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Preface
Back in Place invited us to think about the importance of place. Place didn’t seem to be so important before Covid,
but experience has taught us that place does matter. Restraints on place have served to make vivid what place - or
rather places - mean in our lives. Place has been integral to the way we have lived. With Covid, we have learnt that we
can miss place greatly.

“With Covid, we have

We miss place not because of the locations in and of themselves, however. We miss
learnt that we can
place - or rather places - but because of what we do in them, or what we used to do in
miss place greatly”.
them. For instance, we miss pubs not because of their sticky carpets and yellowed
lights, nor yet because of their warm beer, we miss the chitchat and banter, we miss sitting with our friends. At work,
we don’t miss the uniform chairs and the nylon carpets, nor the lights that seem so unkind to our tired faces; we miss
ways of working side by side with colleagues. Something about being together makes working better. We work better
together.

If these are examples of micro concerns, of how people use place to be together in the small scale, there are macro
examples too: we miss going to the market square in out respective towns not just
“We work better together”.
because we like to shop as because going to the town centre lets us participate
in the theatre of communal life. By the same token, we miss the feel of crowds, of being part of an audience, of mass
events. If those events are often raucous, there are other mass events which are subtle in the way they control our
emotions: think of church assemblies. These are all about place and how groups of people can share a mood together, indeed, make a mood: one of spirituality, say. In all these ways, we miss place.

Of course, we think we know some of the reasons why – we have just mentioned some. But before Covid, place was a
given; its importance understood, even if we did not say much about it. But with Covid, place has been transformed
into a problem.

“Will we settle
back into old
routines?”

Is this just a problem that is in passing? After all, now that we are coming back to our workplaces, to our towns, to our universities, we are hopeful that things will return to something
like before.

But will we? Will we settle back into old routines? Will we find that places do indeed take on the role they used to
have? Will we find that places become once again what they once were? Is their future as their past? Perhaps.

Even if we are to settle into old habits, surely our awareness of what we have missed will make our attitudes different.
We talk about place over Zoom, over Teams, in Facetime, and yes, now, even over coffee at working events. If nothing
else, place is topical. It is a problem because we talk about it! (When we meet each other, the first thing we say is how
long we have been apart – even though we might have been seeing each other frequently on video calls) Is this
enough? To be aware of something, to talk about it frequently? Surely this is not the same as explaining or understanding the topic of place. Surely something more is needed if we are to shape the way we use that thing, ‘place’ and
‘places’ in the future. After all, we might want a different role for place in the future.

Consider, thus far all that has been mentioned are those things about place we miss and want back but have we not
learnt that place is not always as important as we thought? Can’t we see that in the past we put too much emphasis

“All are wondering what
the future of place may
be”.

on place: we made our lives fraught with the need to be at the right place at the right
time. Have we begun to learn, admittedly in an improvised and ad hoc way, how to
make do without place? Hence our awareness of place, the things we talk about in our
Zoom and Teams meetings, is that place has two sides: what we need place for and
what don’t need it for. It affords benefits but also costs.

Given this, it must be clear that we need to find the right balance between what we did and what we might do, between using place in good ways and using place in bad ways. What is certain is that many people are looking at how
to draw this balance. Companies are. Schools are. Universities are. Governments are. Families too. All are wondering
what the future of place may be. This is why we the Back in Place conference was called: to examine and understand
place - so as to shape how place is used in the future.

Politics, Faith Industry, Science, Education, Media
This brings us to those invited to the event. All were invited because they
bring diverse points of view. If businesses, for instance, are looking at how
they use space to work more effectively, they do so only with regard to
their business needs. Educators do the same. Town councils likewise. One
could go on. Everyone looks at place in particular ways. It is the view of the
conference conveners that we need to see place in the round. Its role is to
be understood as at the intersection of various concerns. The relationship
between place and people is not singular, and the values that place can
afford are not singular either. Nor are these values consistently wanted.
One goes to a place to be with others, to work say, but one gets away from
work by getting away from the workplace. Place lets things get done and
can stop those things spilling out into everything. Place lets us organize.
And so on and so forth. Nothing being said would be disputed. That there
are these concerns means that what place might be is potentially complex
and confounding. Before Covid, we have taken it for granted, now we need
to clarify what we understand and calibrate what place does and doesn’t
do. We need to negate the confounding through insight.

