designer is able to clearly transfer his/her design ideas through various stages of the design
process and to encourage the client for effective interaction, the client will have a better
understanding and a stronger feeling to express his/her opinions by exchanging ideas with the
designer about likes and dislikes. This interaction can be accomplished at different stages of the
design process. As a result of this exchange in the virtual representation methods, designers and
clients have a better relationship by sharing their thoughts and considering each other’s opinions.
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