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Abstract 

 

Despite longstanding histories of homelessness inside the United States, few solutions focus 
on the social inclusion of homeless individuals within broader society as it is affected by 
digital mediums. While greater inclusion may not immediately solve the problem of 
homelessness, such inclusion grants homeless peoples and communities more social 
resources through which they can gain the opportunity to better their situations and increase 
representation. The disenfranchisement of homeless persons has become increasingly visible 
as the prevalence of digital devices continues to modify how urban citizens interact and 
contribute information to the city. As digital presence and participation become more 
widespread in societal intercourse, the conventionally muted voices of homeless individuals 
within communally shared narratives will only increase, if not provided a means to 
contribute. This dissertation explores the potential of digital spaces as avenues through 
which narratives of homeless individuals can be introduced within the broader society so as 
to help them achieve a greater degree of social integration. 

Utilizing digital technology to bridge the gaps in homeless peoples’ inclusion within society 
as their experiences are articulated through their own narratives, for example non-traditional 
uses of public space, activates contact zones for individuals within the city and abroad. As 
narratives exist in a physical space, retelling them digitally, primarily through the use of 
personal cell phones, can allow for the bridging of social gaps through contact zones, 
creating opportunities to increase empathy in non-homeless individuals regarding homeless 
peoples’ situations, thereby decreasing prejudice. This dissertation focuses on narratives as 
spatially marked urban experiences that co-produce communal conceptions of the city. By 
focusing on the city as a composite of narratives that influences how the city grows, this 
dissertation seeks to clarify how virtual mediums can better facilitate the inclusion of 
homeless urban narratives.  

Urban inclusion will be looked at through multiple phenomena including the following: 
digital platforms designed for homeless individuals, the mapping of homeless individuals by 
non-homeless peoples via digital platforms such as NYC311, and ordinances in the State of 
Hawai‘i dictating homeless movement. Using New York City and Honolulu, located in the 
two states containing the highest per-capita homeless rates in the nation, to better 
understand homeless representation in cities, this dissertation prescribes a mobile platform 
to integrate disenfranchised homeless narratives, resulting in the creation of more spaces 
produced by an increasingly democratic urban narrative. By increasing narrative inclusion 
this dissertation theorizes that resultant cities and the communities that compose them will 
be better able to serve a greater diversity of each respective city’s or community’s population. 
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Preface 

Point of Departure 

This dissertation analyses the exclusion of homeless community members regarding 

participating in narratives that facilitate the development of cities. This disenfranchisement is 

looked at through the dual lenses of physical as well as digital experiences. These experiences 

are viewed as framing city dwellers’ understandings of the space around them. By proposing 

that homeless individuals’ urban narrative contributions are under-represented, cities can be 

examined as systematic synthesis's of physical and digital interaction that result from 

communal urban narratives, enabling voices to be analyzed and treated through digital 

mediums. 

Cities are a composite of their inhabitants; each individual marks his or her experiences on 

the landscape not only physically but also digitally. In excluding specific demographics from 

participation in the collective city narrative, non-representative socio-spatial perceptions 

among citizens are created within the city’s communal urban narrative. The communal urban 

narrative, as described in this dissertation, exists as a combination of perceptions and 

assumptions, created by in-groups, about how and who should be using the city. This 

communal narrative is a natural outgrowth from individual narratives. The definition and 

concept of in-group and out-group dichotomy utilized are borrowed from Henri Tajfel and 

social identity theory. The theory proposes that people psychologically sort both themselves 

and others into insider and outsider groups; then form biases that tend to favor their in-

groups.1 The majority of people who are non-homeless compose the various in-groups, or 

the us, while homeless individuals compose the out-group, or them.  

Acknowledging socially constructed categories of people within a given city enables two 

essential questions to be asked. Who is invited to participate in the collective city narrative 

and in what capacity? And how does omitting specific demographics from participating  

                                                 



 
affect understandings of cities? In detailing the participation capabilities among homeless 

populations in narrating their own experiences, a map of non-representative communal 

narratives becomes more visible within the city. Their resulting disenfranchised narratives 

allow the city to be defined through the dominant narrators’ perspectives, thus diminishing 

the identities, experiences, and interactions of out-group members. The result is the creation 

of a flattened understanding of urban spatial use derived from the in-group’s communal 

narrative. These spatial understandings go on to inform the city’s history and archives.2  

Non-representative archives recorded through communal urban narratives produce powerful 

exclusions and create unreliable histories. From these histories, cities are articulated. If only 

select urban citizens are represented in the communal urban narrative, how can cities be 

designed to serve the totality of their citizens’ needs?  

In studying identity and narrative as mechanisms promoting or weakening societal 

integration, articulated through history, the schism between communal urban narratives and 

actual interactions as they express themselves out in cities become evident. By focusing on 

the creation of non-representational communal narratives and their ability to articulate the 

urban user experience, understandings can be gained regarding architects’ and city planners’ 

designs that are ill or well suited to serve the entirety of their citizens. As urban planners 

draw strongly from programmatic and user profiles, inaccurate archives contribute 

increasingly to ill-suited design solutions derived in urban planning and architectural 

developments. Using a digital means of collecting narratives, specifically from members of 

the homeless out-groups, then mobilizes potential to remedy these inaccuracies and 

misrepresentations regarding the collective societal narrative. 

Digital applications capable of altering homeless inclusion, both online and physically, are 

currently underdeveloped. This technological design void is one currently being addressed in 

small pockets around the nation in the form of civic technology collectives, like Hack to End 

Homelessness,3 and reporting applications, like NYC Map the Homeless.4 While today’s 

                                                 



 
smartphones and the omnipresent Internet access are viewed, by some, as luxuries, their 

increasing prevalence, affordability, and relevance as instruments of communication make 

the digital medium the ideal grounds for digital intervention positioned to effect analog 

space. In deriving a methodology for urban inclusion as it exists in the digital and physical 

realms, the mobile application designed in Chapter 7 aims to create a digital platform capable 

of use in various cities throughout the United States. The resultant digital application, called 

Esra, utilizes evolving geographic technologies capable of interacting with the analog5 space 

to remap disenfranchised narratives thus increasing their incorporation into the communal 

narrative as it dictates urban outcomes. 

The belief that homeless individuals within urban spaces are among society’s most 

vulnerable and under-represented people in the urban communal narrative has brought them 

to the forefront of this dissertation. The research portion of this paper aims to bring to light 

entrenched in-group assumptions and biases as they are integrated and affect the communal 

urban narrative. In-group/out-group biases toward homeless individuals, seen through class 

schisms will be looked at as factors effecting integration, that if altered are capable of 

increasing empathy. This is used as a call to action in Chapter 7, the design portion of this 

paper. By using the design solution procured in Chapter 7 as a structure for analysis, Esra  

uses digital mediums to produce an apparatus for narrative inclusion. 

By amplifying disenfranchised narratives previously attenuated in the virtual socio-spatial 

description, visibility and integration of these voices is bolstered, enabling urban planners 

and architects to renegotiate more spatially inclusive designs such as urban tracts positioned 

to increase inclusion and decrease inter-group conflict created by more complete 

understandings of urban spatial requirements for all of its inhabitants. The urban form, post-

digital intervention, increases visibility of disenfranchised citizens’ narratives, regardless of 

social strata, recording a more accurate historical archive and cities that better understand the 

totality of their urbanites.  

                                                                                                                                                 



 
Research Question 

What causes urban narrative disenfranchisement in homeless individuals and how can new digital 

applications be used to mitigate contribution losses?  

The phenomenon of homelessness within the United States is not a new one but one that is 

in constant flux as urban spaces grow and become more dense.6 This dissertation seeks to 

clarify how virtual mediums encourage or discourage the inclusion of homeless individuals 

through the representation of their identities. These representations are looked at for their 

ability to alter contributions and inclusivity within the communal narrative. Shifts in 

participation can be seen as factors manipulating urbanites’ perception and thus the urban 

form. By developing more in-depth knowledge of the virtual elements underpinning 

disenfranchised urban narratives, urban planners and architects can develop cities that are 

more attuned to serving the totality of their citizens in a cohesive manner, thus minimizing 

the resultant urban disenfranchisement of homeless individuals.  

Physical and Theoretical Context/Background 

The two cities considered throughout this dissertation are Honolulu, Hawai‘i, and New York 

City, New York. The cities provide unique parameters to the research as they are 

investigated to illustrate current urban digital integration and opportunities for intervention. 

Honolulu exists as the location for the digital intervention Esra, while lessons learned will be 

borrowed from mobile applications designed in New York City. Lessons gleaned from New 

York as a result of the city’s advanced NYC3117 mapping data, as well as the variety of 

digital design solutions explored by programming groups within New York, make it an 

information-rich location for understanding urban applications’ potential deployment reach. 

In addition, Honolulu and New York City are both cities located in states that possess the 

largest number of homeless individuals in the United States per capita for four consecutive 

                                                 



 
years, beginning in 2011.8 This dissertation argues that the per-capita exclusion of homeless 

individuals, as it marks itself on these cities’ respective landscapes, constitutes a large portion 

of the population. Minimizing a specific demographic that constitutes such a substantial 

segment of the overall population then creates incorrect representation of a city’s populace. 

This attenuation from the communal narrative, from a specific demographic, skews 

understandings of the Invisible City9. The Invisible City, an idea borrowed from Italo Calvino, 

discussed in the Terms and Definitions section of this dissertation, is used to define the idea 

of a city as opposed to its physical form. The value of Italo Calvino’s Invisible City is its 

ability to render an abstract idea of the city as composed of citizens’ representations derived 

from the communal narrative.  

As a result of the percentage of citizens from a specific demographic being minimized within 

the urban narrative and their constituting such a large portion of the overall population, the 

composition of the Invisible City no longer reflects the users of the actual physical city. 

Homeless individuals in the physical city, also called the analog city, discussed in terms and 

definitions, are most often represented in the communal narrative by non-homeless 

individuals. This is to say that there are many non-homeless individuals contributing their 

ideas of homelessness to the communal narrative in place of homeless individuals’ own self-

narrated experiences. The effects of contributing one’s own narrative and others 

contributing narratives for members of out-groups is discussed for the ability to provide 

agency for the narrated individual—in this case, the homeless individual. Who is doing the 

narrating of whom has a substantial effect on the story told and how it is incorporated into 

communal understandings of a city’s population. 

Honolulu’s employment of laws, bans, and ordinances, discussed in Chapter 6, are analyzed 

as measures  used to limit the visual presence of homeless individuals in the analog city. Bill 

42 enacted in 2014 by Mayor Kirk Caldwell prohibiting sitting and lying on Honolulu’s 

public sidewalks is discussed as an example of a city’s legislature that is dependent on biases 

                                                 



 
within the communal narrative and, as such, allows for that biased narrative to dictate how 

city spaces are defined and utilized. This dissertation then examines Honolulu's ordinances 

and bills passed between 2011-2014 that dictate the physical locations homeless individuals 

may occupy and in what capacity they may do so. Honolulu’s enlistment as the location for 

Esra the design intervention is well suited because of the city’s aggressive policy on un-

housed individuals, as well as the relatively limited physical mobility available to homeless 

individuals within the insular state. Policies regarding how homeless individuals arrive in 

Hawai‘i, as well as the ways they are subsequently moved within Honolulu, frames issues 

regarding homelessness differently as compared to other states, despite the increasing 

prevalence of similar legislation elsewhere.10 

In limiting homeless individuals’ visual presence many cities are trying to erase the visual 

impact of homeless lifestyles, and thus their narratives, as they are marked on the analog city 

and Invisible City. For example, when looking at legislation including sit-lie bans in 

Honolulu, one of the main justifications discussed by Mayor Kirk Caldwell is the desire to 

limit the effects of homelessness on the communal understanding of the city. The mayor’s 

attempts to control the analog city through ordinances, thus, affect how citizens discuss the 

city (the communal narrative) and influence the abstract idea of Honolulu (the Invisible City) 

as used to market the city primarily to tourists.  

Homeless individuals’ visibility in cities like Honolulu is increasingly falling under the 

jurisdiction of the State of Hawai‘i. As the state manipulates the analog visibility of the 

homeless populace, in turn affect the homeless community’s contributions, or lack thereof, 

to the communal urban narrative. Restricting access to the communal narrative is done by 

altering access to contact zones, in turn affecting homeless individuals’ visibility in the 

Invisible City.  

This dissertation hopes to clarify the socio-spatial implication of a life lived disenfranchised 

by homelessness in Honolulu through lessons gleaned from digital representations of 

                                                 



 
homelessness in New York City. The selection of these two cities for the purposes of this 

dissertation seeks to highlight the repeated homeless narrative structures and power 

hierarchies, which are documented in analog as well as digital space through legal acts 

targeting homeless individuals’ use of public space. The term repeated is used to denote 

reoccurring single stories of homelessness used to represent diverse arrays of homeless 

individuals experiences through one-dimensional characteristics. In tracing homeless 

representation both digitally and in analog form, as they affect a city’s broader portrayal of 

homelessness, in-group biases affecting the communal narrative’s understanding of 

“acceptable” spatial uses are made visible.  

The value of analyzing New York lies in the city’s degree of digital documenting of homeless 

individuals. Both Honolulu and New York exist in very different physical environments, but 

represent their homeless populations similarly within their respective communal narratives. 

This may be related to similarities in the reporting demographic as well as methods of 

reporting, as the majority of representations of homelessness in both cities are contributed 

by non-homeless individuals. By drawing information from New York’s methods of 

narrating homeless peoples’ experiences through mobile applications, as seen in Chapter 5, 

the design solution aims to build an application to increase inclusion to be deployed in 

Honolulu. 