This was the task set the conference. If each of those attending had different views, so through discussion and exchange, the hope was that those
views would be consolidated and the calibrations begun. And the goal,
ultimately, is that those calibrations would be taken back to the respective
worlds of each of the participants, to their organisations, their businesses
and universities, communities and networks and that these calibrations
would be shared with those who are wanting to renew the role of place.
The event was intended to make participants experts of a kind, and hence
would give reason to proselytize the insights that expertise delivers.

The event
To help formulate this expertise, the event was structured around keynotes that provided an envelope of topics
to frame thinking on the topic.

The first was on community and place. Here Professor Alan Penn, currently Chief Scientific Advisor to the Ministry of Housing, Communities & Local Government (speaking in his own capacity), explained that place is intrinsic
to how community is made and how people inside communities construct their identities. In this view, relationships to place articulate who people are and the community they are a part of. But this is not fixed as it is
achieved through and stabilized by patterns of behaviour. Key to these patterns were spatially enabled behaviours that allowed individuals to express themselves as unique and special whilst giving them sight to, and a
sense of, the communal and the shared. Buildings should platform the expression and shaping of an individual’s
identity for example, but these same buildings should enable sight of communal buildings. These might be
some distance away but need to be seen to have any consequence to the sense individuals have of their place in
the community. A place in space is a place in society. Penn explained that this can be conceived of as a calculus,
a geometry of spatial patterning that binds or separates individuals and their communities.

This matrix of space and identity can be controlled and shaped in undesirable ways: the straight lines and grand
buildings of centralized political states express a particular
“Place is the space to make our
form of relationship between individuals and their
future: our values, beliefs and
communities; a more diverse, complex and one might say
commitments”
slightly tangled street plan expresses a more 'ecological' and
emergent political structure, Penn explained. In short, his thesis is that place makes people, and through that
use of place, so the relationship between people and place can be made well, badly, reshaped or renewed. Accordingly, ‘place is the space’ to make our future: our values, beliefs and commitments.

During breakout sessions that followed, and inspired by Penn, we began to investigate the things we have
missed about place and the things we have gained through ‘its’ absence. We sought to approach these matters
in light of Penn’s analysis of the interconnection between place and personhood.

The things we missed seemed at first glance mundane, almost trivial. All of the participants complained of missing the playfulness of being together, for example; the kind of serendipity that happens when you bump into
colleagues at work without any plans or expectations. The passing word was missed. ‘Time between’ seemed
missed too; how there seemed more seemingly unused – but useful - time at work, such as when walking to
meetings. These interstitial opportunities are missed. But it
became clear in our reflections that sometimes more important
“Keynotes provoked, breakouts
matters seemed afoot. Many argued that they felt less creative
allowed responses”
when alone; and that when by themselves for extended periods
there seemed less ‘inner spark’. There seemed to be no
reason for this, though one topic raised was the sense of excitement one felt at work. Without being in place,
one’s sparkiness (as someone put it) seemed less frequent, less powerful. This led to discussion of a possible
correlate of excitement (or perhaps its extreme form), the sense of stress that is sometimes induced in the
workplace, and which seemed to have abated during lockdown. If stress and excitement are linked (one being
the extreme of the other), how are they connected? Could one say one needs stress if one wants excitement? Is
it the case that we need stress to be creative? Some people suggested the opposite – that through calmness
they feel more able to imagine. There was no conclusion to these thoughts. But one paradox was mentioned:
that online meetings can seem rigid, and indeed, sometimes oppressively so – family connections over Zoom

“Without being in place, one’s
sparkiness (as someone put
it) seemed less frequent, less
powerful”.

seemed like meetings, with strict control imposed to avoid the chaos of
everyone talking at once as seemed the normal manner of family gatherings.
They lack excitement, even though they can seem stressful, their rigidities
making the experience harsh, awkward.

