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districts before he turned his sights to 
TAXI, which he considers his greatest 
legacy. His partner on the project is his 
son, Kyle. He chose the TAXI site for its 
“grittiness, and sense of freedom,” and 
its “quasi-rural feeling.” Situated in a 
rough industrial neighborhood, TAXI 
has surprising proximity to downtown 
Denver. From the outset, Zeppelin had 
a good sense of his target audience: 
creative entrepreneurs, designers, and 
tech companies. Says Mickey, “You 
create a place by paying attention 
to people and their values and their 
needs.” For these young-ish profession-
als and families, needs include flexible, 
non-hierarchical spaces for work, 
collaboration, and socializing; plenty of 
light and air; attention to design detail; 
active-living amenities; and a high 
bar for environmental sustainability. 
Around-the-clock, mixed-use activity 
was another goal: Kyle Zeppelin was 
quoted in the denver post as saying, 
“We didn’t want this project to die at 

6 p.m. We didn’t want it to be just an 
office park.”31 

Though the development can seem 
physically disconnected from its sur-
roundings, Mickey has worked hard 
to make sure TAXI is not an island. He 
refers to the development as “rough 
around the edges,” which describes its 
aesthetic, but also the blurred boundar-
ies it shares with the surrounding dis-
trict. The Zeppelins have been heavily 
involved in shaping and promoting the 
RiNo Arts District, led by a 120-member 
group currently transitioning from LLC 
to a nonprofit model. The past ten years 
have seen hundreds of artists, galler-
ists, fabricators and related uses move 
to the sleepy industrial area, which 
RiNo founder and artist Tracy Weil 
calls “white hot.” Zeppelin estimates 
there are between 200 and 300 artists 
currently living or working nearby. Both 
Zeppelin and Weil agree that RiNo and 
TAXI are complementary and mutually 

beneficial. Zeppelin’s other project in 
the neighborhood, a brand-new re-
habbed warehouse-turned-foodie-des-
tination called The Source, enjoys an 
almost-comical level of buzz, although it 
is still under construction. Needless to 
say, Zeppelin’s version of placemaking 
puts the “brand” front and center.

In addition to promoting the arts, 
Zeppelin and RiNo are vocal advocates 
for neighborhood improvements. 
Infrastructure in the neighborhood is 
poor—there are no storm drains, street 
trees, or bike lanes, and few sidewalks. 
According to Mickey, the area has for 
years been a “low investment priority 
for the city.” When he first bought the 
TAXI property, “everyone at the city 
thought I was crazy.” The developers 
are tireless advocates and savvy coali-
tion-builders on issues such as pedestri-
an connection (the Zeppelins have been 
pushing for a pedestrian bridge across 
the Platte for years) and bike lanes. At a 
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recent community meeting on planned 
improvements to Brighton Boulevard, 
the transportation spine of the district, 
there was a strong sense that the ma-
jority of attendees were there because 
of Zeppelin’s organizing. With the City 
finally giving attention to infrastructure 
investments in the district, Zeppelin’s 
guiding influence is clear.

Mickey says, “What is community? It’s 
communication.” The TAXI campus 
itself is a laboratory, a controlled 
environment to demonstrate some of 
the Zeppelins’ placemaking principles. 
Tony Mazzeo, landscape architect, has 
helped create a landscape that “layers 
events: social encounters and events 
on top of natural process events.” 
“FreightScape,” an industrial-natu-
ralistic plaza makes its ecological pur-
pose visible, with stormwater systems 
and a succession of plantings used to 
organize the space. Cafes Fuel and re-
Fuel are by far the most popular social 
spaces, while clusters of casual seating 
occupy outdoor areas and indoor 
corridors alike. The original building, 
called TAXI 1, is organized around an 
“interior street” (literally a former 
indoor driveway), which is designed to 
facilitate chance encounters. Several 
conference rooms are communal, and 
facilities like a fitness room, outdoor 
swimming pool, and private bike share 
are intended to increase social activity 
beyond office walls. Programming, 
too, helps build community at TAXI: 
recent highlights include a summer 
weekly party at TAXI’s on-site ship-
ping-container pool; outdoor movie 
nights in the FreightScape theater; 
lunchtime bike rides; and a riverfront 
cleanup. For the pool parties, TAXI’s 
sales and leasing associate Jamey 
Bridges says, Zeppelin “always lays out 

a couple hundred dollars, but it shows 
the tenants they can organize events 
whenever they want.” Bridges says “it’s 
not unusual to see people grilling out 
by the pool, plugging their iPod into 
the sound system. These events just 
sort of happen sometimes.”

TAXI’s community, for now mostly 
business tenants, has the advantage of 
being self-selected. The Zeppelins are 
not known for their hard sell. Becky 
Peterson says, “Mickey and Kyle just 
showed us around, and told us what 
TAXI was all about. They said, ‘if this 
seems like an environment you would 
enjoy, we’d love to have you.’” For the 
initial building, the Zeppelins courted 
architecture offices, tech companies, 
and others that might value natural 
light and a flexible work environment. 
Recently, though, the company has al-
lowed the place to speak for itself, and 
tenants have organically selected into 
an interesting, if not totally diverse, 
mix. The development now houses 60 
businesses with over 400 workers. The 
residential community is smaller (all 
units are market rate), but two new 
residential buildings are planned to 
attract more families, whereas existing 
units were largely marketed toward 
single professionals. Zeppelin has spe-
cifically tried to attract women-owned 
businesses, and has built amenities 
that cater to female professionals 
including an on-site pilates studio and 
an on-site child care facility. 

Though Mickey Zeppelin has a reputa-
tion as a renegade, and many in the RiNo 
district take a certain pride in its lack 
of infrastructure, TAXI could not have 
happened without the help of the City of 
Denver. In the past decade, Zeppelin has 
received four loans from Denver’s Office 

of Economic Development. John Lucero 
of OED says that the office “sees our role 
as that of a community bank,” and builds 
relationships with its borrowers. Though 
OED usually turns down projects for 
which it would be the sole lender, Mickey 
Zeppelin’s good reputation within the 
community led the office to take a solo 
role in financing one of TAXI’s buildings; 
Mickey, for his part, paid the 15-year loan 
back in just one year.

It may have taken ten years, but it is 
clear that the City is now prioritizing 
overlooked areas of North Denver. 
The recently-launched North Denver 
Cornerstone Collaborative is a group 
of senior-level representatives of City 
agencies tasked with deciding how 
best to invest and improve communi-
ties in the area. A light rail system is 
being expanded—a station will sit on 
the edge of RiNo, a ten-minute walk 
from TAXI—and “walkability” and 
“Transit Oriented Development” are on 
everybody’s lips. The City is aware that 
attracting more residential develop-
ers to the district will require infra-
structure investments such as storm 
drains, street lights, and sidewalks. 
In the midst of these new conversa-
tions about city investment in North 
Denver, Zeppelin is positioned to be an 
important influence. As area resident 
says, “Mickey has been going to that 
same community meeting for a decade. 
So when they finally do something, they 
won’t be able to ignore him.” As former 
TAXI consultant Susan Barnes-Gelt 
says, “Real change in a city takes a de-
termined, visionary developer working 
with a friendly regulatory body.” The 
developer showed up to the table a 
decade ago, and has spent that decade 
building trust and influence in antici-
pation of the City’s arrival. 