New York City presents a diametrically opposite environmental structure from Honolulu, 

but paints homeless individuals with a similar narrative brush. Studied throughout this 

dissertation are the limiting factors affecting homeless people regarding their collective 

ability to contribute their own personal narratives and how these narratives are mapped in 

urban space. Use of mobile applications provided by state and private entities will be 

examined in their capacity to illustrate spatial use as well as enabling some urban citizens to 

narrate other individuals’ experiences. New York’s function within the case studies serves to 

delineate the potential depth of socio-spatial identification information that can be gathered, 

as it indicates spatial use as well as biases held by reporters. These biases and constructions 

of inappropriate spatial use, as reported through the NYC311 application and NYC Map the 



 
Homeless, function as indicators of the prevalence of contributions to the communal spatial 

narrative by non-homeless individuals. As these are the most prevalent type of mobile 

applications used to digitally narrate homeless individuals’ urban spatial acts, they reduce 

contributions about homelessness provided by homeless individuals, as a they contribute a 

smaller portion of the overall dialogues on homelessness, attenuating their individual 

perspectives from the communal narrative. 

As homeless individuals are included or omitted from narrating their experiences in cities, 

their voices represent either contributions or attenuations within the Invisible City. In the 

case of New York, how do digital applications function to tell the stories of homeless 

individuals’ experiences in the city? Lessons gleaned can then be transferred to Honolulu to 

understand the implications of attenuated narration as it exists in physical space. This 

dissertation aims to focus on the lack of opportunity available to homeless individuals to 

narrate their own experiences, as non-homeless citizens narrate experiences for homeless 

individuals through digital applications.  

Research Methodology 

Research is often constructed as methodologically stringent examinations of a situation or 

problem in order to generate new knowledge or validate existing knowledge. As a research-

based document, the information gathered and presented in this dissertation aims to explore 

research understandings as they exist in today’s academic realm so as to stretch the meanings 

and implications derived from pure research into applicable real world solutions.  

This dissertation utilizes several research methodologies: literature review of existing theory, 

survey meta-analyses, case studies, and design as research. An initial literature review is 

conducted to establish theoretical understandings of the relationships between traditional 

means of altering urban inclusion, individual and communal narratives, and modern digital 

communications technology. Through a combination of meta-analyses and individual case 

studies, this dissertation examines methods of technology access, maps current trends in 

digital methods, and assesses the applicability of each in specific urban applications.  



 
The employment these of methodologies is exercised to make visible homeless individuals 

use and procurement methods of mobile technology, techniques used to record homeless 

individuals urban experiences, and mobile phone applications designed for homeless 

individuals. By using various research methods to look at the interactions of these elements 

effecting representations of homeless individuals in cities as they attenuate and amplify 

identity contribution, underpinning factors of homeless disenfranchisement become clear. 

The investigation of identity contributions to city’s archives, focusing on narrative 

attenuation of disenfranchised populaces in technology, will function to illuminate successful 

techniques for integrating the design solution.  

The design solution proposed in this dissertation bolsters the capacity of homeless urban 

narratives to contribute to the Invisible City through a digital application that encourages 

participation and inclusion. The smartphone application, Esra, has been designed after 

surveying existing cell phone use among homeless demographics. In addition, supplemental 

research was conducted regarding federal programs that subsidize mobile phones and data 

plan procurement and assistance agencies to ensure that homeless individuals are able to use 

the design produced. To increase understanding of existing mobile applications designed for 

homeless individuals, case studies on existing applications are conducted for their use in 

mapping and marking homeless individuals’ experiences in various cities throughout the 

United States. 

Case Study Methodology 

Case studies looking at current applications help to better understand the technological 

mediums currently designed for homeless individuals. By employing an analysis style similar 

to those used in architectural case study rubrics understandings are gained regarding 

homeless spatial mapping and experiences. In addition to case studies on current 

applications, this dissertation looks at the application NYC311. The maps produced from 

NYC311’s open-source data serve to expose urban homeless mapping and experiences as 

they transpire in real time in New York City. 



 
An aggregated analysis of these digital applications greatly informs and contributes 

numerous design attributes to the resultant application design. Information gleaned from the 

digital application case studies, used in conjunction with lessons from historical feminist and 

digital humanities theories, deconstructs common perceptions of disenfranchised urban 

citizens’ contributions and construct a new model of digital urban input, which is used to 

develop design parameters for the Esra. 

The potential of mobile applications that allow homeless users to gain agency within the 

Invisible City has not been fully explored by mobile application developers, as such 

applications are only a recent offshoot of an emerging technology and are often directed 

toward demographics that make financial investments monetarily profitable. The design void 

could be related to the lack of incentives created by monetary funding, assumptions related 

to lack of need on the part of homeless individuals, or assumed lack of apparatuses so as to 

access a mobile application specifically designed for homeless individuals. The applications 

looked at in Chapter 5 are either government funded or the result of private interests. Four 

of the five mobile applications analyzed generate no revenue and were developed for 

alternative motives, ranging from public awareness to documentation for the purpose of 

removal. As the design development of many applications for homeless individuals is not 

related to monetary profit, participation from outside designing entities often vary widely 

and fluctuate dependent on external drivers, like the unpaid free time of application 

designers. These external drivers could be one of the reasons for the lack of mobile 

applications designed with homeless individuals as their target audience. 

Design Methodology 

The culmination of research in Honolulu as well as on existent means of homeless 

individuals’ digital representation builds an understanding of digital urban relationships as 

they affect homeless individuals’ ability to articulate their narratives in the Invisible City. By 

using this knowledge, coupled with acknowledgments regarding a lack of digital platforms 

designed for homeless demographics, a space is created for a digital application that would 

promote homeless self-narration. The application derived, Esra, is a Honolulu-based, 



 
smartphone application that enables the user to digitally contribute his or her analog 

experiences to the communal narratives that then go on to form the Invisible City. 

Using existing street views and urban maps, the user is asked to record his or her narrative 

atop the existent map of the city. These narrative records are then placed using GPS, along 

with information gained from internal sensors, onto the maps. Narrative records are taken 

through sound recordings, images, and text input. Images might be recorded in the form of 

photographs, illustrations, or mixed-media, dependent on the user’s preferred method of 

narrative contribution. This sensorial data is, then, integrated into the application displaying 

urban narratives that may be otherwise omitted from the Invisible City.  

Many of the technologies utilized in the design outcome are currently in employed various 

technology fields; however, this application uniquely adapt these technologies in 

combination to produce a medium capable of annotating the existing digital-urban narrative 

experience. Applications that target homeless individuals in urban spaces are examined in the 

case study analysis portion of this dissertation to extract successful and negative modes of 

narrative contribution. 

The design goal of the interactive digital application is to provide a means for integrating 

disenfranchised experiences into the communal narrative in a non-exclusionary manner.  It 

does not limit participation to homeless individuals but instead welcomes use by all 

urbanites. The medium functions in a way that disallows itself from being hijacked by non-

homeless users by welcoming usership contributions from all members of society. Despite 

being open to any urban user, the design, as well as the user program and experience, is 

based on the socio-spatial needs of homeless persons. This is done by soliciting to and 

targeting homeless individuals. The user agreement promotes community cohesion and 

monitors the content to ensure that all users’ experiences, including those of homeless 

people, are protected as they choose to share their experiences. 

This application is different from other applications designed for homeless individuals, 

including those analyzed through this dissertations case studies, as it addresses their narrative 



 
needs as opposed to limiting its use to the constraints of their physical needs. Narrative 

needs are addressed in this dissertation as they provide opportunities for agency, which is 

especially important among demographics that are disenfranchised. Concepts of affecting 

change through agency are addressed in the literature review portion of the paper as they 

draw from feminist theories capable of reframing ideas of inclusion. 

Narrative Methodology 

The data able to be collected through the design solutions, discussed in Chapter 8, promotes 

the establishment of a collective narrative of the city; it vocally and visually describes what 

homeless users feel within the city, allowing them to contribute what is missing from the 

current communal understanding of their respective city. These narratives aid in 

understanding a qualitative description of the urban space and its needs, contributing to a 

more inclusive Invisible City. The lack of understanding regarding homeless peoples 

lifestyles, held by normalized urban citizens was described by one homeless individual as 

follows. “People don’t understand about being homeless; we have a very beautiful way of 

life. We live beautifully, as far as I’m concerned,” recounted Hans, a homeless Los Angeles, 

California, native.11 Hans’s understanding of homelessness and his way of life conflict with 

many in-group, non-homeless peoples’ shared perspectives as promoted by the communal 

narrative. This discrepancy can be seen in media addresses as well as in the laws and 

regulations controlling homeless spatial use. 

This dissertation seeks to integrate into the socio-spatial narrative voices like Hans’s. 

Infusing the communal narrative with more diverse spatial understandings including those of 

homeless individuals—narratives of those who are living the experience of being homeless. 

The consequence of increased diversity of contributions is a more inclusive understanding of 

the city as an urban space comprised of vastly varying spatial experiences. The discrepancy in 

spatial understanding between Hans’s narrative and a normalized citizen’s narrative regarding 

homelessness then provides the potential for empathy for the experiences of all homeless 

people. If an in-group member is able to experience Hans’s “beautiful way of life,” a contact 

                                                 



 
zone is created between the in-group member and Han. This contact zone then creates the 

potential for the experience to change the contact zone participant’s perspective and thus 

attitude. This experience can through the contact zone be contributed to the communal 

narrative, engaging other participants and increasing the likelihood of increased empathy. 

  



 

Terms & Definitions 

The definitions used in this paper function to create an alternative vocabulary, and thus an 

alternative approach to the relationship between urbanism and homelessness, as it is affected 

by digital mediums. These terms have been selected and employed to inform the reader of 

pre-conceptions of urban space as it is affected by in-group biases. This terminology aims at 

creating a new vocabulary of discourse, augmenting traditional ideas of inclusion, which may 

have historically excluded homeless participation. The terms defined below are derived by 

merging several theories: feminist theory, digital humanities, architecture and urbanism. By 

deriving terms from these theoretical spaces this paper hopes to extract and extrapolate 

seminal theories from these interdisciplinary studies. 

 In disassembling the vocabulary used to speak about homeless individuals in urban spaces 

this paper’s intent is to compose a new language of increased inclusion. This is done by first 

acknowledging the implications of language on our understanding of the homeless 

demographic. For example, by altering the words used to discuss cities, increased inclusion 

can be incorporated by the newly generated terms. These new terms remove existent 

connotations in order to employ a vocabulary rewritten for homeless out-groups, as well as 

the voices of the communal narrative. Beginning with a change in language, this paper 

proposes that the dialogue surrounding homeless demographics will change, affecting the 

language of the city as well.  

Structure 

“Structure” as used in the introduction, is a broadly accepted term used to denote 

organizations of physical objects built by society. Structures are physical or non-physical 

organizations affecting the beliefs and values of the populace, creating a tangible effect from 

often intangible forces. Some authors categorize these as isolated entities while others see 



 
them as interconnected frameworks of energy exchange.12 This paper will be looking at 

structures as the framing infrastructure for energy exchange and idea diffusion.  

Of particular interest to this dissertation are the in-group’s structures, which are informative 

in understanding the location-based power structures dominating the communal urban 

narrative. At times the in-group’s structures are referred to as geo-political structures due to 

the encapsulation of politically charged factors such as economics, demography and 

resources as they affect geographical space. This structure of the geo-politically charged 

communal urban narrative can then be seen as instrumental in forming the perceptions of 

the Invisible City.13 By analyzing underlying land politic structures that go on to form 

legislation and design parameters, clarity is achieved regarding how these structures go on to 

articulate the built form of the analog city. By seeing each of these elements as 

interconnecting structures that form complex frameworks for building cities, their value 

becomes instrumental in understanding their effects on the built form. 

The working definition of structure will be as follows: social arrangements, composed of 

energy, materials and information,14 borrowing concepts from Jane Jacobs’15 formulation of 

an ecologically interdependent urban framework. Exchanges flow between these elements 

composed of hierarchies, existing in layers that can be unearthed to analyze structural 

relationships as they affect the Invisible City. 

The effects of structural knowledge are intended to dismantle underlying socio-spatial 

conceptions as they affect the identities of homeless individuals in digital and analog cities. 

The interdisciplinary backgrounds taken into account in the terminology, literature review 

and design document aid in building a formative structure to understand and facilitate 

structural changes. By constructing an analysis of contributing factors to these spatial 

                                                 



 
structures, new methodologies are built for understanding the homeless experience, as the 

homeless population mark themselves upon the physical and digital urban spaces of the 

Invisible City. 

Homelessness 

The federal government utilizes four categories under which citizens can qualify as homeless: 

(1) literally homeless; (2) at imminent risk of homelessness; (3) homeless under other federal 

statutes; (4) fleeing/attempting to flee domestic violence. Many government programs base 

their classifications on this definition of homelessness.16 These four categories are then 

divided into two separate categories: conceptual and operational. The conceptual definition 

is understood as (1) Physical Domain: having an adequate dwelling to meet the needs of 

oneself and one’s family; (2) Social Domain: having privacy and capacity to maintain social 

relationships; (3) Legal Domain: having exclusive possession of secured occupation and legal 

title.17 By contrast, operational definitions of homelessness are often determined by 

individual organizations dependent on the specific sub-demographic they desire to serve. 

Operational definitions then go on to instruct the methodology used by the organization.  