Another theme that emerged in the breakout sessions had to do

“family connections over Zoom
seemed like fascist meetings”

with identity. With lockdown, we used video connections to peer
into people’s private lives, and without meaning to, developed a better sense of who they were. This accorded
with Penn’s thesis about space and identity of course, and reminded us that our workplaces often separate us

“workplaces often separate us
from our private lives in ways
that also separates out our
professional identity from our
personal ones”

from our private lives in ways that also separates out our professional
identify from our personal ones. At work we are, as it were, anonymous
or at least ‘professional’, at home ‘ourselves’. A related matter, some
what con-founding these ideas, was the judgment that people seemed
to be treated more equally in online meetings than at work, even
though work anonymized. This may have to do with how status is hence

more important to work identities, whereas personal identity is better expressed in reference to place, or at
least ‘domestic’ space – homes. Penn’s calculus of space/identity was brought to mind again.

A tabular version of some of these key insights is in table one below.
Miss

Gain

Hope

Spontaneity

Silence - no traffic noise, ability to
experiences places without crowds

Place-based economy as well as a
place-based community

Small talk

Extra time/re-evaluating spending
habits - use the commute time for
other things, time spent with the
family

Local economies recycling the money into their own economies

Serendipity

Synchronicity - scheduling made for Take steps to address the inequity
an efficient use of time - both a pro highlighted by the pandemic
and a con to different members of
the group

Sensory experience

No one can see the crumbs when
you eat in an online meeting!

Disrupting the vertical digital networks and interspersing the physical to enable all inclusive
e.g., WhatsApp groups using postcards through doors, to connect
with non-digital neighbours

Time in-between

Clearer demarcation of ‘time’

More control of schedule

Peace of mind

Ease of control over schedules

Diary flexibility

‘Professional role’ and hence
‘anonymity’

Individual identity connected to
place

Better understanding of individuals

Table 1: Participants were asked what they “missed” and “gained” during lockdown, exiled from their normal places (of work, leisure and so on). They also considered what they “hoped” future places might be like.

The second keynote then addressed very similar issues: identity,
the sense of being together, how it can create shared values, and
how, through these, we come to feel more is possible. This was
key to Bishop June Osborne’s (72nd Bishop of Llandaf) lead us to
think about the spiritual and place. In her view, the problems that
we had noticed during lockdown were many, but key was the loss
of values that went without the linkages to place. Values bind
people together, she argued, into the thing called a community.
But when the bonds of space are removed, so the power of values
to make bonds can turn out to be insufficient. This is because the
most powerful and consequential values are communal: these are
the ones which result in us treating each other as equal, and
which bind us in both a sense of wonder and hope. Only such
bounds unite us when thinking about the future and
“A church, moshpit or football stadium
how to make it better, Osborne argued. Such bonds
allow the communal spirt to emerge and
also bind us to in our pains and sorrows with life’s
be shaped”
painful yet natural events, death being the most obvious.

This sense of the communal of shared values is not based on reasoned thought, however; Osborne went on to explain how reasoned thought – indeed all our thoughts - are connected to a visceral sense of the communal which gives them a
power, a gravity that makes us earnest. This depth
of reasoning, or depth of feeling, is something
made real in the church services (a naturally chosen example given Osborne’s trade!) but in the
‘moshpit’ of a rock concerts too, in the chanting of
football crowds (and chanting in Hari-Krishna gatherings, as was to be mentioned by a later keynote!).

How does space do that?, Osborne asked. One needs to understand how and recognise the process in question
as a resource to ‘being human’. That is what places can do, she conjected; places are built resources for being
human, making ourselves come to be what that term means (i.e., being human). To put it in Penn’s terms, this

“places are built resources for
being human”

is what comes out of the calculus of spatial patterning; this is what happens with individual actions are made into communal ones through the
experiences afforded by particular spaces. Churches, as an example, are
‘built mechanisms’ for human value creation, and if this is the case for
churches, surely it is for other places too.

This was the rub of Osborne’s argument. Without access to these places, whatever they might be, our values,
our ‘deep values’ are made shallower.