At one end of the spectrum of public/
private placemaking lies Mike Lanza’s 
Playborhood, a completely self-fi-
nanced, self-built initiative on private 
property—namely, Lanza’s front yard. 
Playborhood, in the leafy upper-mid-
dle-class suburb of Menlo Park, CA, is 
a remarkably popular neighborhood 
amenity for kids of all ages, and should 
not be discounted for the important 
social role it plays in its community. 
Lanza believes private placemak-
ing efforts and private spaces offer 
much-needed contributions to com-
munities such as his, which often lack 
public space within walking distance. 
Lanza’s creation, an elaborate play 
zone for kids, supports his philoso-
phy of the importance of free play in 
building community. Lanza says, “Kids 
are so programmed these days with 
lessons, supervised visits to parks, and 
digital entertainment. We wanted our 

preCeDenT MInI-CaSe:  
5.11 Playborhood—Menlo Park, CA

children to learn how to share and play 
on their own, but there weren’t safe 
places for them to do this freely.”

Lanza shares the DIY entrepreneurial-
ism of many placemaking leaders—the 
difference is that Playborhood needed 
no regulatory buy-in or community 
process to move from vision to imple-
mentation. Instead of petitioning the 
government for a park or enhanced 
open space for children, Lanza decided 
to use his yard as canvas to create the 
place lacking in his neighborhood. 
He and his wife invested over $100k 
of their own money on an extensive 
retrofit of their front and back yards, 
including two play fountains, a white-
board fence for writing and drawing, 
a two-story play house, an in-ground 
trampoline, a chicken coop, a garden, 
a neighborhood mosaic, a map of the 
neighborhood painted on the drive-

way, and a colorful river painted on 
the front sidewalk. The Lanzas, who 
have three boys of their own, run a 
week-long summer camp and encour-
age all neighborhood children to visit 
throughout the year. 

The success of Playborhood shows the 
role of one extreme model—the com-
pletely private placemaking initiative. 
It also shows placemaking in a context 
where social spaces are truly needed—
the often overlooked suburbs. Lanza 
describes more typical placemaking 
efforts as “great little pocket parks in 
the middle of economically vibrant 
places for hipsters, not the children 
(or older people for that matter) who 
are mobility restricted and really need 
this type of amenity… it’s really the 
suburbs where the demand for mean-
ingful places for free play and recre-
ation is more desperately needed.” 

Playborhood, Menlo Park, CA
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new urbanism is a movement focused on 
the creation of new neighborhoods that 
resemble old ones, focusing once again 
on community and place. these devel-
opments usually emphasize principles 
that encourage walkability, connectivity, 
mixed uses, diverse housing choices, 
increased density, progressive transit 
options, and a traditional neighborhood 
layout with a clear center. While the 
movement, which came about in the 
1990s, has been criticized by some for 
being overly nostalgic and contrived, 
gaithersburg’s Kentlands provides a new 
urbanist placemaking success story. one 
of the first new urbanist developments, 
this 8,000 person community is now more 
than twenty years old. the developer, 
joseph alfandre, sought out the designers 
andres duany and elizabeth plater-Zy-
berk, of the design firm dpZ, original 
proponents of new urbanism, to help 
envision a new traditional neighborhood 
inspired by the beauty and order he saw in 
the historical Kentlands Farm complex. 
early design charrettes spread the vision 
to new and soon-to-be homeowners. 
soon after, financial troubles coalesced 
this group to organize and successfully 

5.12 Kentlands, Gaithersburg, MD 
Process and design foster long-lasting community

Key TaKeaWayS

•	Heavy	community	involvement	in	the	visioning	process	can	create	a	united,	passionate	group	

capable of shepherding a development according to their vision

•	Neighborhoods	deliberately	designed	to	be	social	can	play	an	important	role	in	facilitating	a	con-

nected, active community

•	A	strong	civic	association	can	stand	the	test	of	time	and	turn	over	management	to	future	leaders	

•	Ongoing	programming	led	by	a	dedicated	nonprofit	entity	helps	strengthen	neighborhood	con-

nections and ties to the surrounding community

advocate for their community with banks, 
developers, businesses, and the City. to-
day, Kentlands is a thriving and desirable 
neighborhood, one with a kickball league, 
charity runs, and neighbors who greatly 
value their strong sense of community.

From its inception, Kentlands was more 
community-oriented than a typical new 
residential development. In 1988, Al-
fandre and DPZ met with Gaithersburg 
City officials, planners, and members of 

the public during a weeklong charrette 
to create a plan for a pedestrian-ori-
ented and mixed-use “new-old town.” 
The charette was used to inform a new 
mixed-use zoning code, created to 
accommodate a community-supported 
design and a diverse population through 
a range of home types. Alfandre, a 
community minded developer, wrote 
Kentland’s bylaws so that the first three 
months of each resident’s homeowner’s 
association fees would be put into a Title 

Kentlands, Gaithersburg, MD
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Holder’s Initial Contribution (TIC) fund 
used to support the cultural and social 
life of the broader community. Design 
and programming charrettes continued 
throughout the planning phase and 
before groundbreaking commenced, 
Alfandre hosted the “Kentlands Festival 
of the Arts” in a giant tent on the empty 
site. This began a string of arts-related 
events that remain a mainstay of the 
Kentlands culture today. 

Alfandre soon met some financial 
difficulty, however. The 1991 recession 
and pull out of a major financial partner 
forced the development company into 
bankruptcy. Rather than let the plan 
die, the dozens of homeowners already 
committed to Alfandre’s vision became a 
powerful lobbying force ensuring the de-
velopment continued as planned. While 
new developers took the reins, residents 
became very involved in day-to-day de-
velopment decisions and had a constant 
presence in City Hall. Displeased with 
plans for an adjacent parcel, residents 
led a successful campaign to retain a 
new urbanist vision for that property 
as well. In 1992 Kentlands’ first civic 
organization, the Ad Hoc Kentlands 
Committee, was formed to advocate for 
the Kentlands community. The group 
met in residents’ homes, communicated 
through door-to-door flyers, and in 1993 
began publishing a monthly newsletter. 
When another developer purchased 
a large parcel nearby, the Mayor and 
City Council imposed a moratorium on 
development at citizens’ urging so that a 
single, coordinated plan could be devel-
oped for the remaining parcels. 

Originally created and controlled by 
the developer, the Kentlands Citizens’ 
Assembly has had a citizen-elected five 
person Board and separately elected 

President since 2000. The Assembly’s 
yearly budget is around $2 million and 
handles maintenance, capital improve-
ments, and programming. Neil Harris, 
Board Chair for the KCA, says they rare-
ly struggle to get community volunteers, 
“We have been very successful at getting 
people to step up and contribute to 
running the community. Because of the 
social atmosphere they want to do their 
part to keep it working, because it is a 
very special place.”