                                                 



 

This paper addresses aspects of homelessness as they are involved with federally constructed 

conceptual definitions, with specific focus on physical, legal and social domains. By drawing 

aspects from all definitions as they compose conceptual homelessness, the design solution 

becomes capable of addressing narrative inclusion as it exists in the analog as well as digital 

space.  

Pixelated Identity  

Pixels function as individual flecks of information that enable the rendering of a larger image 

or idea. Increased pixels create finer resolution in the finalized image. Similarly, virtual 

mediums work together like pixels to formulate a more complete understanding of a user’s 

or city’s identity.  

For example, perhaps an individual has her business identity displayed to colleagues on 

LinkedIn, where her skills and workplace location are geographically marked. Her sorority 

sisters and college friends from out of state communicate over Facebook where they are able 

to look at images of her personal development since graduation. Her family vacations are 

recorded over Shutterfly, Tumblr curates her art and Yelp facilitates her dining. From this 

point forward these platforms for social relationships shared online will be called social 

network services or SNS. The result is that her virtual identity becomes a composition of 

each of her social networked services or platforms of virtual identification. Each of these 

platforms allows her to produce a new representation of herself. The mediums each have a 

target audience and display a separate but interrelated representation of the individual. The 

composite image comprises her pixelated identity, an interrelated collage of her virtual 

representations. Similarly, urban citizens and cities have become composites of their virtual 

identities. 

The ability of individuals to morph their identity throughout many digital realms has been 

greatly increased as the variety of digital mediums has multiplied and as technology has 

become omnipresent in everyday life. One single user is capable of being a multitude of 



 
different individuals with greatly varying capacities as he or she passes through each different 

digital application. One does not carry the same identity as one traverses different social 

arenas; similarly, access to identity shedding and reapplying is a constantly available fixture in 

the digital realm. 

Through critiquing and expanding discourses on agency and identity as they are constructed 

in urban spaces clarity can be gained in how they can be employed through virtual mediums. 

By looking at the variety of virtual applications designed to target normalized urban citizens, 

in contrast to those designed for homeless individuals, a disparity in geographically marked 

digital design solutions can be analyzed. Each of the applications provides a medium of 

communication with a specific user connotation and implied message.  

For instance, LinkedIn is a virtual medium designed for the business professional. It is used 

to network businesses and work opportunities. It also takes these experiences and 

interactions and maps them geographically in time and space. These pieces of information 

about the contributing individual compose the implied messages of the medium. This is the 

information conveyed about the user in that pixel medium. This pixel combines with other 

pixels, contributed by the other members of the urban in-group to compose the group’s 

pixelated in-group identity. The term in-group is defined by Henri Tajfels18 as the dominant 

group who share common identity ties, in contrast to the out-group. There are few 

applications that target homeless populations as their user group. The case studies examined 

in Chapter 5 analyze the identity pixels available to homeless demographics in urban spaces.  

This method of understanding identity as pixels does not suggest that homeless individuals 

are unable to use digital mediums designed for other target audiences, rather that their 

unique spatial experiences as they are marked on the analog canvas are not designed for. 

Advantages of pixelated identities will be discussed for their ability to facilitate admittance 

into different social groups, controlling the amount of identity information given to other 

members of the medium, and enabling users to play out different identity roles as they 

interact with other users. The benefits of these identity pixels will be discussed later in the 

                                                 



 
paper as they can be seen as factors that can increase or decrease out-group inclusion among 

in-group members. 

Social network service (SNS) members take on a variety of malleable attributes or pixels. 

These pixels function as information fragments, replacing one another, intersecting 

transparently and interacting opaquely, thus conveying a collage of information regarding the 

person’s identity. These identity pixels transpose their meanings onto the digital environment 

that is then layered over our interpretation of the city.  

For instance: if many individuals are using Yelp to talk about the city of Honolulu’s fish 

market they are each contributing an identity pixel of the market to the digital city of 

Honolulu. Each contributor uses their personal photograph, rating, description and 

experience to mark their analog experience in digital space. These composite pixels about the 

fish market contribute to the identity of the digital fish market as a part of the digital city of 

Honolulu. What happens though when there are no or limited pixels representing homeless 

experiences or personalities? What is eliminated from the digital city? The pixels of various 

citizens interlock and overlap, informing their relationships within urban spaces and the 

larger image of the digital community.  Changes and shifts to individual pixels as they 

compose identities in digital space then go on to color the way that cities are perceived 

digitally.  



 

 

The importance of who is telling the story has become ever more important as participants’ 

ability to cloak and manipulate identity pixels through virtual mediums shifts. If everyone is 

using the same software or product to elucidate a point, the image conveyed will likely have 

the odor of that software and reflect a predominant demographic who may be using it. The 

resultant image of the city as illustrated through that medium is skewed to the contributors’ 

biases as a consequence. In this way, the SNS platforms can be seen as tinting the pixels’ 

information. 

Standpoint theory19 states that every perception as well as knowledge is socially situated. This 

understanding stretches into understandings of pixelated identity, allowing each identity pixel 

to be socially situated. The social situation of the pixel can be seen as being situated within 

the culture of the producing platform. Standpoint theory would also suppose that the 

communicating platform integrated into the Invisible City adds meaning created by the 

perspective of the device. In the same way that language dictates what we are able to say, a 

device and platform function to stage the message produced. The result is pixels 

                                                 



 
manipulated by the platform, device and the user’s identity being applied to the Invisible 

City. The danger of this is the potential of only accepting or producing specific pixels, 

resulting in an undemocratic representation of digital cities, and as a result non-

representative communal narratives.  

Invisible Cities 

Italo Calvino used the idea of Invisible Cities to describe non-physical worlds invented for 

specific ears, by analyzing the story of Marco Polo.20 As the character Marco Polo narrates 

the Mongolian emperor Khan’s vast stretches of land, the reader becomes aware of the 

observational removal from the actual location. The fictive work created cites as a composite 

of the listener’s understanding and the storyteller’s imagination and memory. The Invisible 

Cities created are neither fictional nor real, but reside instead in a space in-between. Marco 

Polo uses these spatial memories to create the reality of the Emperor, much like the way that 

urban citizens work together to form a communal understanding of the cities in which they 

dwell.21 Thus they establish a non-tangible city of memory and potential, standardized for 

communal understanding.  

In summary the Invisible City is the abstracted idea of the city. It takes information from the 

physical, the digital, communal narratives, individual identity pixels and history to form an 

idea of the city. This Invisible City is the imagined image of the city. 

The term Invisible City within this paper is used to clarify how citizens understand their 

shared ephemeral space, while highlighting the way that communal narratives function to 

control the collective spatial perception.  Important realizations can be made by noting who 

in Calvino’s novel plays the role of the storyteller and thus who is making the spatial 

connections for whom. The power dichotomies presented and created through storytelling 

within the novel shed light on the function of communal urban narratives as they are 

established and curated by pixelated identities. 

                                                 



 
In this way the Invisible City is a mimicking structure of the analog city. It draws ideas of the 

analog space into its creation, propagated by user identities and understandings. The 

Invisible City is seen as extremely closely tied to the communal narratives of the space as 

they co-construct one another. 

Urban Narrative 

Socio-spatial narratives is an ever-expanding field. The narratives’ crafted productions are 

sculpted by ever-growing, nuanced, interdisciplinary experiences that evolve alongside the 

landscape, facilitating spatial understandings as they pertain to culture. They coat the city in 

layers of meaning both individualized and intertwined, creating a collective image, physical in 

the built form and ephemeral in meaning, adding to the Invisible City. 

In the Invisible City citizens function as storytellers, articulating their experiences onto the 

built environment. These experiences can function to change public policy, the city and 

experiences yet to be had. In articulating one’s experiences onto the space, the user’s actions 

and lives are legitimized. Each citizen, within a city, creates his or her own personal urban 

narrative. The existence of these stories within space, operate to create a comprehensive map 

of the users’ experiences as they are plotted onto the landscape. These maps can be further 

extrapolated by interlacing the narratives of interacting individuals to illustrate contact 

zones.22 These urban spatial relations had by admitted and in-group citizens will be called 

Communal Urban Narratives or Communal Narrative since they address the conjunctive quality 

through which shared knowledge of spatial narratives are established. 

Analog Urbanity23 

The hardware, or analog structure, of the city is its streets, sidewalks, sewage lines, parks and 

treatment centers, a composite of physical infrastructure and buildings; it is the space that 

people physically walk through. The analog space stands in juxtaposition to and communes 

                                                 



 
with the digital space. It is the corporeal and material world of information. This is the city 

addressed by urban planners like Jane Jacobs who spoke of the analog city, the city most 

often addressed in city hall meetings and master planning drawings.  

The importance of the analog structure is one that cannot be overlooked. Its crucial facets 

compose the twenty-first-century city, functioning as the structure over which the Invisible 

City is laid. The implication of ubiquitous technology has changed the ways the analog city is 

experienced. To ignore these implications is to render the multidimensional modern city in a 

one-dimensional light. 

Situationist Guy Debord24 illustrates his understanding of the urban experience by physically 

treading the analog city, recording experientially gained maps. Fearful of the implications of 

the car, he strove to fully experience the city as it is physically laid out. His attention to the 

speed of interface via walking, as opposed to within the confines of a moving vehicle, had 

severe consequences for the process of the experience. The documentation of this 

experience he called Dérive. Today his central concern regarding automobile integration is 

overshadowed by citizens capacity and velocity of moving through analog space, propelled 

by an ability to experience locations with the drop of a Google pin. 

An individual is no longer forced to walk or even drive within the analog space to get an 

encompassing feeling of the physical meanings of the space. However, who is determining 

these meanings? In eliminating a person’s physical experience in the analog city, what are we 

ensuring? One must ask: when we reduce the analog experience to a digital street view who 

is eliminated? Whose digital narration are we exploring and what does their perspective 

display? 

Digital Urbanism 

25 Since prehistoric times, a society’s use of technology has been a determining factor in its 

characterization. These transitions through technology have been illustrated heavily in the 

                                                 



 

“Charge it, Point it, Zoom it, Press it, 
Snap it, Work it, Quick, Erase it, Write 
i, Cut it, Paste it, Save it, Load it, Check 
it, Quick, Rewrite it, Plug it, Play it, 
Burn it, Rip it, Drag it, Drop it, Zip, 
Unzip it, Surf it, Scroll it, Pause it, Click 
it, Cross it, Crack it, Switch, Update it, 
Name it, Rate it, Tune it, Print it, Scan 
it, Send it, Fax, Rename it, Touch it, 
Bring it, Pay it, Watch it, Turn it, Leave 
it, Start, Format it. 

Technologic, Daft Punk 

transformations of the analog urban form.26 The form of 

today’s city is becoming increasingly dictated by the 

ubiquity of technology and virtual mediums. The ability 

to access information online has rendered some services 

unnecessary, while simultaneously creating other spatial 

requirements that did not exist before. Our interaction 

with the urban landscape has taken on new forms that 

enable users to partake in events across the world and 

have a life in cities they have never physically set foot in. 

This has created a city that parallels the analog city,27 while maintaining a completely 

different citizenship, user base and socioeconomic grounding.  

The following illustrates the digital city of Honolulu: the user can walk Waikiki beach, via 

Google maps in 2011 as well as 2014,28 and they can interact with fellow Waikiki beachgoers 

visually and verbally via Waikiki YouTube videos.29 The visitor can see their hotel, the 

Marriot Resort and Spa, walk through their room and experience the Marriott’s Revive 

Collection bedding with 300 thread count cotton linens,30 before they visit the pool deck to 

watch the sunset.31 The visitors then talk to multiple other tourists and locals32 in Waikiki 

                                                 

 

 





 
The digital city42 experienced through virtual mediums may have some of the same 

experiential sound bites as the analog city, but it represents a different space. This paper 

argues that the produced digital city is not inauthentic in form but instead is an altogether 

different space. Although a separate entity, it is tied to the analog city and is dependent on it 

for portions of its critical grounding. Yet, it remains distinct in many other qualities.  

  

                                                 



 

Chapter 1 Literature Review 

 

1.1 Introduction 

The following literature review establishes a theoretical framework for designing a digital 

intervention to increase narrative inclusions, resulting in transformations in the built 

environment. In addition to the seminal urban planning writings selected for this literature 

review, theoretical pieces highlighting alternative methods and perspectives have been added. 

These interdisciplinary pieces of literature, including feminist authors and communication 

theorists drawing from digital humanities, have been introduced to integrate disenfranchised 

narratives into a communal urban narrative. In order to alter how people interact with one 



 
another in cities, the current conceptions of a city’s and a homeless individual’s place within 

it must first be deconstructed before being reconstructed. 

Despite the numerous articles written about the effects of homelessness in densely 

populated spaces43 and its derogating consequences,44 there still remains much disagreement 

as to the best means of fixing or aiding the issue. These urban theories, aimed at increasing 

inclusion, will be looked at here as they pull from historically tried methods. Traditional 

methods are looked acknowledging they are firmly rooted in the technology of the time. 

Modern disenfranchisement can be looked at as it connects historically recorded 

disenfranchisement with new mediums of communication that homeless individuals are not 

actively contributing to as a result of lack of mediums.  

The effects of disenfranchisement of urban citizens are visible, as mediums of urban 

communication increase.45 This can be seen as homeless marginalization occurs concurrently 

in analog cityscapes and virtual cities; such as under-representation of homeless identities on 

SNS sites and ordinances prohibiting spatial use normalized by homeless individuals. Spaces 

of highly differentiated contribution rates by demographic, increase realms of omission and 

further disenfranchise narratives from an already dampened demographic. This paper 

addresses access to the communal urban narrative as an indicator of a city’s inclusivity, by 

analyzing the political exclusion of specific identities. 