This was followed, in the evening, with a discussion by our third keynote, Guto Harri (former political Correspondent for the BBC and advisor for News International). He also spoke on how place is key to identity. Place
is some-thing we came from and go to, place labels us as ‘being from such and such’. Where we are from is
deeply part of how we are seen. Even if we have no place to call our home, so we will be judged accordingly: to
have no place is to be less than those who do. At the same time, the relationship between place and the
individual can be asymmetric, Harri argued. We cannot alter the sense of who we
are by denying where we come from: we are fixed in our provenance. Accordingly, our own efforts cannot easily change place and
how it frames who we are or are seen to be. So, if one comes from
Cambridge, then one is associated with a university town of international reputation for knowledge and science; if one comes from
Swansea or the Valleys, by way of contrast, one is associated with
mining and its cultures, and not its scholarship and rich cultures. This
does not mean that these ‘stereotypes’ cannot be refuted, but Harri’s point was that the structure of space
and location, our common-sense knowledge of how place is organized and this connection to identity, frames

“If you say you come from
Cambridge, people think of
knowledge and science, if you
say you come from the Welsh
Valleys, they think of mines and
industry. Place frames identity”

how we come to be understood. Place matters as it makes us how
we are seen to be.
In the age of Covid, during lockdown, our identities have seemed
stronger, Harri proposed, since we know our place, and others can
see our place - our homes, wherever they are. Of course this does
not deny how, over video connections, where we are might be hidden or obscured nor deny that we are more than the rooms we inhabit, but our geographic anchorages, define how we are seen to be.
In Harri’s view, we are where we are, even in the virtual.

Day two
All the more odd, then, that the experience of the virtual and ourselves in it often seems to break this linkage to
place, that loosens that anchor. This was the topic of the fourth keynote, by Professor Yvonne Rogers (Director of
the Interaction Centre at UCL) that commenced day two. Here she reported on the strangeness that arises when
we try and make ourselves robots in virtual worlds, avatars of various sorts. We struggle to adopt our virtual forms.
In any case, our virtual selves seem to afford us less anyway. Our voices are not uniquely our own but taken from a
set of choices that others have access to as well; our dances and postures likewise:
we are but an expression of a palette for all. Beyond this, we find that the etiquette of
“virtual selves seem to
these virtual worlds is unknown or at least unfamiliar and hence find ourselves (and the
afford us less”
others we seek to interact with) fumbling and mistaking how to behave.
We act in ineffective ways, inappropriate ways, like children in unfamiliar adult settings. In short, our skills at the
social, hitherto intrinsic to our capacity to engage with others, are often undermined in the virtual by our lack of
understanding of rules and manners of place in the virtual.

This predicament, the need to make ourselves adroit in the virtual, results in various attempts to replicate the
real in the virtual so that real-world skills can come into play. In the digital world there is a tendency to emphasise the bodily presence in the virtual rather than the reasons and concerns that led people in the virtual. Technologies seek to replicate where our body is ‘in’ the virtual and address such questions as ensuring that the
‘other sees what I see’, a kind new version of the graphical user interface WYSWIG (what you see is what you
get). The techniques are various and not always successful, Rogers explained.

One peculiar consequence of the kind of virtual spaces being made at the current time is that they seem to be
atemporal, Rogers remarked; they are without histories or futures and experienced only the present, so unlike
the physical places we cherish. Or, put another way, virtual places lack memories – they are cleaned of any residues of prior meetings, no patina of prior visits and, as a result, they
seem to without a sense of human presence. This was peculiar and
yet so obvious, Rogers remarked. The experience they afford is of a
kind of disconnection, a sense that one is not all there, not able to
participate as one would wish, and left instead a virtual presence
rather than a real one. The meaning of the virtual thus becomes
less a question of being digital and more one of being ghost-like.

“virtual places lack memories – they
are cleaned of any residues of prior
meetings, no patina of prior visits
and, as a result, they seem to without a sense of human presence”

This was followed by further breakout sessions. These sought to address what a manifesto for the future of place
might look like. Concerns here focused on whether the participants at the event were sufficiently representative
of those who have been affected by place – clearly by education, income and interest they were a limited group,
but whether that would mean that insights relevant to the future of place could not be developed was agreed to
be a separate issue. Certainly, more points of views would be useful.
Other more conceptual issues arose. The future of place itself
was seen as partly bound up with historical concerns, for ex-

“Were the attendees representative?”

ample. Places have always demanded more attention and care
than they might have received or deserved, with better design and more awareness of beauty being laments that
are too frequently heard. Beauty should be intrinsic to the design and maintenance of places.
It was noted that there are already various tools for helping ensure