Today, Kentlands is an award-winning 
example of how resident engagement 
and design can together foster long 
lasting community. The initial public 
process was instrumental in creating a 
sense of ownership in the community 
and an organized group to guide the 
project through completion. Now, how-
ever, residents tout the deliberate de-
sign decisions that constantly foster so-
cial contact. Public spaces are scattered 
throughout the community, including 
quiet parks, gardens, a lake and a village 
green, as well as busy playgrounds and 
more than three miles of nature trails. 
Alleys are used for parking and playing 
and narrow streets with wide sidewalks 
create a pedestrian-friendly environ-
ment. Houses, clustered together with 
small yards and big porches, encourage 
neighbors to talk to each other fre-
quently. “The porches are offset from 
the sidewalk by a very small space, if 
people walk by you almost have to say 
hello because you are in that distance 
where it’s weirder to not. There are lots 
of designer touches like that to make 
this a social place,” says Harris. Kent-
lands Community Foundation Director 
(and Kentlands resident) Carrie Dietz 
agrees, “Honestly this place is different 
because people talk to each other, you 
are forced to.”

These non-stop interactions mean 
community members get to know each 
other and as they do, they begin to care 
about each other. Says Dietz, “It has been 
the perfect place for us to raise our kids, I 
am confident every one of these parents 
would call us if one of my daughters was 
doing something wrong and that is a great 
thing to know as a parent!” Programming 
is heavy and continuous; the homeown-
ers’ association has, as one of their many 
committees, an activities team that hosts 
everything from community happy 
hours and pool parties to breakfast with 
Santa. Residents attend official events 
such as the now-20th annual 5k which 
serves as a fundraiser for the Commu-
nity Foundation and attracts over 1,300 
runners, but they also organize informal 
activities like a smaller unsanctioned 5k 
“Turkey Trot” which neighbors and kids 
participate in on Thanksgiving morning, 
followed by bloody Marys for adults and 
donuts for all. The non-profit Kentlands 
Community Foundation, which is funded 
through the TIC fund, hosts events which 
welcome and serve the greater area. 
The foundation also manages and runs 
regular volunteer events for residents 
and families. 

With all of that programming, over 
8,000 residents, one million square feet 
of office and commercial development, 
and a multi-phase cultural arts campus, 
Kentlands is a small town rather than 
a neighborhood. While the town lacks 
some socio-economic and racial diver-
sity, it has achieved the age diversity 
the developer originally hoped it would. 
There is a constant cycling-through of 
residents, and long-time community 
members say the age range has always 
been broad. Residents have much pride 
in and a strong sense of attachment to 
their community and many attribute 
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this to the constancy and ready avail-
ability of social contact. As Neil Harris 
recites the daily rounds of groups who 
meet in the neighborhood coffee shop 
(a Starbucks now), his comments about 
the cafe, bars, and central square echo 
Ray Oldenburg’s assertions about the 
importance of community gathering, or 
“third,” places. Harris shares how there 
are places you can go to serendipitous-
ly run into people as well as bars and 
coffee shops with many regulars.

Mark Eppli and Charles Tu’s 1999 
study on New Urbanist property values 
focused on Kentlands and showed that 
people will pay a 12% premium to live 

there.32 Whether the brand, the planning 
scheme, or the community spirit that is 
the attraction, people are willing to pay 
more to get it. More important, however, 
is the community Kentlands creates, 
and it is likely this is at least partially 
responsible for driving prices up. From 
a 2004 study by Joonngsbum Kim and 
Rachel Kaplan, “Findings suggest that 
Kentlands residents perceive substan-
tially greater sense of community; they 
express stronger attachment to their 
community and sense of identity with 
it,” and 66% of respondents rank “sense 
of community” as a “very important” 
factor in their decision to live in Kent-
lands.33 Carrie Dietz echoed the self-se-

lecting nature, “It takes a certain per-
sonality to live here; if you don’t want 
community you probably don’t live here. 
I have found people who are not like 
that, but they aren’t typically the people 
who stay.” However, even controlling for 
self-selection, the Kim/Kaplan study 
found a significantly higher sense of 
community. Other similar studies have 
come to nearly identical conclusions. 
Resident Neil Harris agrees, “Before 
I lived here I used to think there was 
something in the water or they were 
the stepford people or something, they 
were always evangelizing how great the 
community was, but now here I am, 
evangelizing it myself.” 

Kentlands, Gaithersburg, MD

Photo courtesy of kentlandsdowntown / Flickr
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discovery green in houston is both 
a classic and a unique example of a 
large-scale, urban park created through 
public-private partnerships. it has all the 
hallmarks of traditional placemaking: 
project for public spaces© (pps) led a 
long public engagement process, the City 
donated land and capital, private founda-
tions led the fundraising, a Conservancy 
oversaw the development and runs the 
operations, and a renowned landscape ar-
chitecture firm was hired for the design. 
the 12-acre park is now an urban destina-
tion enjoyed by over one million visitors 
each year. the park’s development was 
not without its challenges: it is located 
in an area many thought could never be 
an attractive or safe destination. the 
project weathered a tug-of-war regard-
ing how heavily programmed it should 
be, a tug-of-war weighing a park that 
offers respite with one with active uses to 
draw visitors. both the park itself and its 
development strategies were deliberately 
crafted, from the funding to micro-level 
design and development decisions. since 
its opening in 2008, discovery green 

5.13 Discovery Green: Houston, TX
Public-private partnership delivers transformative city park

Key TaKeaWayS

•	 Large	park	projects	can	be	the	centerpiece	of	major	urban	revitalization	strategies

•	 Robust	programming	can	be	key	to	reversing	stagnation	and	negative	perception	of	an	area	by	

attracting heavy usage from a wide variety of local and regional users 

•	Destination	placemaking	projects	can	re-connect	suburbanites	to	urban	centers

•	A	community	design	process	can	result	in	creative	programmatic	elements	and	a	greater	sense	of	

community ownership

•	A	combination	of	strong	foundation	funding	and	non-profit	management	can	propel	projects	to	

ambitious and successful outcomes

has had an enormous economic impact 
on its neighborhood, spurring the first 
residential construction in 40 years and 
breathing life back into a once forgotten 
part of houston.

Public-private partnerships are increas-
ingly common in the creation of large 
public parks, but within this model, 

Discovery Green is unique. The park was 
the brainchild of Houston Mayor Bill 
White who quickly passed development 
oversight to a newly-created conservan-
cy to coordinate the fundraising, design 
process, and implementation. As Greg 
Ortale, President and CEO of the Great-
er Houston Convention and Visitors Bu-
reau shares, the City couldn’t afford to 

Discovery Green, Houston, TX
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plan and manage on its own and wanted 
the expedited timeline—Mayor White 
gave a three-year deadline—that private 
funding and leadership could provide. 