By analyzing urban narratives created by identities interacting on macro and micro levels, 

this paper makes clear the political relationships that facilitate demographic-based agency 

and socio-spatial city control. Through occluding identities and agency on a demographic 

level within the city, authority over the determiners of spatial futures are established.  

                                                 



 
The design proposed in the Chapter 7 seeks to establish a medium of contribution aimed at 

dismantling current understandings of the communal narrative. Feminist methodology is 

utilized for its historical aim of dismantling existent naturalized narrations as well as 

traditions of interdisciplinary grounding. In doing so it aims to elucidate the manipulations 

of the Invisible City dominated by urban user power hierarchies. This has been termed 

queering46 a naturalized notion by disrupting common conceptions. The production of a 

medium that facilitates participation among historically silenced groups bolsters agents of 

change to better represent all members of analog urbanism,47 culminating in the production 

of cities that are resilient due to attention to membership, agency and more equally 

distributed participation.  

Jane Jacobs saw this resilience as a function of a community’s connection to a space, and 

believed that spaces grounded in their community have a greater populace to pull from in 

times of duress.  

Dull, inert cities, it is true, do contain the seeds of their own destruction and little 

else, (…) lively, diverse, intense cities contain the seeds of their own regeneration, 

with energy enough to carry over for problems and needs outside themselves.48 

Understandings of urban resilience as they relate to urban narrative inclusion are based on 

increased citizen participation. This is addressed in the writings of Dolores Hayes49 as well as 

Jane Jacobs,50 who sought to increase voices of the public in urban planning as it affects 

design. The resulting designs derived by Jacobs aimed to address the needs of those that 

would then be using the space as opposed to the needs of the assumed by the designers. She 

                                                 



 
explained this discrepancy as emanating from a lack of understanding as well as under-

representation. 

This paper frames cities as large-scale geo-political entities composed of individuals, 

functioning as microcosms of change, in order to look for a multifaceted approach that 

addresses the constructed fluid spatial-narrative. To build the multidimensional theoretical 

structure capable a suturing the urban narrative fabric this paper draws on feminist theory, 

digital humanities and urbanism theory. This paper purposefully pulls away from traditional 

urban theories in an effort to avoid the repetition that has allowed for the continual 

recurrence of homeless issues. By using feminist theory to fracture the traditional means of 

urban analysis, this paper hopes to demonstrate the prospect of increased equality by means 

of decreased stratification using evolving technologies of digital humanities to bridge gaps of 

narrative inequality. 

1.2 Urban Methodology 

Cities have been viewed through a vast variety of lenses in recent decades, each revealing 

separate ideological structures and urban iterations. In looking through the traditional lens of 

Jane Jacobs to glean an urban vocabulary,51 a structural foundation can be laid. This paper 

bases the design solution as well as the research document on a traditional methodology, to 

which situationist theories are applied; it strives to clarify urban participation effects on 

spatial experience and identity forms, as they are administered to narrative mapping. 

Situationist International theories span from their initial formative critique of the status 

quo.52 Their method of urban appraisal seeks to utilize hypergraphics to rid sedated citizens of 

illusion, through artistic interventions and urban praxis. The utility of this graphically driven, 

call to action will function to illustrate the experiences of hidden identities, as they play 

themselves out in cities. The layering of a historically situated method of structural analysis 

                                                 



 
and urban political theory, utilizing artistic propaganda-type methods, enables a synthesized 

method capable of moving forward in a virtually primed urbanism. 

By analyzing historically situated urban-narrative-based design, the foundation of the urban 

experience can be seen as it is articulated by stories resulting in the creation of urban form. 

One could argue that, due to technological advances previously utilized methodology no 

longer addresses the totality issues of today’s cities. The methodological melding of the two 

urban strategies, analog and digital creates a space for disenfranchised narrative exploration 

in the unexamined and under-represented urban experiences. 

This paper is particularly interested in the ways cities interact with homeless demographics, 

as urban mechanisms function to push fringe demographics further to the communal 

peripheries.53 Levels of participation in the communal narrative are of interest as they speak 

to equality within cities. To better understand equality formations as they are inscribed on 

cities, Jane Jacobs is used to create the structure on which other urban narratives like those 

of Dolores Hayden are hitched. 

1.2.1 Defining Urban Elements as Pondered54 by Jane Jacobs 

The vocabulary of the modern urbanist is comprised of definitions created by Jane Jacobs, 

whose opposition to Parks Commissioner Robert Moses, founded community-based urban 

activism. This foundation in activism constitutes an ideal platform for homeless narrative 

emphasis as it provides a space for uprooting accepted urban social norms. After finding her 

early footing “rooting for the underdog,” Jacobs’ battles intended to advocate for silenced 

minority voices. Founded in the neighborhood’s opposition to the New York Expressway in 

                                                 



 
the 1950s, Jacobs campaigned for place-based, community-centric design, which was then 

radical, but is today fundamental to urban planning.55 

Her promotion of higher density building, building reuse, bottom-up community planning 

and mixed-use development was integral to her perception of the city as a living ecosystem, 

inclusive of all its inhabitants. Her book Life and Death of Great American Cities56 goes beyond 

suggesting that cities were undergoing attack, to say that they were being massacred by “slum 

clearance,” which functioned to dismantle elemental parts of the urban ecosystem. She saw 

this removal of urban spaces as a violation of those occupying the lowest rungs of society 

and further marginalizing their chosen ways of interacting in the city. She perceived this as 

similar to removing connecting structures from the ecological model. 

She went on to suggest that observing cities from the ground is the only way one can 

understand the fluidity and interconnectedness existent in urban spaces. Her methodology of 

urban design extends from geography-applying ecology to understand the interdependent 

relations spanning throughout a city. Her ground-up understanding of cities has become 

plausible in ways she probably never fathomed in 1961, as individuals are able to experience 

the spatial city sequence, interacting with it from the comfort of our mobile phones. The 

ecology of the city has transformed itself, inviting technologies into intimate interactions. 

This evolution within the ranks of urban ecological organization has forced a new 

understanding of long-standing relationships.  

Urban planners have since utilized a mapping system of micro-macro planning that 

acknowledges the intersectional qualities of urban relationships. This paper argues that the 

micro isn’t small enough and the macro isn’t large enough. In analyzing scales of inclusion 

through pixelated identity later in the paper, this dissertation address issues of proportion on 

an individual level that greatly affects the large-scale city.  

                                                 



 
To comprehend the relationships existent between new technology and urbanism of today, 

Jane Jacobs57 would have needed to include a chapter addressing the use of mobile devices in 

the city. Located between Chapter 4: The Use of Sidewalks, and Chapter 5: The Use of 

Neighborhood Parks, Chapter 4.5 would address the implications of cellular phone use in 

everyday city life. Cellular and mobile devices would be analyzed in terms of their ability to 

provide those occupying the lowest rungs of Jane Jacobs’ social ecosystem with class 

mobility.  

New technologies unevaluated by Jane Jacobs have sewn themselves intrinsically into cities, 

becoming part of the urban ecosystem in an inescapable way. It is only through further 

exploration and understanding that the medium can be gracefully aligned with the 

foundational city laid down by Jane Jacobs. This is not to say that the proposed direction of 

Jane Jacobs is incorrect, but that the development of urban spaces has taken on a new 

dimension. This paper proposes that in order to fully understand the implications of the 

modern city, one must develop theories that include technological developments as they 

mark themselves on the urban environment with ever-growing frequency. 

1.2.2 Urban Ecology as Network Theory 

Jacobs utilized the metaphor of ecology to denote the deeply interconnected web of the city. 

An interconnected web composed of buildings, streets, neighborhoods and their histories 

functions as a living organism. These elements comprising the city work synergistically to 

keep the city in good health. The strength of Jacobs’s ecology model resides in the inability 

of conceptually isolated systems to capture the essence of living systems present in cities.58 

The bottom-up, urban, structural understanding activates a more intrinsically intertwined 

system accounting for elemental entropy and power exchanges, as opposed to 

decontextualized narrow understandings. 

                                                 



 
By using an analysis based on interconnected facets to structure the perspective of the city 

space, thus following the format laid out by Jacobs, designers are able to see the effects and 

affects of their design. Her methods of analysis enable the articulation of a vast array of 

intricacies required by cities, allowing her method to function as the framework of what 

follows here. Many of the elements named by Jacobs were in response to the 1950s 

American Urban Renewal; they thus opposed issues like downtown expressways as cars 

increased in pervasiveness. Today the issues faced by cites have evolved, compounding old 

issues and adding new ones. 

By proposing additional elements to Jane Jacobs existing synergistic fundamentals theorized 

in 1961, this paper addresses issues faced by cities today. This strategy juxtaposes her urban 

planning methods alongside technological evolutions. Of particular interest is the integration 

of virtual mediums like SNS and mobile telephone applications, or apps, as they have 

become integral to today’s urban lifestyles. Similar to Jane Jacobs’ focus on those occupying 

the lowest levels of 1960s New York society, this paper uses developments in technology to 

provide urban resources to homeless individuals, who also occupy low societal rungs. 

Despite the vast array of elements that have come into existence in the ecologically defined 

city, the focus on virtual technologies has been selected for their pervasiveness as well as 

their versatility in creating platforms with unbridled potential. 

1.2.3 Historically Referenced Power of Place: Urban Landscapes as Public History  

Utilizing the structure provided by Jane Jacobs, historical planner Dolores Hayden makes an 

effort to acknowledge all of the innate intricacies of urban space as they compose public 

history. Through focusing on cultural landscape politics in Los Angeles as they represent 

gender, race, ethnic pasts and trajectories, Hayden activates marginalized city accounts. The 

book Power of Place: Urban Landscapes as Public History59 is her investigation of the narrative 

power of place activated by overlooked urban citizens. Unlike Jacobs, whose urban 

structural understanding limits itself to the users as groups within urban ecology, Hayden 

                                                 



 
addresses individualized narratives. The use here of these two urban planners functions to 

create both a micro and macro understanding of urban narrative contributions as they are 

composed by events. They thus present individual narratives as they compose communal 

narratives innately tied to urban spaces. 

Hayden’s urban interventions created from specific individuals narratives are made physical 

by an emotionally triggered and physically tied story which creates a sense of place. Drawing 

her narratives from spaces of oppression, the works function to tell the stories of individuals 

in their struggle. Hayden process involves the selection of one narrative to be representative 

of the urban conflict at that time, thus acknowledging the power of individual stories as they 

are marked on the city. In this way, she creates art and architectural pieces calls forth 

identities from the past that resonate with the public who occupy the space currently.  

Her understanding of urban participation as a relationship between the powerful and meek, 

is furthered explained by her selection of voices to showcase. Her assumption that strong 

voices of power are already visibly marked on the communal narrative and thus physically 

manifest on the landscape, indicates what she perceives as already included in the public 

archive. She thus selects narratives which are untold, belonging to disenfranchised and stifled 

demographics. By eliminating deafeningly loud voices already marking the cityscape, her 

archive selects specific individuals and their historically censored memoirs. 

The Design Research portion of this paper draws from Dolores Hayden by creating a 

medium for individuals to integrate themselves into narrative-saturated urban spaces. This is 

done by building a forum of narrative dissemination accessible to homeless individuals who 

may have been previously silenced in narrative-inundated cities. Hayden uses physical forms 

to mark selected disenfranchised experiences in cities, creating analog space to mark 

ephemeral experiences.  

These memoirs, which physically manifest on the built form, create monuments to the 

previously silenced voices. “Biddy Mason Born a Slave” is one example of Hayden’s selected 



 
narratives.60 The story is one of a slave born in 1818 in Georgia, who moved to San 

Bernardino, California, was freed, became a midwife, and died in 1981. Her memorial is 

located on 331 South Spring Street (Broadway and 3rd) in Los Angeles, where it establishes 

her social inclusion through its physical existence as a monument. The monument which 

takes the form of a park and 81' foot long 8' high wall imprints the memory of Mason in the 

form of a time line indicating racially charged indicators of time in Masons life. The narrative 

selections made by Hayden and her Power of Place committee, function to pull individual 

disenfranchised narratives out of the excluded masses and into the physically manifested city, 

becoming representations of their demographic within the communal urban narrative. 

The memorial does not establish inclusion of all freed slave narratives in California, but 

instead it creates a representation of them in the form of Biddy Mason. This representation 

of a black slave woman and her accomplishments is then able to be included within the 

communal narrative. This representation successfully brings similar stories into the 

communal narrative but glosses over the individuality of those stories. The loss of 

individuals information of similar narratives due to lack of spatial representation is a 

symptom of the analog urban medium. As analog space within cities is limited so is the 

ability to physically marked all citizens narratives within them. Dolores Hayden's use of the 

urban medium gathers strength from the emotional expressiveness of physical spatial 

representation, bringing large demographics into social inclusion through monumentality of 

single individuals narratives. The result is the destruction of specificity of particulars that 

exist in each individuals narrative, but inclusion of the groups representation within the 

communal narrative. 

Dolores Hayden’s practice is sometimes termed place studies. For the purpose of this paper, 

it is called the study of the urban narrative, or narrative studies. It is called this because it 

addresses individual stories as they feed into communal stories marked on the physical place. 