“Beauty should be intrinsic to the
design and maintenance of places”.

this, though whether they always succeeded was doubted. There
are local planning regulations, for example, and latterly new envi-

ronmental policies. But these are often confounded by short
termism in government at national and local levels. A related concern is that when attempts to alter a place are
planned, the process of transition is often viewed as so unsettling that the efforts for altering (or simply renewing) place are resisted altogether. Better places might be understood to hold value but the effort to make them is
too often viewed as too much to bear. One suggestion was that communities themselves take on the role in the
shaping of their spaces but this was thought likely to suffer from the same problems of all governance - short
termism, a lack of boldness and risk-taking, and so forth.

It was agreed that digital places of the future clearly need improving too. Access to these spaces are likely to
continue to be unequal, and compounded by variation in digital skills amongst those who do have access to
them. These skills are not only to do with ‘use’ of the technologies
but also the manners required in digital spaces – these are human
“digital places of the future clearly
skills but of a new order, as Rogers had remarked. These concerns
need improving too”
pointed to questions about the scale of connectivity that digital
spaces afford with social media, for example, connecting many in
new ways and scales that were once unheard of. What are the skills required here? Besides, are all equally able
in these new social contexts?

The kinds of roles that digital places have need further thought, too, the breakout groups agreed. The role they
might have in family connection, and hence bringing in the old with the young, will be quite different from mem-

“currently most digital spaces
come in standard forms, the
same for all roles”

bers of working teams in industry say, or indeed in educational
settings. Yet currently most digital spaces come in standard forms,
the same for all roles. This might be one reason why the interest in
the attending to questions of replicating bodily sensibilities in the

virtual is so great in design, as it is hence not the purposes that bring
people together that matter but their simple presence, though as Rogers pointed out, the sense of presence
that is actually afforded is often quite weak. Underscoring all these possibilities is the fact that digital spaces are
not without their costs, too, including environmental ones. These are often hidden or obscured - to use a digital
tool to meet might seem to be less harmful than taking a plane to a meeting, but digital tools are energy inefficient, and that itself has its own impact.

The event included a tour of Copr Bay: a major physical-digital regeneration project.

Looking forward, a major concern that the breakout sessions focused on are hybrid places, ones that combine real
and digital spaces. Rogers for one has shown that there are successful instances of such spaces but these need to
be properly documented and distinguished from those which have been less successful so that the good features
can be carried forward into new designs. In the breakout sessions, considerable emphasis was given to how new
hybrid places need to consider both the physical and the digital dimensions if they are to ‘fit’ together. A digital
presence is not to be provided by simply giving someone a presence through a screen being placed on a table;
more nuanced positioning needs to be done, though whether
“evolving of new social norms for
this should be based on analogies with the real places seemed
such hybrid settings”
uncertain – some thinking that it might be while others
suggested new digital/real spatial forms. Part of the issue here
has to do with evolving of new social norms for such hybrid settings. There are likely be needs for imposing some
kind of order in these meetings, some kind of ‘organizational forms’ – with chairpersons and conveners, and such.
Without them, hybrid meetings may be too chaotic.

A tabular version of some of the key insights is in table two below.
Making Physical Places Better

Making Digital Places Better

Making Blended Places Better

The need for beauty

Better soft skills in facilitating
meetings

Reducing set up complexities

The need for inclusiveness

Better sense of presence

More nuance in selecting real or
virtual meetings (e.g., if a deaf
person makes you aware of a
need in a meeting, then factor
that into your next meeting)

There is too much focus on visuals - arrangements should be set
up to create better audio

Co-creation

Adjusting meeting displays/
settings to be appropriate for the
attendees

Trying to move away from virtual
walls to more enveloping experiences

Measures - the purpose of places
should not just be measured in
economic cost/benefits

Being flexible with the requirements such as cameras off/on,
audio captions

Suitable tech (such as above)
should be available everywhere
(e.g, homes) not just in the high
tech spaces

Re-imagining use or the relationship between place and activity.
E.g. academia and research repurpose empty shops (Oriel Science exhibition and outreach in
Swansea)

Creating visual and audio settings
that the end user can manage and
personalise to suit themselves

Enhance accessibility and experience

Create safety in the physical spaces similar to the safety experienced in virtual spaces

Enhance inclusivity by
visualising engagement

Careful facilitating and awareness
to give all attendees airtime - not
allowing bigger/louder personalities to dominate or monopolise

Enable side channels, to allow
quieter people to have a voice

Make it easier to create side
rooms

Create non-threatening, intuitive
spaces

More flexibility and change
Openness to new uses

Table 2. On Day 2, participants were asked to recommend ways physical, digital and blended places could be
improved.