The idea for the downtown park was met 
with much initial skepticism; downtown 
Houston is not somewhere people were 
used to spending their leisure time. In 
2004 a partnership was initiated and the 
City contributed 6.4 acres of land as well 
as an additional $7.9 million. Private 
foundations kicked in the rest, raising 
$54 million more through a private 
non-profit, the Discovery Green Con-
servancy. Houston-based philanthropic 
foundations including the Brown Foun-
dation, the Houston Endowment, the 
Wortham Foundation, and the Kinder 
Foundation led the effort. The park’s 
operations funding comes in roughly 
equal parts ($650k - $750k each) from 
four sources: the City; rents from a cafe 
and restaurant; a bi-annual gala; and 
sponsorships and rent from private 
events. The Conservancy has been 
instrumental in connecting the park to 
those with wealth in the community, 
ensuring Discovery Green has a reliable 
and personally-invested philanthropic 
base in the future. 

One of the challenges to the design 
team, led by Hargreaves Associates, was 
the need to incorporate the vast pro-
gramming wishes of the City, while still 
preserving the “green” and quiet park 
areas. Jacob Peterson of Hargreaves 
explains that often, the better known an 
area is, the less programming it needs to 
be successful. He says, “When you are 
trying to map an unknown place onto 
people’s consciousness, programming is 
extremely important.” Discovery Green 
is heavily programmed; the park hosts 
more than four hundred free events and 

activities each year and has extensive 
design features including a lake, lawn, 
a children’s playground, botanical 
gardens, two interactive water features, 
a performance stage, dog runs, public art 
installations, and a full service restau-
rant and casual café. This presents a 
challenge, because the many program-
matic elements of the park make it diffi-
cult to have a unified identity or to find 
quiet spaces, are expensive to maintain, 
and draw additional users, who are hard 
on living elements of the park. The soil 
gets over compacted, grass turns to mud, 
plantings are ruined. As Jacob says, it 
literally can be “loved to death.” 

The City mandated that Discovery 
Green’s design and planning process 
involve a high degree of community en-
gagement. This PPS-led public vision-
ing process, plus the “blank slate” state 
of the project, led to highly creative 
ideas. “People said ‘I want a lake, why 
can’t we have a lake?’ and so we have a 
lake. Also, the upper floors of the Grove 
restaurant came from the idea for a 
Treehouse,’” says Bob Eury, executive 
director of the Houston Downtown 
Management District. Security and 
comfort, keeping the park cool; making 
sure it has quiet areas for respite; and 
making sure people feel safe, were de-
sign priorities. The park design avoids 
blind corners, glass was used in struc-
tures to add visibility, and buildings 
were placed throughout the space to 
allow plenty of “eyes on the park.” 

If visitor numbers are an indication, 
the park is shockingly successful: vis-
itorship increases each year, with 1.2 
million visitors recorded in 2012. Per-
haps most surprising, 60-70% of park 
users drive from the suburbs and 20% 
of these visitors come from outside 

the Beltway. Bob Eury thinks the park 
closely represents the racial break-
down of Houston itself, “It really does 
end up being an amazing amalgam 
of people just like Houston is.” One 
Park Place, the first new downtown 
residential building in over 30 years, 
has a 95% occupancy rate and its 
promotional materials tout adjacen-
cy to the park as a significant selling 
point. In addition, according to a 2008 
urban land article,34 Discovery Green 
has spurred $1 billion in new con-
struction including the Hess Tower, 
which sold for the highest per square 
foot price of any Houston building to 
date. Civic leadership provided the 
backbone and vision for this project. 
Nancy Kinder, of the Kinder Founda-
tion, receives praise and credit for the 
quality of the park from many sourc-
es. One of her strengths, Bob Eury 
insists, is that Nancy understands the 
tension between programming and 
design. As he says, “That tension is so 
incredibly healthy. I don’t think the 
designers can get there on their own, 
I think somehow the design has to be 
challenged to ultimately get it to its 
higher form.” Guy Hagstette, the first 
President of the Conservancy, was es-
sential in making rapid decisions and 
thinking critically about the design. 
These civic leaders, along with several 
others, intelligently ushered the park 
into existence, in a very high quality 
form, and very quickly. And there is 
little doubt that it would not have been 
possible without the private manage-
ment structure. According to Peter-
son, “Most significant urban parks 
are going toward private management 
because it delivers a better park and a 
more flexible structure… places need 
to be flexible because the world is flu-
id, they need to adapt quickly.” 



|    Places in the Making50

The partnership between the City and 
the major foundations, with excellent 
professionals brought on board, al-
lowed for productive debate, on-going 
financial support, and swift delivery of 

Discovery Green, Houston, TX
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a very high quality product. And it has 
breathed life into downtown Houston 
as a whole. As Jacob Peterson says,“It 
didn’t just catalyze redevelopment 
it changed the whole perception of 

downtown living.” And according to 
Greg Ortale, “It’s become the city’s 
‘town square’… if you haven’t been to 
Houston since 2008, then you haven’t 
been to Houston.”
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What do these cases, and other recent 
efforts, suggest for the future of the 
placemaking field? Above all, they show 
that the very definition of placemak-
ing has expanded far beyond its roots 
in the works of Jane Jacobs, William 
H. Whyte, et al. Placemaking encom-
passes a vast arena of physical scales, 
from town green to district; processes; 
initiators; and partners. The gradual 

06

Moving the Practice Forward:  
Building on Common Elements  
of Success

turn from “what makes a good place?” 
to “what—and who—makes a good 
placemaking process?” indicates that an 
increasingly nuanced understanding of 
community, political power, and social 
capital is beginning to permeate the 
field. And rather than a dilution of 
the field due to the increasing size of 
placemaking’s “tent,” it seems that 
placemaking’s increased inclusive-

ness and diversity is strengthening 
the field. How, then, can our knowledge 
of this moment in placemaking shape 
greater positive impact going forward? 
Public and private sector placemakers, 
funders, community advocates, and pub-
lic officials all have a role in successful 
placemaking. Below are some recom-
mendations for framing the conversa-
tion, and the action, of the field.

Harvard Plaza, Cambridge, MA
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The Placemaking universe 
is expanding: Think more 
broadly about the potential 
benefits of place and 
community

The process of creating places is not 
linear, nor is the relationship between 
communities and their places. Even 
for seemingly traditional, open-and-
closed, top-down placemaking projects 
such as the design and construction of 
a new park, public programming and 
maintenance can completely shift the 
way a community relates to, and shapes, 
its place going forward. The experience 
of being part of a placemaking process 
can have as great or greater impact on 
a community as the finished place. As 
Allan Jacobs and Donald Appleyard 
wrote in towards a new urban design 
Manifesto, “While we have concentrated 
on defining physical characteristics of a 
good city fabric, the process of creating 
it is crucial…It is through this involve-
ment in the creation and management 
of their city that citizens are most likely 
to identify with it and, conversely, to 
enhance their own sense of identity and 
control.”35 It’s time for placemakers to 
speak of the benefits of the process in 
equal terms as those of the place itself in 
definitions and explanations of the field. 
The virtuous cycle enlarges the uni-
verse of supporters, potential funders, 

and advocates and makes placemaking 
relevant beyond the discussion of public 
space to include community empower-
ment, capacity, and attachment. 