Hayden’s critical analysis and research at Yale melded American studies, urban history and 

poetry to produce her synthesis: Place Studies, a medium of urban communication for 

                                                 



 
silenced voices. Traction created by her public works agency, The Power of Place, is used to 

organize localized public assemblies, neighborhood tours, artists’ books and public 

sculptures. 

By working with architectural preservation teams to understand, perpetuate and 

commemorate urban landscapes as minority families experience them, Hayden’s monuments 

bring historical understanding of disenfranchised urbanites into focus. The actualization of 

her research as a physical solution experienced and modified by citizens, enables agency over 

histories otherwise viewed as oppressive. In targeting projects dealing with bitter urban 

memories, including slavery, repatriation and internment, Hayden highlights methodology 

for personal recovery, rooted in the building of stronger communities. 

This paper acknowledges the strength of this creative urban preservation method, designed 

to enhance the community as well as integrate the narrative of the more underrepresented 

citizens. Hayden’s method is successful in the Los Angeles area, utilizing methods available 

through technology existing during The Power of Place’s creation. Her methods have 

successfully been adapted to a variety of populaces, but their mediums are limited to the 

physical cityscape and the written word. 

By broadening Hayden’s methodology of place studies into the virtual sphere, as opposed to 

the limits of the physical sphere, a greater facilitation of citizen participation is possible. The 

narrative broadness and depth addressed between all members of urban society, stretches a 

vastness incapable of existing solely in physical urban spaces. Today an overlapping of the 

virtual sphere, atop the existent physical sphere, enables a historically unprecedented layering 

of data. This new, layered mapping permits interaction between the physical and the urban 

as it imprints itself on the city’s cultural landscape documented in a variety of multimedia. In 

suggesting that in a world where much of the current reality of “users” is limited to the 

virtual realm, an interactive medium of identity contribution would further infuse the urban 

communal narrative by extending spatial participation accessibility. 



 
The methods utilized in The Power of Place speak heavily to those of Guy Debord.61 Both 

were seeking methodologies for reintegrating estranged publics, resulting in a physical 

manifestation of public spaces. Where Debord sees human interface and quality of life 

reduced by capitalism, Hayden sees human capital and value diminishing due to insufficient 

gravity given to specific voices. Both writers cite the isolation of urban masses as a result of 

modern living. Their solutions in the form of urban spatial manipulation, addressed the 

human-to-urban interface, seeking to understand the intricacies of the human experience. 

The collaborative projects that Hayden stitched into the city employ the preexisting structure 

of the urban fabric and unorthodox situations existent in urbanism. By borrowing the 

elemental breakdown described by Jane Jacobs in The Life and Death of Great American Cities, 

Hayden reveals a strong understanding and basis in theory preceding her work. By drawing 

on a combined methodology utilizing Jacobs’ essential understanding and Hayden’s physical 

narrative stitch work, Esra amplifies single narratives of analog experiences through virtual 

mediums. Dolores Hayden strove to increase inclusion and thus agency by representing 

repressed demographics. By broadening the strengths and design principles of The Power of 

Place into digital mediums, lessons learned extend understanding of agency and autonomy 

into the virtual sphere.  

1.2.4 Agency Within the City 

To better understand cities as power structures as defined by Dolores Hayden, one must 

first understand agents and agency, and their relationships with identity as a spatial 

phenomena. Agency can be seen as the capacity of a person or agent to act and make their 

own choices within a given structure or environment, such as the city or digital social 

network system. By understanding the interactions of these phenomena Hayden creates a 

structure to understand how certain forms come into existence in the built environment.62 

Through understanding these questions planners are able to ask questions such as, who is 

                                                 



 
capable of influencing their environment and how do those power structures become 

paramount functions capable of reframing the city? These are questions being asked by a 

growing number of contemporary theorists63 as ties between spatial formation, agency and 

identity are becoming increasingly strong.  

For the purpose of this argument, agency will be looked at as the capacity of an individual to 

choose their action and in effect exercise power.64 In focusing on an individual’s agency over 

their representation, power structures facilitating urban growth become more clear. In the 

case of this paper, homeless actions are examined for their ability to represent and self-

narrate their experiences. The activation of narrative identification as described by Hilde 

Lindermann Nelson65 and the methods used by Hayden function to make heard voices and 

narratives previously subordinated to institutions and practices. Hayden saw these practices 

as the traditional and dominant representations within the city. Hayden’s use of urban space 

to represent minimized voices extrapolates ideas of Nelson’s narrative ownership of these 

voices.  

Hilde Lindermann Nelson’s understanding of personal narrative continues to say, by 

focusing on the stories of groups whose identities have been defined by larger power 

structures and comparing them to one another, that larger insights can be gained. Nelson 

arrives at the idea that identities are composites of how individuals see themselves as well as 

how they are perceived by in-group members. These perceptions form the actor’s actions 

within the dominant group construct. Her theory further says that if a dominant group 

constructs identities of homeless individuals through socially shared narratives that mark 

them as subnormal, those who bare the damaged identity cannot exercise their agency 

freely.66  

                                                 



 
1.3 Feminist Interventions: Understanding Muted Voices Among the Urban Layers 

Why feminism? The use of feminist analysis categories of identity, narrative, citizenship, and 

agency is intended to detect naturalized differentials of power constructed as timeless, 

natural and universal. This methodology has been incorporated to enable a more complete 

understanding of urban relationships, often seen as binary and polarized. The spaces 

designed through a feminist methodology of intervention allow for an Other perspective that 

does not belong to typical socio-cultural lenses. This understanding seeks to establish 

relationships and conditions that permit a fuller urban conversation, permitting 

disenfranchised demographics the agency to participate fully in conversations, as the 

determining factors dictating their future. 

Feminism, as it plays out in the following pages, serves as a paradigm shifter; it uses its 

methodology to function as a heuristic device for inequality. This is a tactic utilized in many 

humanity, social science and history fields as it establishes a juncture in interdisciplinary 

stances established to reframe normalized archetypes. The formative grounding of this 

heuristic device is drawn from First-Wave Feminism and sets as its primary goal to create 

political, economic and social equality for the sexes.  

As the lenses of time shift, so too do staunch single-dimension understandings created by 

First-Wave Feminism, branching out to accommodate a wider range of silenced voices. The 

branching has broadened to a multifaceted understanding of the depths and reaches of 

feminist theories, which this paper seeks to extend to virtual architecture. The specific 

branch, or wave, of feminist theory used in this paper is Fourth-Wave Feminism67 and Post-

Structural Feminism. In this paper Post-Structural Feminism functions to emphasize the 

                                                 



 
“contingent and discursive nature of all identities,”68 while Fourth-Wave feminism is selected 

for its roots in Queer Theory as it addresses queerness and media effects.69 

1.3.1 Queering the City 

The term queer has a tumultuous history. Once employed for homophobic abuse, the term is 

now used as a theoretical umbrella for the engagement of an array of socially minimized self-

identifications. This paper proposes that the existence of the normalized city is one that has 

great influence on citizens’ understanding of the communal urban narrative. To counteract 

the idea of the normalized city the idea of queering is employed, disrupting typically 

understood socio-spatial constructs as formed by socio-normative identities. The difficulty in 

aligning Queer Theory with any specific identity category makes it beneficial for the 

acknowledgment of disenfranchised identities in the construction of new, inclusive, 

communal urban narratives.  

1.3.2 Narrative 

Narrative is discussed in many lights in this project because it is seen as the main means of 

increasing inclusion. The function of storytelling in feminist literature and research operates 

to serve multiple purposes including creating counter-traditional narratives, or in the case of 

this paper: queering the narrative of the city. These chronicles can operate in a non-linear manner, 

resulting from their temporality, enabling an ambiguity created by the coexistence of multiple 

simultaneous histories.70 As a result, academic feminisms have at their root a desire to 

document memory previously cloaked by a more dominant story. Throughout history, this 

narrative has been called many things, including the subaltern story, but is always about 

broadening the array of individuals who are granted authorship.71 

                                                 



 
The use of feminist methodology in the forthcoming research paper lies in feminism’s 

history of radical refusal to settle down and accept the given societal standards. Just as the 

history of feminist theory seeking to share untold female narratives, this paper aims to attain 

a space for displaying invisible experiences, as they unfold on landscapes: 

Feminist methodology […] might be summarized by these axiomatic 

statements: there is neither a self nor a collective identity without an 

Other; there is no inclusiveness nor collective identity without exclusion. 

No universal without a rejected particular. No neutrality that doesn’t 

privilege an interested point of view and is always an issue in the 

articulation of these relationships.72 

The experiences of the Other occur concurrently with normalized populations, yet are made 

illegitimate by muted speech platforms.73 By acknowledging the existence of a juxtaposition 

between in-group members as they stand in contrast to out-groups/the Other, an increased 

understanding of relationships that form cities can be extrapolated and explored. By 

deconstructing, geo-political relationships as they are structurally embedded in narrative 

contribution, similarities and differences are exposed, allowing gaps in usership to be made 

visible. Exposing these differences will not immediately dissolve the boundaries between in-

groups and out-groups. Instead by increasing out-group recognition amongst urban citizens 

the first steps of equalization are encouraged through the empowerment of diverse 

narratives. 

Silenced populations exist in every society, creating a need for solutions across a broad range 

of spaces. The selection of the city for this paper is the result of its concentration of people, 

thus increased ability to broaden the range and diversity of voices present through narrative 

contribution. 

1.3.3 Standpoint Theory 

                                                 



 
In an effort to activate a broader range of narratives as they compose urban spaces, this 

paper seeks to promote the validity of individual experiences as they transpire within the city. 

One such feminist approach to validating individual experiences as they occur within a larger 

political structure is standpoint theory. Standpoint theory functions to uproot single-

narrative constructs held by the normalized populace regarding the subaltern, seeking instead 

to affirm individual voices by showcasing and affirming a greater array of narratives. This 

theory asserts that issues created by single narratives produce essentialist knowledge.  

Standpoint theory functions to dismantle essentialist understandings by proposing multi-

variant, situation-based stories. In contrast, essentialism proposes that every story or 

individual has a set of defining characteristics. It proposes that these characteristics are 

shared by all in that group, for example, a property is related to an object as essential. One 

could then infer that all individuals within x group contain y traits. An example of essentialist 

knowledge could be: homeless individuals don’t have jobs, or homeless people don’t 

participate in social spaces appropriately.74 The statement and other essentialist statements 

frame a single narrative as an absolute quality or characteristic possessed by all from that 

demographic. 

Standpoint theory contests essentialism by proposing that knowledge stems from social 

position and thus results in the affirmation of many perspectives. Sandra Harding,75 who 

originally coined the term standpoint, drew from Marxism the idea that people of the 

proletariat, particularly females, possess knowledge unavailable to the privileged class. She 

proposed that those at the top of social hierarchies overlook legitimate human relations and 

the genuine nature of social reality, thus missing information intrinsic and crucial to the 

human experience.76 

Feminist standpoint theory relies on three principle claims: (1) knowledge is socially situated; 

(2) marginalized groups are socially situated creating greater exposure, producing in them 

                                                 



 
greater understanding and awareness of issues and questions than non-marginalized groups; 

(3) research, especially when concentrated on power relations, should begin with the 

experiences and understanding of the marginalized because they are often more attuned to 

many of the issues of everyday reality. Based on these principles, standpoint theory makes 

contributions to political activism, epistemology and methodology as it focuses its lenses on 

political and social power relations.77  

The function of standpoint theory in this paper, as it is incorporated into virtual mediums 

through narrative inclusion, is not without potential shortcomings. The strengths of 

increased inclusion through standpoint theory include escalating urban awareness of 

homeless individuals and dissipating single-narrative power concentrations; however 

shortcomings include potential narrative distortion. This distortion will be analyzed through 

virtual application fantasy echo, high-jacking, and the creation of victims.  

1.3.4 Fantasy Echo 

An echo is a reverberation, repeating, copying and extending past sounds. These delayed 

imitations of sound return as incomplete versions, often fractures preceding sentences, 

frequently only repeating ends of sentences. These reverberations span expanses of time and 

space, generating gaps of understanding and intelligibility.78 Fantasy echoes act similarly, 

creating an inaccurate repetition within narratives. These repeated stories function as partial 

truths of an event or understanding formed in the past. They are not lies or truths, instead 

they function to tell a partial story resembling some version of prior understanding.79  

This is a concern regarding the use of memoirs as narratives. As soon as a story is told it 

becomes a distortion of its original version. Joan Wallach Scott continues to maintain that 

these fantasies function to propose retrospective identification, and imagined resemblances: 

                                                 



 
“the echo is a fantasy, the fantasy an echo.”80 The two intrinsically intertwine, producing 

identity. Fantasy is synonymous with imagination; both articulate individual and collective 

identity. The fantasy echo works to extract a single coherence from the confusion by 

reducing multiplicities to singularities to create an understandable identity or story. This 

entity is not true or false but a representation of multiples.81 

To avoid the pitfalls of fantasy echoes a virtual application must be designed acknowledging 

the merger of narratives in advance. By understanding that narratives will be intertwined to 

build stories that are interpreted separately from their original function, they can be displayed 

in a way that does not diminish the story as a result of the combination. 