The final keynote was by Professor Charles Clarke, a former Education and Home Secretary, amongst other
roles. He illustrated the topic of urban renewal with his experiences of trying to drive change in north London. Such change requires community involvement, he said, as well as partnerships with local government,
industry. Change also requires cash, of course, but this turns out to be the least important as no amount of
cash will make a success of it, Clarke explained, unless you are working with communities and in partnership
with key agencies.

“change requires community involvement”

The rub of working to create change has to do with communities, however. Clarke outlined how to understand them, how to work with them, and how to partner with them. Doing so requires that one recognise
that communities define themselves and they do so in their own terms. Hence, what one community defines
as membership or definitional matters might not the same as how another does it. Communities are not always distinct and separate, either, and indeed many overlap and intersect. Individuals can be, and most often

“communities define themselves and
they do so in their own terms”

are, members of more than one community. What they
do in each, what constitutes for them the activities and
places that make their membership have meaning, can be
different too. Space and place matter for some lots and
for others less. Hence a challenge is
learning how to speak to any community, and learning what is of interest to
each. Place and space may appeal to
some and less to others. Place is one
factor of difference, even though it can
also be enormously important in some
instances.

Clarke argued that Covid has increased
the distance between individuals and
their communities in all sorts of ways,
and this can be summarised with the
word, isolation. What is required are places where the needs of communities, whatever they might be, can be met so as to avoid isola“Covid has increased the distance between individuals tion. In his view one can, in most instances, identify what needs
and their communities in all aren’t being met and hence negate isolation. But he went on to argue
that even if we can define them, we should plan to supplement real
sorts of ways”
spaces with digital technologies rather than replace them. In his
view, places are first and foremost real, with digital resonant of these spaces, not constitutive of something
radically new or transformative. Isolation can be solved through supplementing the real, not through digital
means alone, Clarke remarked.

He also remarked on the difficulties of managing relations with communities over time and what this means for
some of the ways that the digital is normally (or typically, as in the discipline of Human Computer Interaction)
developed. There is no point in doing pilots, prototyping or experiments, if there isn’t the funding for scalability
to follow on thereafter. Besides this, design solutions are not likely to be applicable to all sections of society,
and hence digital places might be excluding in some of the ways that real places are too. Sometimes these exclusions are not intentional and indeed can be excluding in ways that can seem small, but if a community feels
that they are excluded even in a small way, then those feelings can become important. Small details can become big matters, Clarke explained.

He concluded with the baleful observation that some communities do not necessarily see themselves as concerned with other communities and hence do not act in ways conducive to communal life. Universities, for example, are a kind of community, with income, a population and often spaces they call their own, but universities often do not see their community needs as equal to or of any concern to other communities. As a result,
some universities adopt policies that can undermine the needs that other communities have in the same area,
over the same spaces and places. Universities can make space for their own places at the cost of spaces for others and their ‘places’.

The example of universities was not meant to be scolding of Vice Chancellors and their policies, but as a reminder that place and community go hand in hand. Often they do so in ways that are so deep that a community
cannot see so easily how its own views and needs might
contradict those of another. This in turn points towards
the values that might bring different communities

“Place, space and community are us –
our past, present and future”.

together, and such things as the communal and 'bedrock'
values that make a society. Hence, Clarke brought us
back to Bishop Osborne’s talk, and hence also to Penn’s and the notion that place, space, community are the
calculus through which we make what we are and what we want to be. Place, space and community are us –
our past, present and future.

Richard Harper, Jen Pearson and Matt Jones (Convenors of the Summer of Hope event) and Jan
Hollinshead, Rachel Marshall and Thomas Reitmaier its rapporteurs.