Enlarge the welcome mat—
there is room for many types 
of “communities” 

If “placemaking” has been too narrowly 
defined in the past, so too has “commu-
nity.” So often, the word is used as proxy 
for “residential neighbors,” “our best 
guess to who will use the future place,” 
“poor people” and other too-small 
categories. The cases illustrate that no 
one group or constituency owns place-
making. Broadening the definition of 
community will go a long way to helping 
make sure that community engagement 
is actually an asset to the process, and 
not just a box that is checked reluc-
tantly as part of a legal requirement. a 
community is anyone who stands to gain 
from the process or the place. Communi-
ties might benefit in terms of economics, 
quality of life, civic engagement, fun, 
safety, the social connections they make, 
the list goes on. In some contexts, real 
estate developers, for example, must 
be considered a legitimate community 
whose goals are not dissimilar from that 
of potential users of a place. Maybe, as in 
the case of Discovery Green where 70% 
of users drive in from the suburbs, there 
is little overlap in the community of 
“users” and “neighbors.” If placemakers 
can cast the community net wide, the 
field will become more inclusive, and 
our processes and places better. 

Look far and wide for place-
making tools that might work

A recurring theme in the cases and our 
research is that the strategies and tac-
tics used by placemakers have expand-
ed. The projects also demonstrate that 

more than one tactic may be used in the 
life of a project…reinforcing the power 
of the placemaking cycle and exploit-
ing the multiple entry points available 
for community, funders, and actions. 
More and more placemaking projects 
are adopting the tactical, temporary, 
or temporary-to-permanent model, 
and for good reason. When appropri-
ate, adopting projects on a temporary 
or pilot basis has many benefits. It 
allows for tangible change with min-
imal resources. Inherently less risky, 
temporary projects can attract greater 
political support and community buy-
in: nobody’s career is going to be ruined 
if a temporary project fails. The model 
allows for testing, recalibration, and 
retesting of ideas on a short timeline. 
Far from usurping the traditional 
bricks-and-mortar project, in some 
cases temporary or pilot projects give 
stakeholders something tangible to 
experience, which can build support 
for longer-term projects. Events are 
also used to bring attention to issues, 
energize communities, and circumvent 
“planning fatigue.” The tools place-
makers have serve both process and 
physical place and adept placemakers 
are strategic about embracing all of the 
possibilities and thinking about the 
continuous making of place. 

Give equal attention to  
process and outcomes in 
planning, research, and media 

Judging placemaking only on its phys-
ical result misses half of the story. In 
order to fully understand the impact of 
a project, we need to take into account 
the relationships built, social capital 
earned, and lessons learned in the 
process. Focusing on the benefits of the 
process—making clear that placemaking 
is working beyond the physical—can help 

Campus Martius, Detroit, MI
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increase support from communities, 
government leaders, and funders. This 
will, of course, require the development 
of metrics specific to the process. Just 
as the physical space has its common-
ly-used metrics (number of users, 
decrease in crime, increase in sales 
revenue for area businesses) the place-
making field needs a way to measure the 
impact of a placemaking process. We 
recommend the development of a com-
mon set of process metrics with which 
placemakers can measure and compare 
projects. These metrics might measure 
social capital indicators such as number 
of volunteers or turnout for meetings. It 
is understood that these metrics won’t 
be comprehensive but they will certain-
ly be a step in the right direction.

Show that it is working— 
or that it isn’t. And then  
do something about it!

Many placemaking projects don’t 
include any plan to measure success, 
and this is a fundamental mistake. Al-
though observation and measurement 
have always had a place in the field, the 
desire to develop indicators and mea-
sure outcomes is a defining element of 
placemaking today. The push to quan-
tify impacts and outcomes is spurred in 
part by a restricted fiscal environment 
in a society that values instant rewards. 
Funders and taxpayers want to see a 
return on their investment for place-
making projects and placemakers are 
increasingly interested in the various 
outcomes of their projects, whether 
public health impacts or economic 
ones. At the same time, the establish-
ment of concrete success metrics from 
the outset of a placemaking process 
can help focus the effort, and can help 
“sell” the project to funders, public 
officials, and other stakeholders. Before 

the project even begins leaders need to 
ask both what specifically do we hope to 
achieve with this project? and how will 
we know when we have been successful? 
Be transparent from the beginning how 
you plan to measure success. Impacts 
and outcomes might be measured 
quantitatively or qualitatively, and 
“fuzzy evidence” like personal inter-
views can be perfectly acceptable in 
areas like social capital, civic engage-
ment, and the like. appendix a contains 
information on how to communicate 
placemaking successes and offers 
examples from projects. The import-
ant point is that the project leader is 
using specific, concrete, agreed-upon 
evidence to support the claims that the 
effort is working to advance its goals. 
And remember—a project that fails to 
meet its stated goals can offer valuable 
information, but only if its leaders can 
point to the specific ways in which it 
fell short. 

Embrace the benefits of 
open-source placemaking: 
support a national/international 
placemaking community.

The placemaking community has much 
to gain by sharing information—luckily, 
the field’s increasing move towards an 
open-source model is making this easier. 
Placemaking has hit the mainstream 
and it can benefit from a mainstream 
platform of support, funding, and ad-
vocacy. Many of the recommendations 
listed here require a forum for discus-
sion and dissemination of ideas. Some 
initiatives may be well suited to central 
coordination, information sharing, 
collective advocacy and perhaps even 
pooled funding. Research regarding 
measurement and impacts, communi-
cating the broad potential benefits of 
placemaking’s mutual stewardship of 

place and community, and embracing 
an open source placemaking platform, 
come to mind.

Project leaders should do all they can 
to foster a sense of collaboration, not 
competition, with other placemakers. 
This might include building a system of 
mentorship, training, and support for 
those involved in new placemaking proj-
ects. It might include the development 
of an online platform or resource where 
outcomes, lessons, and resources can be 
easily accessed and browsed. It should 
mean the creation of open communica-
tion channels between placemakers and 
public policymakers about how policy 
can best support placemaking. Above all, 
the placemaking field needs to adopt an 
open-source culture, wherein a project’s 
success is partially measured on how 
helpful it was to other placemakers. the 
continuum of making includes the synthe-
sis, and sharing, of major lessons learned. 
In that way, a failed project can still be a 
success if it teaches another placemaker 
what not to do.