1.3.5 Creating Victims 

The danger of creating a platform for the presentation of specific narratives is that it creates 

the possibility of facilitating a simplistic dichotomy of rich and poor, us and them, the 

saviors and the saved. This inevitable hierarchy promotes and reinforces a sense of 

superiority and domination.82 In a series of lectures and interviews Lila Abu-Lughod warns 

against campaigns that promote one populace saving another as it places the saved in a 

position of reduced power resulting from their subjugation. The act of Saving requires one 

group to be saved while the other does the saving. This unequal relationship creates and 

illustrates class disparities, promoting structural hierarchy in the narratives displayed. In 

addition this assumes that one populace is being saved from something as well as to something, 

creating relationships of ascendancy in acts as well as position.83 

From Abu-Lughod’s perspective existent digital mediums showcasing homeless individuals 

being helped places them in a position of reduced power as the person doing the helping is 

embodied as the savior. This has direct translations to the author’s interactions in Aala park 

in Honolulu. There the most common group the homeless individuals interacted with 

                                                 



 
intimately were church members. The homeless Honolulu citizens then referenced their 

position and actions in relationship to the church as one where they were being helped from 

the “sins they may have committed” to their personal betterment. This is not to say that 

what the church groups are doing isn’t helping them, but that there is an innate power 

structure reflected in the homeless–churchgoer relationship. 

In the production of the virtual application this will be taken into account in the way that the 

narratives are displayed as well as in who is able to display their narratives. In creating a 

platform designed with homeless individuals as the target audience, yet permitting use by all 

individuals, an inclusive platform that more uniformly displays identity is created. The 

reduction in identifiable virtual identity minimizes relationships displayed as saviors and 

saved by merging content consumers and content producers with homeless individuals and 

sheltered individuals. This lack of distinction minimizes potential to see one demographic as 

serving a specific role of saved or savior. 

1.3.6 Identity 

The purpose for delving into identity roles and group identity is to understand the barriers 

that tend to form out-groups and in-groups, in an effort to integrate disenfranchised 

demographics into the broader society in a more socially cohesive manner. 

For the purpose of this paper, the general theory of self will enlist a combination of social 

identity theory and identity theory, as it does in much social psychology research, thus 

enabling the folding of micro and macro processes.84 The melding of these categories 

enables the avoidance of unneeded terminology, while gaining a fuller understanding of 

intergroup relationships resulting from classifications. 

Both theories deal with intergroup relations—how people come to classify themselves as 

members of one group/category (the in-group) in comparison with another (the out-group). 

Possessing a specific social identity, or group-based identity, means communing with a 

                                                 



 
particular group, and perceiving things from the group perspective. From this point of 

uniform perception, many studies analyze the following issues: group attitudes shifting 

toward an equilibrium point among perceived homogeneous members, instigating 

participation in social movements, and identifying the functions of groupthink. 85 

Social identity theory proposes that possessing a definitive identity requires acting to achieve 

the requirements befitting the role. This results in accommodating and arbitrating interaction 

among role partners, as well as managing the environment to manipulate the resources for 

which the role is responsible. In this way, the foundation of role identity is the dissimilarity 

of perceptions and actions that follow a role in relation to other roles. Group identity is the 

communal identity in its uniformity of perceptions among group agents.86 

This is to say if one wants to be perceived as an accepted member of normalized Honolulu 

society they must fulfill a role within that society deemed valuable by the groupthink. If they 

step outside of that role they risk being moved from members of the in-group to members 

of the out-group. This identity then facilitates their interactions with other in-group 

members. The theory would also support that normalized citizens of Honolulu share 

common understandings, what this paper calls the communal narrative, which go on to 

facilitate biases. Membership in the in-group then provides resources to their members in 

exchange for their compliance with in-group governing rules. This could be seen as the 

ability to interact in public spaces in a manner deemed socially acceptable.. 

1.3.7 Feminist Cyborg Identities 

Donna Haraway was one of the first feminists to look at the ways we discuss identity 

perspective shifts caused by technologies. Drawing heavily on the influences of Joanna 

Russ,87 Samuel R. Delany,88 John Varley,89 James Tiptree, Jr.,90 Octavia Butler91 and Luce 

                                                 



 
Irigaray,92 Haraway looks to stories or narratives as a means of understanding naturalized 

identities, as they exist in increasingly complex societies.93 She utilizes the term “cybernetic 

organism” or “cyborg” to address a technological organic combination producing new 

political landscapes. She continues by saying that interaction through digital mediums creates 

partial identities fractured from the individual’s actual identity, enabling them to act in ways 

that may be contrary to their typical standpoints.94 This form of alternate identity is 

unavailable to the technologically ostracized, leaving them on the shorthanded side of the 

digital divide. In these shadows, Haraway acknowledges a platform for critique of the social 

and economic inequalities that have in their evolutions within technology.95  

1.4 Digital Cities 

Cities are currently undergoing a drastic transformation that this paper argues has not 

occurred since the advent of the car. Today the means through which people are traversing 

the physical sphere is often via digital mediums, such as Yelp and Teleporter;96 this digital 

traversing results in the creation of what this paper is calling the Digital City. 

The newly created field of Digital Humanities is establishing links among many realms of 

humanities as computer applications create new mediums capable of reanalyzing a broad 

array of topics. This new structural analysis device is in its infancy in the architecture realm. 

Its exploration has been limited to digital renderings, bioclimatic understandings and urban 

navigation devices, with few theorists delving into the principles of digital constructs as they 

affect user understanding in architecture. 

                                                                                                                                                 



 
By proposing that mobile technology affects citizens everyday lives profound implications 

on citizens’ identities as they contribute to communal urban narratives are elucidated. 

Through the exploration of disenfranchised narratives as they interface through contact 

zones and are created by evolving mobile technology, a greater depth of understanding can 

be woven into the design solution. In addition, these technologies recreate and manipulate 

common conceptions among urban citizens, changing how cities are perceived. 

1.4.1 Communication Theory 

The imprint of the intangible virtual over the physical creates an invisible network that 

Joshua Meyrowitz97 describes in a comparable way to this paper’s explanation of the 

Invisible City.98 Drawing from McLuhan’s99 and Goffman’s100 theories of social behavior, 

Meyrowitz suggests that human behavior is socially determined, fixed in time and place. 

Thus, human behaviors are dictated by a matrix of social situations, determined by space and 

time, creating the intervention point for virtual mediums. Space defines individuals’ 

situations via boundaries, limiting perception and interactions. The result is different actions’ 

dependency on social situation.101 

Meyrowitz proposes that technology is transforming the sense of place, necessitating a 

modification to traditional social behavior theory.102 He argues that the information flow of 

technology reduces the significance between physical place and social space. This evolution 

of information movement: (1) manipulates the user’s social position and physical location, 

thus disassociating situation from their physical boundaries; (2) alters the user’s perception, 

resulting in the manipulation of sensory balances, thus changing behavior patterns.103 

                                                 



 
Based on Meyrowitz’s assumption, we can conclude that the digital space provides a medium 

for people to act in ways other than their typical “selves,” thus exploring alternate means of 

existence and alternate outcomes in their physical space. This description paints the virtual 

medium with potential for users to inhabit identities other that their own, extending their 

realms of understanding to new identities. 

1.4.2 Diffusion of Innovation 

The implications of Meyrowitz’s understanding of social behavior theory are further 

augmented by the theory of diffused innovation, which proposes that information 

technology results in selectively heightened contact channels that function to propagate 

society’s exposure to innovation.104 The user’s adoption and interpretation of said 

information alters behavior and leads to an adjustment of actions and activities.105 

Further diffusion of specific ideas can function to alter the adoptive society, resulting in an 

affected populace. The contagion of ideas throughout society creates processes of alteration 

function and structure.106  

Rugers proposed there are five variables that determine the rate of adoption by members 

within a social system,107 two of the variables having profound influence over virtual 

mediums. Specifically, they are: (1) communication channels (e.g., mass media or 

interpersonal), and (2) the nature of the social system (e.g., its norms, degree of networks 

and interconnections). Through the manipulation of those two variables, the degree of 

members’ participation and adoption can be addressed.  

1.5 Literature Review Conclusion 

In tracing the formation of urbanism, both virtual and analog, as influenced by structured 

layers of identity, this paper proposes urban discourses to be complex interactions that often 

                                                 



 
cause member inclusion or exclusion. Each structured layer applied to the urban form 

focuses a new lens, enabling access to communal urban narratives and increasing potential 

for inclusion. The construction of this multivariate heuristic device makes visible inclusion 

and exclusion as they function within each layer of stratified urbanism. 

To better understand homeless narrative inclusion, the Invisible City is proposed as a means 

of seeing what is included as a result of communal urban narratives. The Invisible City, 

which is understood as a canvas of composite layers, can then be depicted through its 

contributors as they coproduce one another. The first of these layers is the analog space. The 

analog space is the initial visible structure that we can analyze by building upon the work of 

Jane Jacobs. Jacobs’ advocacy for disenfranchised demographics, seeks to serve 

impoverished urban citizens. This strengthens the design process by highlighting citizens of 

cities who are not traditionally perceived as contributors to the design outcome. However, 

where Jacobs focuses on New York tenement residents, this paper’s research will focus on 

homeless urban residents. 

Jane Jacobs sees many of these interactions happening on sidewalks. For example, she notes 

their importance regarding the space where casual pubic interaction and contact zones occur: 

“most of it is ostensibly trivial but the sum is not trivial at all. (...) [It creates] a web of public 

respect and trust.”108 In this way the city becomes an ecological web of miniscule 

relationships forming the Invisible City. Dolores Hayden furthered Jacobs’ design principles 

of highlighting under-represented groups by building monuments in Los Angeles to 

integrate missing stories. These physical representations of missing narratives serve to queer 

the city as it had formerly been produced. This queering of the city creates a theoretical 

space to call into question the normative city. 

Where Dolores Hayden used physical monuments to queer the city this dissertation 

proposes the use of new digital mediums. Such mediums function in a similar way to 

monuments, resulting in the increased visibility of homeless narratives as they exist in urban 

space. 

                                                 



 
Without dissecting the components of the urban narrative, there can be no causality inferred 

by exclusion. Exclusion becomes just another accepted part of urban existence. Instead, the 

heuristic device activated through layered analysis, creates space to focus on problematic 

representations of homeless individuals. This new approach takes into account members of 

society as equal in worth but unequally represented. By making the under-representation of 

homeless individuals visible, the fabric through which communal narratives are threaded 

reveals the layers of urbanism. This paper does not assume the prior existence of socially 

powerful dichotomies, rather it examines different social and political discourses as they 

contribute to narrative understandings in hopes of increasing inclusion to attain empathy. 

  



 

Chapter 2 Merging Homeless Narratives 

Into the Invisible City 

The modern Invisible City today is written in code as well as in the analog conversations. 

 

2.1 Introduction 

The city is constantly being rewritten, recoded and reanalyzed. Citizens today no longer exist 

in Jane Jacobs’s “American Cities”109 composed of coplanar narrative threads weaving a 

single communal story. Modern narrative threads can be analog and digital in form, and 

when woven together they create layers of meanings. As people are spending increasing 

amounts of time online, digital narratives are becoming gradually more prevalent. Each 

additional digital representation of the city creates another version to be layered onto the 

analog space. This hybrid space of urban narratives describing citizens’ experiences as they 

transpire, marked in time, composed of digital and analog threads works together to 

continually coproduce one another.  

Modern citizens are weaving their identities into the communal narrative by “geo-tagging,” 

“hash-tagging,” “liking” and “retweeting,” providing “trending feeds,” and promoting their 

personal “handles” over Jacobs’s elemental city structure. The virtual experience has become 

intrinsically intertwined in the analog urban fabric, modifying the original user experience 

and creating a hybrid of digital and analog within the Invisible City. This is to say that there 

exists a variety of ways that the city can be experienced, which contributes to the 

conceptualization of the city—the Invisible City.  

                                                 



 
Traditionally the Invisible City was experienced by a citizen or visitor physically walking 

through the analog space and speaking or writing about it. The modern city of today, as 

defined by Jane Jacobs and Dolores Hayden, still exists in these same forms, but can now 

also be experienced via digital platforms. The result is that the Honolulu visited through 

Google street views, online posts and virtual tours is vastly different from the Honolulu in 

which one can set physical foot. In addition, every digital medium, including Google street 

views, blog posts and virtual tours, produces a different version of Honolulu, full of separate 

yet often connected interpretations. None of the fabricated Honolulus—the digital through 

its many mediums or the analog—are more “real” than one another, but they work together 

to create the hybrid idea of the city—the Invisible City. 

The Invisible City is communally created by urban spatial narratives, the idea of the city 

existing as the result of citizens’ shared perceptions. An example of this concept can be 

found in how various non-homeless normalized members of the city (e.g., bankers, nurses, 

attorneys and soccer moms) all living in Honolulu have different ideas of what defines 

Honolulu. The “idea of the city” exists as the individual’s personal narrative composed of 

perceptions, biases and experiences (both analog and digital).  

The soccer mom may work a full-time job at a school where she is also a PTA member. 

Twice a week after school she coaches one child’s soccer team at the park. The bulk of her 

commute is done via car between her children’s activities, work and home. Her 

understanding of these spaces, creates by her interactions, forming her individual narrative. 

Thus, this is her personal abstraction of “her city”—her constructed idea of the city, a 

composite of her interactions and understandings within it. A result of her interactions is 

that she may obtain more specific knowledge about certain locations and spatial relationships 

within the city. For example, she may have a different understanding of the soccer fields and 

their importance to elementary school children, as opposed to the banker who drives by the 

park daily. The difference in spatial understanding between the banker and the soccer mom 

can be seen as derived from time spent interacting in the park and interactions with a 

specific user group, her child and her child's teammates. 



