
Collaborative Exploration
 Building a Shared Image of the City

San Francisco Chicago Philadelphia

  n 1960, Kevin Lynch wrote a 

landmark book on wayfinding 

called The Image of the City. 

Lynch was concerned with how 

city dwellers think about their 

environment and build mental 

maps, or images, of the places 

that define their home.

 

The city I know is slightly 

different from the city that 

others know. My project seeks 

to leverage these differences by 

allowing people to share their 

understandings and compile 

a robust image of the city that 

encourages them to explore 

their surroundings.

Using camera phones and a 

database of photos tagged with 

location data, I am designing 

a mobile system that allows 

people to browse images of 

places just outside their normal 

range of experience and then 

navigate using intermediate 

photos as landmarks.

As users add their own photos 

to the system, the shared image 

of the city grows and reflects 

new connections. Encouraged 

to explore, even lifelong 

residents may begin to see their 

home with a greater sense of 

depth and understanding.

Most of the navigation systems 

I uncovered during my research 

deal with discovery. They give 

step-by-step directions between 

points A and B. But what if you 

don’t have a point B? What if 

you barely know point A?

My wayfinding system uses 

the collective knowledge of its 

participants to suggest new 

connections for users.

Building on the concept of 

landmark maps, I wondered if 

such photographic waypoints 

could be generated on demand 

to guide an explorer. 

To do this, I’m starting with 

photographs. But not just any 

images. For my system to work, 

it needs to understand all of the 

important places in the city. 

Who better than the residents 

themselves to understand these 

places? By allowing users to 

photograph the landmarks they 

know, overlaps emerge such as 

the Cathedral of Learning. 

If many people photograph the 

same scene, the system makes 

that location more visible.

This service can act as a 

traditional wayfinding system

or as a recommendation service, 

slowly encouraging a user to 

venture past the boundaries of 

their normal route.

I considered several handheld 

options for my design. GPS and 

Palm devices already exist with 

maps of wilderness areas or 

major cities. But people rarely 

plan on getting lost. Asking 

them to carry a separate device 

solely for navigation seemed 

unlikely. My system needs to be 

ubiquitous and that suggests 

using cell phones as a vector.

Cellphones are already 

GPS-aware for 911 purposes. 

With an increase in camera 

phones and carriers with 

internet access, a platform 

is emerging on which to run 

location-aware services.

Building on my research and 

conceptual work from the Fall 

semester, I plan to develop and 

test paper prototypes of this 

service in the Spring. 

With the basic interaction 

model defined, I will prototype 

digital versions of the interface 

on a Nokia 6600 for testing 

in the mobile environment 

beginning on the CMU campus, 

and then moving to downtown 

Pittsburgh and finally to 

Philadelphia.

I explored San Francisco along Van Ness Avenue in Pacific Heights, 

The steep geography of the area seems to discourage serendipitous 

exploration on foot since wrong turns appear more costly of energy. 

The view from the hills presented a better understanding of the city 

and allowed the selection of destinations that otherwise might not 

have been known. The bus stops included district maps which I 

used to find my way to Lafayette Park.

My understanding of Chicago was influenced by its train system. 

I began exploring from the subway station at Clark and Lake. 

As I moved outward, the Chicago River played a major part in my 

understanding of the city. District names like “River North” take 

advantage of this importance. I noticed a lack of pedestrian-level 

wayfinding support in Chicago, except along Michigan Avenue 

which provided a handful of kiosk maps.

This was easily my best wayfinding endeavor. Philadelphia boasted 

a comprehensive wayfinding system for pedestrians that placed a 

series of maps throughout the city center, oriented to the direction 

of travel. This was helpful for finding a specific place, but the 

constantly shifting directions caused me to mentally flip my 

overview of the city 90 degrees counter-clockwise. I now think 

of South Philadelphia in the northeast corner of the city.

Wayfinding Research

Design Strategy

To experience wayfinding, I placed 

myself in three unfamiliar cities and 

explored with no map and as little 

advance research as possible.

My understanding of Pittsburgh is 

concentrated around the CMU campus and 

Squirrel Hill. Many of the places I know are 

also recognized by other residents.
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