Momentum is already gathering toward 
this end. Proponents of creative place-
making “get it:” national efforts by the 
NEA Our Town program and ArtPlace 
to establish indicators, support research 
on impacts, and collaborate on programs 
and actions have advanced discussion 
and supported widespread efforts in this 
area. Recruitment of top advocates and 
funders, academic partners, and leaders 
in all types of placemaking should be a 
priority and a collaborative effort made 
to establish an agenda and goals. 
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Repair, Cleveland, OH

P
h

o
to

 b
y 

Ja
n

e
t 

C
e

n
tu

ry
 P

h
o

to
g

ra
p

h
y 

fo
r 

N
e

ig
h

b
o

rh
o

o
d

 C
o

n
n

e
ct

io
n

s



Places in the Making   | 55

What separates the projects we brag 
about from the disappointments? It 
clearly isn’t the “type” of project; case 
studies highlighted in this paper range 
from volunteer and community-driven 
temporary events to large urban parks 
with multi-million dollar budgets and 
big-name funders. Rather, the most suc-
cessful projects seem to be those that can 
combine tactics that historically would 
have been kept separate. The model of 
the DOT Plaza program, for example, in 
which pilot projects are tested and then 
made permanent, combines rapid-im-
plementation with long-term investment 
by a public agency. City Repair combines 
guerilla-style public art with a long, 
consensus-based community creative 
process. TAXI focuses simultaneously 
on creating a highly-branded experience 
on a private parcel with transportation 
advocacy and planning on a district-wide 
scale. These projects have effectively 
combined aspects of different place-
making models in a strategic way that is 
context-savvy and flexible. 

07

Conclusion

Even in a networked, technology-enabled 
world, placemaking can’t escape “place,” 
and while many lessons and tactics 
might translate across projects, individ-
ual project context remains elemental. 
The nuances of this context—culture, 
political milieu, demographics, commu-
nity resources, climate and environment, 
and public will—offer rich information to 
set up a pathway to success. Is it realistic 
to expect that the community will have 
the capacity and resources available to 
meet the project goals? If not, is there 
additional capacity in other sectors? In 
the face of uncertainty about the future 
maintenance and operations funding 
structure for the NYC DOT plazas, a 
philanthropic foundation recently 
formed to help manage and fund these 
new places on an ongoing basis. It goes 
without saying that understanding the 
“market” also helps shape strategies. 
How desirable is the area? Will it be a 
struggle to attract people? Proponents 
knew that extensive programming would 
be needed to draw visitors to Discovery 
Green—in a downtown area suffering 
from disinvestment, with few residents 
and a perceived crime issue. StreetsAlive 
organizers in Fargo stressed the fun and 
community-centered qualities of its 
events, knowing a hard sell on alternative 
transportation and a reduction on auto 
dependency would turn people off. An 
early survey of context can help avoid the 
disappointment of overpromising based 
on non-comparable precedents. A “com-
munity expert” can often do this more 

quickly and easily than can a placemak-
ing professional, no matter how keen.

Successful project leaders are a special 
breed. In fact, a commonality of many 
projects is the prominence of what 
PPS’ Fred Kent calls a “zealous nut”—a 
singleminded, tireless, passionate 
advocate for the project who is also a 
great connector. The cases examined 
here present a diverse group of individ-
uals; the “visionary” role can be filled by 
anyone from a community activist to a 
city official, from a foundation funder to 
a developer. Regardless of their official 
capacity, a key characteristic of project 
leaders is that they aren’t afraid to ask 
for help. Robert Hammond of Friends 
of the High Line says of himself and 
his co-founder, “We lacked any kind of 
relevant expertise. All we did was raise 
the flag—we made a lot of phone calls 
to people who we thought could help 
us.” These leaders are also salesmen, 
generating enough enthusiasm and op-
timism for a project to win over skeptical 
city officials and community naysayers. 

Newark Court Alley, Cleveland Intersection 
Repair, Cleveland, OH
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Corona Plaza, Queens, NY
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In Shreveport, the local Arts Council was 
chosen by the City to lead a placemaking 
project for a large downtown area—an 
oversight role that might traditionally be 
spearheaded by a public planning authori-
ty or redevelopment agency. As one stake-
holder puts it, the Arts Council “really 
knows how to throw a party.” The impor-
tance of social connection should not be 
minimized: what placemaking requires is 
not an expert leader who understands the 
intricacies of zoning or landscape design, 
but a savvy generalist who knows where 
to find these people and how best to use 
them. These leaders balance the visionary 
with the strategic, the political with the 
social, and the lofty with the practical. 

It should be obvious by now that effective 
engagement of community tops the list 
of crucial characteristics of successful 
placemaking, but since it’s surprisingly 
rare to see it done well, it bears some 
discussion. The projects that are most 
successful at engaging their communities 
are the ones that treat this engagement 
as an ongoing process, rather than a 
single required step of input or feedback. 
Further, effective engagement is sensitive 
to each community’s individual social 
context. In Corona Plaza, the community 
design forums held in traditional town-
hall settings failed to attract the commu-
nity of new immigrants from Mexico and 
Ecuador, so plaza officials elected to bring 
the designs to the plaza itself, during a 
cultural festival. Children are frequent 
users of public places but are usually 
overlooked in the planning process. Mike 
Lanza, the founder of Playborhood, sim-
ply provides fun toys, installations and 
spaces for kids to play in his Menlo Park, 
CA front yard and provides opportuni-
ties for them to paint pavement, scrawl 
on playhouse walls and personalize this 
space—appropriate levels of engagement 

for young children in a private yard. Oth-
er communities are difficult to identify 
or may not fit traditional notions of that 
term: business people mostly hidden 
from view who leave the area at 5pm, 
suburban families who drive to cities to 
use an urban green space, tourists in a 
downtown park. Temporary, tactical, and 
event-based placemaking can help iden-
tify communities that might otherwise go 
unnoticed, by allowing them to self-iden-
tify. These initiatives engage community 
by giving them something tangible to 
react to, which makes the placemaker’s 
job of outreach and inclusion easier. The 
act of creating, rather than reacting or 
opposing, brings a self-selected group 
to the table—a group ready to deliberate 
and create positive change. As Team Bet-
ter Block has found during the weekend 
events it facilitates, “trouble makers and 
naysayers will quickly drop out when 
physical work is involved.” 

The best forms of community engage-
ment, and in fact the best forms of 
placemaking, are those that recognize 
and exploit the virtuous cycle of mutual 
stewardship between community and 
place. This is the conceptual glue that 
supports success at the project level and 
propels the placemaking field forward. 
In most successful cases, the “com-

pletion” of the project is far from 
the end of the placemaking effort. 
Success at identifying these ongoing 
“making” activities and engagement 
in the civic processes that support 
them, creates the mutual relation-
ship between community and place 
that lifts these placemaking projects 
above a simple sum of the parts. 

The virtuous cycle model can benefit 
the larger placemaking field. Each new 
step in each new project represents a 
learning opportunity not just for the 
project, but for the larger community of 
placemakers. The field has everything 
to gain from an open-source model, 
wherein information about tactics, ob-
stacles, successes, and failures becomes 
a constantly-updating resource base for 
the placemaking community. Battling an 
ever-shrinking pool of resources, place-
makers must learn to share knowledge, 
their most valuable resource; as Mickey 
Zeppelin says, “community is commu-
nication.” The diversity and strength of 
placemaking projects in the twenty-first 
century presents tremendous oppor-
tunity for the collective understanding 
and advancement of the entire field. 
A successful project can, and should, 
advance the virtuous cycle for place-
making as a whole. 