 

 

She, then, may contribute her personal idea of the city, her Invisible City, to the communal 

narrative. This could include ideas regarding the soccer fields, her job and home as a result 

of her in-group status. Her narrative then becomes intertwined with that of other 

normalized, in-group, city dwellers to form the communal narrative—the combination of all 

in-group narratives.  

However, not all these narratives are of equal weight within the city as determined by social 

dominance order’s (SDO) observation of individual-based social hierarchies as well as 

group-based social hierarchies.110 Group-based social hierarchy would suggest that her 

contributions to the communal narrative are defined by her “social power, prestige, and 

privilege that (she) possesses by virtue of her ascribed membership in a particular socially 

constructed group, such as race, religion, clan tripe lineage, linguistic/ethnic group or social 

class.” In other words, the positive receipt of her perspective of the park could be a result of 

being a member of the PTA, a socially constructed group and accepted in-group. Her 

admittance into the communal narrative could also be seen as a result of her individual-based 

social hierarchy, her influence, reputation or wealth by “virtue of [her] own highly valued 

individual characteristics.” Her individual-based social hierarchy could be a result of being an 

intelligent hard worker who other community members appreciate and value. These means 

                                                 



 
of narrative contribution are not completely independent, but often work in combination 

especially in multifaceted human social systems. For example an individual’s achievement 

and contribution are recognized differently depending on social groups. This is to say if 

there are two soccer coaches of equal intelligence, coaching students of equal ability, but the 

students from one team are from upper-class families with well-connected parents, attending 

the “right schools,” there is a better chance that this soccer coach will have more access to 

the communal narrative.111 Factors associated with one’s socially determined orientation thus 

go on to establish the degree of participation in communal narratives, permitting some 

members’ narratives to be enhanced, while out-group members’ contributions to communal 

narratives are attenuated. 

 

These in-group ideas formed around the city shepherded by the dominant social order do 

not create equal representation for all in-group participants. The spatial narratives have 

differing degrees of power to effect change within the city dependent on the identity of the 

contributor: his or her individual-based social hierarchy, his or her place within the society: 

group-based social hierarchy, and the manner of contribution, this will be examined as the 

medium of communication. According to social dominance theory, these inter-group 

hierarchies are represented by the social dominance order (SDO), which then either 

attenuates or promotes specific identities or narratives.112 This is to say that different 

members have varying levels of agency within the communal narrative based on their 

                                                 



 
positions in society. The medium of communication in combination with the members’ 

identities allow for different levels of contribution, as well. 

The Invisible City differs from the communal urban narrative as it is a composite of in-

group and out-group narratives. Contributions by out-group members still, as in the case of 

Dewey, discussed below, supply a much smaller proportion of Invisible City; however, their 

representation is not altogether absent. The following portion of this dissertation will look at 

digital methods as a means of increasing homeless narrative contributions to the communal 

narrative and, in effect, the invisible city. 

 

The intangible spatial identities of the city, as they comprise the Invisible City’s narrative are 

created through in-group association processes, resulting in the exclusion of out-group 

members. This is to say that there are spaces that have understood characteristics held by the 

dominant groups in society. These communal understandings of the dominant or normalized 

citizens regarding spaces are called in-group biases.113 For example, how do dominant in-

group members perceive a city park? A park is seen by most as a space used during the day. 

It is often used by families or groups interacting in a social manner, and the space is 

maintained by the city, state or nation. The Merriam-Webster dictionary adds that a park 

                                                 



 
space likely has facilities used for pleasure and exercise.114 These in-group biases of what 

parks should be used for are so entrenched among many in-group members that they now 

compose the dictionary definition of the space. 

As a result, in-group members or normalized urban citizens, may use the park space during 

the day to conduct recreational activities like tossing a Frisbee or playing soccer. Frisbee and 

soccer could be called in-group actions because they are socially normalized by the dominant 

group. These understandings are then built into the communal urban narrative regarding 

what acceptable use of park spaces might be. The communal urban narrative is how the in-

group perceives the park as an abstraction of the actual park. Considering acceptable use of 

the space to be primarily for playing soccer, Frisbee and other socially normative behaviors, 

can be seen as in-group biases. These in-group biases proceed to facilitate ordinances and 

regulations regarding what can occur within the park space and during which times. The 

communal narrative that parks are predominantly places for children and families to interact 

during the day, results in regulations prescribing spatial use in the analog space. The spatial 

prescription that the park be closed at night is a regulation that affects the analog space, 

oftentimes prescribed due to the in-group’s biases. The analog effect dictates the physical 

result that the park lights are off after 10:00 p.m.  

As a result, the effects of these communal narratives can be seen as affecting analog space. 

Thus, the communal narrative regarding the concept of uses for a park is affected by in-

group biases; this definition then becomes accepted, made law and otherwise marked on the 

analog space. 

                                                 



 

 

The communal narrative–analog space relationship isn’t innately negative nor does it enact 

inherent negative effects on the space; instead, the relationship is causal as well as mutually 

co-producing. This paper will not argue that the communal narrative or analog space have 

greater power over one another, only that they produce effects on one another. 

Furthermore, if changes occur in the analog space with the capability of influencing the 

communal narrative, the reverse can also be seen as true. Continuing with the park example, 

if there is a student organization that has night soccer games on a park’s field, their evening 

usage will likely change the in-group biases regarding what time they believe is acceptable to 

use the park as a result of in-group favoritism, which states that identifying with a group 

provides prescriptive normative behavior. Due to the student organization being a subgroup 

of the larger in-group, they possess the increased capacity as a result of in-group 

identification to effect in-group bias as it is affected by normative in-group behavior.115 

In-group use of the park outside of normative hours will then alter ideas in the communal 

narrative regarding appropriate park use, the function of a park and, in effect, the definition 

of a park. The importance of who is trying to change the in-group bias and their relationship 

to the in-group largely effects outcomes as a result of in-group favoritism. In-group 

favoritism tips the balance of power positively toward in-group members,116 with some 

theorists proposing it to be the prime mechanism of discrimination.117 In-group favoritism 

                                                 



 
can be attributed in this case to the student organization’s ideological representation in the 

SDO. In contrast, what are the effects on the communal narrative regarding the park when 

out-group members step outside of the recognized acceptable uses for the space?  

Homeless members of the out-group often use parks in different ways from normalized in-

group members. These individuals might pose a conceptual threat to in-group members’ 

understanding of what a park is by holding contrary understandings of spatial use. For 

example, homeless individuals might use the park as a place to sleep especially at night.  

 

Because sleeping at night in a park is not typical in-group member behavior, such an act can 

be seen as distinctly that of an out-group member. In-group biases determine that this act is 

an inappropriate activity for the public space; out-group biases see sleeping as an acceptable 

use for the space: acceptable, given that homeless individuals lack shelter. Perceived 

differences between acts connected to group bias structure result in divergent understanding 



 
between members of the in-group and the out-group regarding proper park spatial use. 

These differences in understanding can be considered a threat to the dominant groups’ 

perceptions. These threats can be real threats,118 due to intergroup competition over scarce 

resources. An example of this is if the park is small and is only able to accommodate a 

limited number of people. By contrast symptoms of symbolic threats119 may take the form of 

non-homeless individuals feeling like they are unable to conduct their regular activities in the 

presence of out-group members.120 They might believe that they are unable to have picnics 

with their children in the presence of said homeless individuals.  

These differences in out-group urban narratives as they oppose the communal narrative can 

be seen in competition with one another. Out-group members, or homeless individuals, 

holding out-group biases believe parks can be places to sleep at night. These out-groups less 

frequently see their beliefs employed within spatial ordinances or laws regulating use of 

space. Out-group bias dampening can be seen nationally in laws prescribing spatial use. In 

the United States from 2011 to 2014, there was a 34 percent increase in city-imposed bans 

prohibiting “camping in public.”121 Laws such as these can be seen as products of the 

communal narrative, ones that serve to deny analog participation as a result of in-group 

biases that do not align with out-group biases.  

When contemplating the communal narrative, it is important to comprehend that out-groups 

also participate in shared narratives mapped on the urban space. Similar to the communal 

urban narrative, the homeless individual’s narrative is composed of the shared urban 

experiences of the out-group; dissimilarly it is not readily added to common conceptions of 

the Invisible City. Diminished contribution can be attributed to the relatively interdependent 

                                                 



 
relationship between in-group favoritism and out-group derogation as interdependent 

components of biases.122 

This dissertation extends the relationships proposed by Brewer and Brown in Intergroup 

Relations123 to understand that those participating in lifestyles outside social norms constitute 

a proportionally smaller section of the communal urban narrative, as they are not permitted 

to contribute equally in community dialogues.  

                                                 



 
2.2 Contact Zones 

Spaces where homeless urban narratives interface with narratives of in-group members, and 

thus the communal narrative, are shared contact zones. These contact zones, or intergroup 

contact zones, result in interactions that are experienced by both the dominant in-group as 

well as the out-group. An example of an analog shared contact zone would be the Blue 

Water Mission in Honolulu where Dewey, a homeless participant interviewed by the author, 

works every Wednesday.124 While he is in the office, he interacts with other workers at the 

church. These interactions then contribute to the in-group individual’s understandings of the 

local homeless populace. This contact zone is activated between Dewey, the out-group 

member, and other church employees in a peer-to-peer relationship. All participating 

members are employees of the church. According to intergroup contact theory as proposed 

by Thomas Pettigrew125 interactions gain Dewey access to contributing to the communal 

urban narrative—an access that would otherwise not be granted if his interactions were 

limited to homeless individuals, as their interactions would remain within the confines of 

out-group narrative participation.  

 

However, this contact zone created between Dewey and other church workers is not without 

a social hierarchy. Contact zones have been described as social spaces where “cultures meet, 

clash, grapple with each other often in highly asymmetrical relationships.”126 These 

                                                 



 
relationships are characterized by identity differences that play into identity policies as they 

exist set in space, time and culture. For the purpose of this paper, space, time and culture 

will be understood as the context of the Invisible City, as they constantly shift to 

manufacture and manipulate one another. In the diagram below these contact zones are 

illustrated by zones where narrative paths cross or touch. 

Contact zones as experienced by Dewey can occur in analog space as well as digital space 

and can provide opportunities for intergroup processes to occur. Intergroup contact,127 as it 

allows for intergroup processes, has long been studied in connection to its explicit effects on 

prejudice and systematic biases.128 Thomas F. Pettigrew expands intergroup contact theory 

into the twenty-first century129 with meta-analytic data130 suggesting that ties created by 

intergroup contact results in increased empathy and decreased anxiety.131 Pettigrew further 

analyzes the relationship between emotion and intergroup contact through 713 independent 

samples from 515 studies.132 Other studies find that anxiety is common in initial encounters 

between groups. This anxiety is seen to increase the tendency to ignite negative responses.133 

Continued contact generally reduced anxiety, while negative interactions increased it.134 

Other researchers add that anxiousness and negative encounters can occur even without 

                                                 



 
intergroup prejudice.135 In addition, positive emotions activated through optimal contact can 

mediate intergroup contact effects. This means that positive interactions result in an increase 

in members’ acceptance of intergroup interactions. From investigations on intergroup 

contact theory as well as social dominance order many theorist propose empathy plays a role 

in creating positive emotions stimulated by optimal contact.136  

If these studies are applied to Dewey’s intergroup contact at Blue Water Mission, the 

relationships between intergroup contact and empathy can be further explored. The reader 

may hypothesize that some of his fellow office workers may have felt a sense of anxiety 

when Dewey initially started working in the church office, as a result of his being a homeless 

individual, an out-group member. Through weekly interactions at the church, Dewey came 

to feel like “they are family.” Dewey’s feelings can be associated with a reduction in anxiety, 

which increases with each subsequent interaction. The positive effects of his interactions can 

be seen as affecting the way church coworkers feel about homeless individuals. From there, 

these in-group members of the church are able to influence the communal narrative of the 

city regarding homeless individuals. 

Empathy through optimal intergroup contact, or contact zones, has been proposed to adjust 

biases among both in-group and out-group participants.137 In addition, contact zones have 

been correlated to increases in empathy for stigmatized out-group members that then can 

improve attitudes toward the whole out-group.138 Further research indicates that positive 

emotions aroused by intergroup friendships create a foundation for modifications to future 

actions as they affect members of the out-group.139 These modifications have been 

                                                 



 
particularly noted among adults who had more close intergroup friendships as children.140 

These understandings extend to the example of Dewey by supposing that modifications in 

the church coworkers’ opinions of Dewey, and thus other homeless individuals, would result 

in an increased acceptance within their personal narratives regarding homeless out-group 

members. These personal narratives could then go on to inform how children raised by adult 

in-group members are educated regarding homeless individuals and potential biases they 

could then have regarding this demographic.  

The value of contact zones as they function to facilitate intergroup interactions can be seen 

in the Honolulu example of Dewey, whose interactions function to facilitate greater empathy 

and thus inclusion in the communal urban narrative. This example, which plays itself out in 

analog Honolulu, illustrates traditional intergroup contact zones. In Dewey’s example, his 

face-to-face interactions create empathy among in-group and out-group members. But how 

does this function in the digital city? As physical contact zones optimize empathy produced 

in the analog city the increasing ubiquity of technology produces another sphere to integrate 

homeless narratives.  

                                                 



 

 



 
2.3 Virtual Contact Zones 

The vast entanglement of the virtual/digital with the analog urban experience establishes 

agency for an array of previously unheard voices but still tends to silence the homeless 

demographic. This demographic spends large quantities of time on the analog landscape, but 

its members are often attenuated in digital mediums that could function as contact zones to 

boost identities and foster intergroup contact. 