Discovery Green
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From Goals to Indicators and  
Measurement: Communicating 
Placemaking success stories  
and challenges 

10—appenDIx a

In 1979, renowned urbanist Donald Ap-
pleyard developed a painstaking process 
to show the relationship of car traffic 
and street design to human interaction 
and friendships on three San Francisco 
blocks.1 William H Whyte, observer and 
champion of small urban spaces, spent 
hours in the 1970s compiling findings 
from days of aerial video recordings of 
city streets and plazas to determine the 
design elements that make good places 
for people. Today, Dan Biederman checks 
the number of monthly Twitter hits 
and Flickr photos with Bryant Park tags 
and hashtags to gauge the park’s public 
standing. Although observation and mea-
surement have always had a place in the 
field, the desire to develop indicators and 
measure outcomes is a defining element 
of placemaking today. The push to quan-
tify impacts and outcomes is spurred in 
part by a restricted fiscal environment 
in a society that values instant rewards. 
Funders and taxpayers want to see a re-
turn on their investment for placemaking 
projects. At the same time, placemakers 
are increasingly interested in the various 
outcomes of their projects. Effectively 
conveying this information to others can 
help expand available funding sources 

and build broader support for placemak-
ing projects. 

Many practitioners are only able to 
demonstrate the impact of their efforts 
through anecdotes and other qualita-
tive data, or by citing economic met-
rics without showing direct causality 
between these positive indicators of 
change and placemaking projects. The 
process of “making” and the places 
resulting do not sit in a controlled labo-
ratory setting where projects can be iso-
lated from variables. How do we know 
that the rise in downtown real estate 
prices is the result of the new park and 
not because the Mayor has a new public 
safety campaign? Is a newly-created 
pedestrian shopping street responsible 
for a revitalizing influx of residents or 
is new micro-unit zoning a factor? In 
addition, some benefits of placemaking, 
such as the accrual of social capital, are 
difficult to define and measure but can 
have lasting positive benefits for com-
munities and should be considered in a 
holistic approach to project evaluation. 

Members of the placemaking community 
are hungry for best practices and tools to 

measure impacts of initiatives and convey 
information to funders, advocates and 
others. While there is no “one-size-fits-
all” indicator set—as the goals of place-
making vary widely, so do the measure-
ment techniques—we have assembled this 
appendix to capture some of the infor-
mation we have found in our research. 
We hope this provides placemakers with 
a starting point for their own discussions 
about measuring outcomes.

Translating Goals into 
Indicators and Measurement 
techniques

1. Use and activity

Perhaps the most common and tan-
gible measurement of placemaking 
is to simply measure who is using the 
space, when and how. William Whyte’s 
simple pre/post measurements of street 
life demonstrated the ability of public 
space programming and good design 
to draw a crowd. Placemaking leaders 
like the managers of Bryant Park have 
become adept at determining peak 
usage times by conducting twice-daily 
user counts and using aerial photo-
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graphs to count visitors during the day. 
Creative placemaking funding platform 
ArtPlace caused some stir in 2012 with 
its “Vibrancy Indicators” which track 
everything from cell phone activity to 
employment rates as a proxy for activity 
and reputation, a cocktail of desirable 
attributes they call “vibrancy.” The NYC 
DOT Plaza Program tracks partners’ 
programming frequency as a way to see 
how often the space is activated. In one 
of their curb expansions that created a 
pocket park on Pearl Street in Manhat-
tan, the DOT found that a 77% increase 
in seated pedestrians led to a 14% in-
crease in sales at fronting businesses. 

2. Economic 

Many placemaking projects are expected 
to serve as catalysts for revitalization, and 
those that are not, such as Eastern Market, 
often keep a close watch on changing 
economic values in their neighborhood to 
monitor gentrification. Hoped-for ripple 
effects include increased tax revenue, 
reduced commercial and retail vacancies, 
population gain, and others. While it can 
be difficult to show causality between a 
placemaking initiative and changes in eco-
nomic indicators, tracking these metrics 
is helpful in supporting an anecdotal case 
showing return on investment for funders 
and the public. 

While large well-funded bricks-and-mor-
tar projects receive the most attention 
as “turnaround” placemaking efforts, 
there are claims that temporary and 
tactical initiatives have lasting impact 
as well. Memphis’ “Memfix,” began 
with a project on Broad Avenue, once a 
thriving thoroughfare that suffered years 
of disinvestment despite a 2006 plan-
ning effort. In 2010, Livable Memphis 
spearheaded a Better Block-style event 
in collaboration with the Historic Broad 

Business Association. The organizations 
raised over $10,000 and 13,000 residents 
(more than twice the number anticipat-
ed) participated in a new Face for an old 
broad. Tactical efforts included re-posi-
tioning parking to create protected bike 
lanes, adding tree planters, and tempo-
rarily utilizing vacant storefronts. Short-
ly after the event a $25,000 matching 
grant was given to Livable Memphis for 
permanent bike lanes. Commercial rents 
in the area have increased by 50% since 
2006, and 25 of the 40 total businesses on 
the Avenue have opened since the event. 
There has been $15 million in private 
investment, 17 blighted properties have 
been restored, and public art projects 
have been installed.

3. Public Health/ 
Healthy Living

The overlapping importance of public 
health and environmental factors in cities 
is a growing interest area for progressive 
urbanists and indicators range from 
asthma rates to noise decibel levels. The 
Portland-based community nonprof-
it City Repair, has demonstrated the 
positive impact placemaking can have 
on public health outcomes. A series of 
reports authored by clinical psychologist 
Jan Semenza reveals that City Repair’s 
holistic approach to community revital-
ization which includes bold design inter-
ventions to paint intersections, setting 
up community centers, and encouraging 
a gift or sharing economy actually had a 
measurable impact on participants’ sense 
of community, social interactions, and 
social capital as well as mental health.2 

City Repair organizers were not surprised 
by these findings. As one organizer says, 
“We knew that this project would have an 
impact on public health—any potential 
safety concerns about painting in the 
street were overwhelmed by the sense of 

what we were already experiencing, that 
it’s more unsafe to feel isolated, alone, 
and vulnerable than it is to be connected.” 
City Repair has used Semenza’s measure-
ment techniques to prove its legitima-
cy to skeptics. Another health-based 
measurement technique is the NYC 
Department of Transportation’s tracking 
of street injuries, which saw a 35-58% de-
crease in injuries to all street users after 
protected bicycle lanes were installed.3

4. Social Capital

Few organizations track community 
development and process metrics with 
rigor because few funders require it, 
and because prevailing wisdom treats 
the placemaking process like a black 
box in which social capital and civicness 
are accrued and stored but not exam-
ined. These measurements can include 
meetings held, number of people 
involved, number of repeat attendees, 
new personal connections, friendships 
deepened, and so on. For some place-
making processes, including Build a 
Better Block, these social capital bene-
fits are the most important outcomes. 
Build a Better Block’s goal is not to 
complete a bricks-and-mortar project, 
but rather that the community and 
officials vision a future through com-
munication, connection, and hard work. 
The Team’s physical work is temporary 
in nature and when they leave town, 
what is left is, by intention, sown seeds. 
The local government is made aware of 
what regulations are blocking improve-
ments, residents have a much stronger 
network within their community, and an 
excitement, vision and shared spirit are 
instilled in participants. 

Danish researchers, in 1996, wanted to 
determine the impact of social capital on 
the success of developments, particularly 
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for those with lower-income residents. 
This research was conducted under the 
framework of the World Bank Social 
Capital Initiative (SCI);4 findings showed 
that in these housing developments, 
where a sense of community was higher, 
social capital was found to be a significant 
tool in poverty reduction and improv-
ing income and welfare of the poor. 
The project, developed in conjunction 
with the World Bank, also established a 
Social Capital Assessment Tool, which 
is an extremely comprehensive rubric. 
Similarly, Thomas Pacello and the rest of 
the members of the Memphis Mayor’s In-
novation Delivery Team are in the midst 
of creating a methodology to measure 
social capital in the city’s neighborhoods. 
Pacello, who was involved in Memphis’ 
“Memfix,” says the team is planning a 
door-to-door survey that will ask people 
questions such as “Do you know your 
neighbor’s name? Do you know their pet’s 
name? On a scale of 1-10 how comfortable 
would you feel disciplining a neighbor-
hood child?” A survey of this sort has 
potential to reveal the impact of place-
making on social capital. 

Conclusion

The old adage, “we manage what we 
measure” is true to a certain extent with 
placemaking as well. If project leaders can 

clearly define goals and develop a rubric 
against which to judge progress, they 
are much more likely to work towards 
and achieve those specific goals. Indi-
cators help with fundraising, assist case 
comparisons, and facilitate the sharing 
of ideas, stories, and similarities. We also 
emphasize that placemaking is an itera-
tive, ongoing process that in most cases, is 
never truly “finished.” In lieu of measuring 
ending points, measurement should occur 
as a benchmarking process to acknowl-
edge the iterative nature of “making.” As 
stated by Anne Gadwa Nicodemus, co-au-
thor of the NEA-commissioned Creative 
placemaking white paper, “…I worry about 
managing expectations. It’s probably un-
reasonable to expect that a modest, one-
year Our Town grant will move the needle, 
at least quickly. In my work evaluating the 
impacts of five art spaces in Reno, Seattle, 
Minneapolis, and St. Paul, the neighbor-
hood transformations and benefits to in-
house artists occurred over time horizons 
of ten to twenty years.” 5

The scope and depth of measuring out-
comes will also depend on the size of the 
effort and level of available resources. 
Some measuring efforts depend heavily 
on high-cost techniques that require 
either a contract with a private data 
vendor, hiring a fleet of staff to perform 

intercept surveys or built environment 
surveys. Other efforts can track change 
over time using free, regularly collected 
information such as US Census data, 
department of labor statistics, etc. Qual-
itative data can be a useful supplement 
to quantitative measurements. A picture 
is worth a thousand words. Or a thou-
sand statistics. Placemakers from all 
over the country have told us that while 
data points help sign on supporters, so 
do stories. Andy Wiley-Schwartz writes 
a yearly report on the data behind the 
NYC DOT Plaza Program, yet he says it 
is the before/ after photos that really get 
people excited. Quotes from festival-go-
ers, reviews in magazines, press, social 
media, word of mouth also have a huge 
impact on legitimizing the DOT’s work.

The table below summarizes four cat-
egories of placemaking goals and some 
commonly used indicators for each. This 
information is not a comprehensive 
listing nor do we imply that these are the 
only metrics. These are provided to give 
an overview of how placemakers might 
categorize goals and measurements to 
move forward in efforts to track progress.

Endnotes

1  This research, published in Appleyard’s 1981 book livable streets, showed that of three similar streets in San Francisco with three levels  
of traffic volume (2,000, 8,000 and 16,000), residents of the street with the lowest traffic volume had three times as many friends and  
connections on those on the street with the highest traffic volume. 

2  Jan C. Semenza, Tanya L. March, and Brian D. Bontempo, “Community-Initiated Urban Development: An Ecological Intervention,”  
journal of urban health 84, no. 1 (January 2007): 8–20, doi:10.1007/s11524-006-9124-8.

3  NYCDOT, “Measuring the Street: New Metrics for 21st Century Streets,” 2012.

4  For a list of research and papers related to the World Bank Social Capital Initiative, see Web: http://web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/
TOPICS/EXTSOCIALDEVELOPMENT/0,,contentMDK:20502531~pagePK:148956~piPK:216618~theSitePK:244363,00.html
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Placemaking Measurement Categories/Indicators

CaTegory  MeaSUreMenTS/InDICaTorS

Use and Activity Mixed-use index

Use and Activity Daytime use

Use and Activity Evening use

Use and Activity Weekend use

Use and Activity number of ‘indicator’ users such as families, older people, or racial or ethnic mix

Use and Activity Transit usage stats (bike and transit)

Use and Activity Occupied buildings

Use and Activity Number of public events

Use and Activity behavior mapping

Use and Activity Timelapse photography 

Use and Activity Population

Use and Activity Walkscore

Use and Activity Building conditions (e.g. façade scores)

Use and Activity How much mentinoed in the press?

Use and Activity online reputation, hashtags, Flickr keywords

Use and Activity # of ads for sale and rentail properties naming public place as amenity (“proximity to…”), 

Use and Activity Security perception survey

Use and Activity User satisfaction survey 

Economic Impact Employment rate / gross jobs

Economic Impact Indicator businesses (e.g. concentrations of consumption/socializing-oriented businesses such as   

 restaurants and bars, as well as independent businesses)

Economic Impact Direct (salaries), indirect (eg chair vendors), Induced (general raise in spending based on increase in  

 local HH income) spending

Economic Impact Property values

Economic Impact increased tax revenue

Economic Impact change in adjacent business retail sales

Economic Impact Number of businesses

Economic Impact increase in premium in property sales (what people are willing to pay over the typical in the area)

Economic Impact commercial and residential occupancy rates

Economic Impact increase in median area wages

Economic Impact Tax leins on buildings or properties in adjudication

Public Health and Healthy Living Crime statistics

Public Health and Healthy Living Sanitation rating

Public Health and Healthy Living Air quality

Public Health and Healthy Living Decibil levels

Public Health and Healthy Living Traffic speed

Public Health and Healthy Living Traffic counts

Public Health and Healthy Living Baseline public health data: asthma rates, life expectancy, etc.

Public Health and Healthy Living crashes/injury data for pedestrians cars, bikes

Social Capital Social network mapping

Social Capital Rates of volunteerism

Social Capital Number of community meetings related to placemaking project

Social Capital Number and diversity of community partners involved

Social Capital Number and diversity of people who show up to community meetings (how many repeat attendees?)

Social Capital Value of in-kind donations

Social Capital Diversity and geographic range of financial supporters

Social Capital Diversity and geographic range of users of public place

Social Capital mental maps of residents’ perceived “territory”

Social Capital Number of friends on the streets

Social Capital number of congregation points on the streets

Social Capital most significant change technique

Social Capital Changes in legislation

Social Capital Social Capital Surveys - do you know neighbors name, neighbors pet, how comfortable do you feel   

 disciplining a neighborhood child, etc