The synthesis of digital technologies with the analog urban space141 has long become second 

nature to many urban citizens; individuals are not surprised when they find a location by 

“dropping a pin” in a virtual map to reveal the destination’s location. The ubiquity of 

technology is so great that many urban citizens no longer question many of its design 

implications on the city or the ability of most citizens to interface with these technologies. 

For example, when a normalized in-group member meets another in a public setting, say a 

coffee shop, it is safe to presume that each individual has an email address, a cell phone, or 

some access to information communication technology (ICT).142 This is a safe presumption 

as 90 percent of Americans adults owned a cell phone in 2014, with 64 percent of the 

devices being smartphones.143 It may also be inferred that the normalized in-group members 

participate in social network systems or social media. From 2008 to 2011, the number of 

people using social network systems (SNSs) has more than doubled,144 with 66 percent of 

online adults using an SNS. In addition, 68 percent of Internet users surveyed in 2011 stated 

that the Internet had a major impact on the ability of groups to communicate with 

members.” Sixty-two percent of all Americans stated that the Internet has had a major 

impact on the ability of groups to draw attention to a given issue, and 60 percent of all 

Americans surveyed said the Internet has had a major impact on the ability of groups 

                                                 



 
to connect with other groups.145 From information gathered through surveys, it can be 

inferred that the majority of normalized citizens, persons who participate in social contract 

doctrines, own an ICT device. It can also be deduced that the majority of Americans 

surveyed believe that SNSs and virtual mediums facilitate group interaction.  

However, what about those who are not able to easily participate? This question goes 

beyond access to ICT. Homeless access to ICTs is analyzed in Honolulu in terms of WiFi 

availability as well as thorough nationwide studies of homeless individuals’ access to ICTs. 

Here access to an SNS is determined as availability of mediums developed specifically for 

homeless individuals.  

By asking what about those who are not able to easily participate, answers addressing digital 

inclusion affected by the digital divide become evident. As each SNS and mobile application 

is designed with a specific user in mind, what happens when there is an entire demographic 

without a medium through which to speak? Mobile applications can then be investigated as 

the contribution medium of their specific demographic. The success of many SNSs has been 

attributed to their ability to target their specific demographic along with the demographics’ 

required objectives.146  

One Honolulu participant, Sherrie, interviewed by the author, explained how she saw digital 

inclusion working: she stated that she had a Facebook and an email, but that she didn’t use 

them often. She went on to say that “I don’t think Facebook is an accurate representation of 

who I am as a person.” She described how she is a mixture of cultures and that these 

“cultural differences” weren’t really visible in her online persona. She defined her culture as a 

mixture of different ethnicities, traditions and backgrounds, stating she was originally from 

Southern California, moving to Honolulu in 1992. The participant didn’t specify that her 

cultural differences were related to her state of homelessness, but that her cultural 

                                                 



 
differences colored her experiences within the city and that they weren’t being represented 

via Facebook.  

She continued to say that it was important that there be no bullying. This was stated in 

connection with how she would like to see a greater inclusion of “cultural differences.” The 

interviewee never stated directly that she required protection from bullying if she were to 

divulge her “cultural differences,” but that “bullying is another thing and people need to feel 

safe.” This safety can be represented in both digital space as well as analog space. Sherrie’s 

explanation of “safety” referred specifically to digital space. She continued to say “people 

need to be able to call out when people are harassing you.” 

The safety that Sherrie feels is necessary to express her “cultural differences” are examples of 

how Facebook doesn’t meet her SNS needs. A site that does not provide identity protection, 

along with the time required to report misconduct, could be seen as the reason she doesn’t 

feel “safe.” An SNS created to suit Sherrie’s needs would provide a “safe” environment for 

her to showcase her and other users’ “cultural differences.” This paper argues that many of 

these “cultural differences” are spatially or location based. By allowing users to show how 

they are experiencing the city in a safe digital environment a digital image of the city is 

created that accounts for “cultural differences.” 

 She continued to say that “you see a lot of the same thing” when you’re on Facebook. Her 

use of Facebook as an example may be the result of its position as the most prominently 

used SNS.147 She explained representations and diversity of representation in terms of 

“promotion”: “it’s not just one person promoting their business, you have to have more 

people promoting their business.” Again this brought up the idea of bullying as she stated 

that if you want people to “promote” ideas or things they need to feel safe from bullying.  

                                                 



 
Information gleaned from Sherrie’s and other 

homeless individual’s interviews illustrates some of 

their concerns regarding safety and identity 

disclosure. This identity disclosure will function as 

grounds for analysis for the mobile application 

case studies as well as the application produced in 

Chapter 7. 

The following case studies in Chapter 5 focus on 

applications designed specifically for homeless 

individuals. The lack of applications designed for 

this demographic is highlighted by the small 

numbers found by the author during the survey 

process,148 as well as the complete lack of SNS 

applications that allow homeless users to GPS 

map their unique out-group experiences as they 

transpire in analog space. One example of an SNS 

designed for in-group mapping narratives would 

be Yelp. This mobile phone and computer-based 

platform is a crowd-sourced consumer review site 

enabling registered users to map their consumer 

experiences in various restaurants, shops and spas 

throughout the city. The demographic the SNS 

was developed for, and those using the site, can be 

broken down into multiple descriptors to reveal a 

normalized Yelp user. This normalized user 

produces a narrative of spatial acts, allowing their 

                                                 



 
identity and their acts to be spatially mapped by GPS.149 

The demographic can be further broken down to illustrate the likelihood that they are from 

a specific educational background, ethnicity and even what brands they are likely to purchase 

and cars they are likely to drive. This means that in looking at a location the viewer is able to 

see who the normalized demographic of the space is. By lining Yelp users up next to other 

SNS users, digital demographic compositions can be understood as they contribute 

normalized demographics accepted into the digital city.  

In looking at the broad diversity of mediums designed for multiple normalized populaces to 

digitally self-record their urban narratives in the Invisible City, certain omissions become 

evident. The lack of application design causes specific user groups to be overlooked as they 

do not necessarily have a medium of communication based on their classification as 

“homeless”; this functions to limit their participation in the digital city. The loss to the digital 

city by not being a demographically representative space, contributes to a reductive Invisible 

City as constructed with in-group biases as a result of misrepresentation. 

The digital city created by limited demographic representation diminishes opportunities for 

intergroup contact. Studies150 demonstrated the strengths of online relationships to share 

values, needs and experiences and to offer potential to assist specific sub-demographics151 of 

the disenfranchised (e.g., homeless) in finding supportive members of their analog as well as 

digital communities.152 Digital contact zones create potential for homeless individuals to 

interact in a protected environment where they have control over the disclosure of their 

                                                 



 
respective identities, while seeking analog aid or digital integration. Increased digital in-

group–out-group contact zones have the potential to increase social connectedness, and 

disassemble in-group biases through the production of empathy, creating potential for 

increased inclusion of homeless narratives in the Invisible City.153  

By illustrating cities as not embodying the totality of their urban users, misrepresentative 

records are inputted to the digital archives, allowing biases to be perpetuated in the Invisible 

City. By including homeless individuals in the digital archive, a more solid democratic 

illustration of urban usership is created within the Invisible City.  

This paper asks how homeless individuals without a digital voice designed for their 

demographic would speak in the Invisible City, as it is a composite of digital and analog 

input. Of those who possess information communication technology devices, how does 

their access to digital platforms designed for their demographic affect how their experiences 

are mapped? By highlighting exclusions that manifest in analog urbanism, as they jump layers 

to infiltrate and disenfranchise in the digitally urban space. 

The integration of urban technological advances often further perpetuates issues arising 

from Invisible City exclusions of homeless individuals by extending the narrative omission 

into the virtual medium. Digital disenfranchisement of homeless individuals is further 

discussed by looking at case studies in Chapter 5 involving various digital applications in 

which a noted absence exists of digital mediums designed for homeless individuals to map 

their experiences.  

  

                                                 



 

Chapter 3 Homelessness & the Digital 

Divide  

 

3.1 Defining Homelessness 

There exists a concern regarding urban poverty in America, as it affects citizenship. This 

concern is not new to this century but is an evolving issue, as homeless individuals and 

families continue to strive for the basic elements of food, clothing and shelter and, as such, 

are being excluded from growing fronts of digital and urban interface.154 The selection of this 

population group for this dissertation is the result of homeless individuals’ minimized 

representation in communal virtual acts as well as disenfranchisement in the analog urban 

space; this lack of participation further exacerbates issues surrounding narrative isolation as 

well as urban exclusion. 

Much of the information regarding homeless individuals and populations, located in 

different cities, is based on population counts. The resultant data is highly inaccurate, due to 

the difficulty of contacting and counting homeless persons. The effect of inaccurate and 

unavailable data creates a diminished understanding of the plight of homeless individuals, 

due to improper and inaccurate record keeping. The lack of quantitative information on 

numbers of homeless people then affects their representation within cities. This dissertation 

argues for the significance of the contributions of homeless individuals and of their 

experiences within the city, as related to the substantial amount of time they spend in the 

analog city. The lack of quantitative census information highlights representational inequality 

existent within the city. 

                                                 



 
Explanations for why people become homeless can be viewed in two broad categories: (1) 

structural; (2) individualistic;155 current perceptions of causes often view homelessness as a 

result of forceful interactions between both factors. Gender, race, age and geography all play 

a significant role in structuring the entering and exiting capabilities of homeless 

individuals.156 There are many studies157 that examine these factors as they function as 

separate and interrelated entities. To address the relationship between individual 

circumstance and structural delineation, the design solution created in Chapter 7 by the 

author creates a viewing platform for understanding the interrelated effects on urbanism of 

urban identity relationships.  

Homelessness manifests in a variety of ways, propelled by different structural/personal and 

institutional/relationship factors, further enhancing the difficulty of assessment. This paper 

aims to look at digital solutions to these relationships, as a means to address an ever-

increasing issue. The proposed solution assumes that the physical urban space utilized by 

homeless people is fundamentally changing due to the use of virtual devices such as GPS 

mapping of specific demographics in cities, demographic analysis and SNS. The following 

section will show a breakdown of the existent classifications of homelessness and traditional 

ways of looking at unsheltered and sheltered people.158 Looking at various pathways into 

homeless will clarify structural relationships within homeless population subcategories, as 

they relate to the built environment.  

The limitations of existent data, created by understandings restricted to population counts, 

produces information heavily reliant on the use of categorical definitions. The categorical 

breakdown utilized by many scholars, as well as government agencies, is as follows: 

                                                 



 
‘Unsheltered Homelessness’ describes individuals who are living in spaces not 

intended for human beings to sleep; these places include, but are not limited 

to, bus stations, abandoned buildings, parks, and cars.159 

‘Hidden Homelessness’ describes those who are temporarily staying in places 

other than a traditional home setting, but not physically living on the streets. 

They are mostly uncounted in U.S. data. This status often manifests as 

individuals who are staying with a friend or relative in a transitional housing 

state.160 

These terms produce an understanding of situation-based titles, but they cause us to ignore 

the specific identity and narrative that produce each situation as it occurs in the everyday life 

of people in every American city. By looking at methods and products designed for 

homeless individuals communication, viable design solutions can be procured as they mark 

themselves on the analog city, creating variations in modes of communication for sheltered, 

homeless individuals and those effected by hidden homeless. 

3.2 Mobile Phone Use by Homeless Individuals 

Mobile phones have entrenched themselves in public spaces, creating private portals that 

further disenfranchise homeless individuals who lack access to or cannot afford such 

devices. Similarly to the absent data regarding the number of homeless individuals, there is 

little conclusive research on homeless individuals’ possession of high-tech-based 

communication devices. The boundaries created by the digital divide, addressed in the 

following section, function to further estrange ostracized groups by reinforcing 

socioeconomic fortifications with virtual ones.161 

                                                 



 
3.3 The Digital Divide: Information Poverty 

Early understanding of the digital divide162 warns of nation-to-nation inequalities, caused by 

uneven technology distribution. Initially conceived by Lloyd Morrisett of the Markle 

Foundation,163 the term was used to denote the separation between information haves and 

have-nots. Scholars on homelessness quickly employed the term, stating that one does not 

have to live outside first-world borders to experience information distribution inequality, 

pointing out disenfranchised American citizens’ hunger for a digital voice. 

The difficulties of procuring and maintaining cell phone ownership for homeless individuals 

can be seen as a volume of cascading issues. The progress through these issues begins with 

the procurement of a cell phone and billing plan, finding a space to charge the cell phone on 

a daily basis and possessing an SNS that addresses the social needs of the user. For many 

urban citizens these are non-issues, as they possess all the requirements for interaction on 

this level. But for someone who may be unsure of where they are planning on sleeping in 12 

hours, these tasks may not be so simple. 

Once devices are charged, homeless users may face issues of digital exclusion that mirror the 

analog exclusion faced in the physical world. Spatial use for homeless individuals is different 

than that of non-homeless individuals, necessitating differentiated means of digital 

participation as digital and analog participation are deeply intertwined. Many of these 

physical needs have been addressed in various apps, connecting homeless individuals to 

shelter, food and medical supplies, but few address the social needs of homeless individuals 

in their differentiation from the typical citizen’s needs. 

                                                 



 
Relating to Dolores Hayden’s goal of creating representations of disenfranchised 

demographics’ experiences in the analog space, where is the digital representation of 

homeless individuals? It lies in a space where most products and programs are designed and 

branded for a specific user. The market addressing the social-narrative needs of homeless 

individuals existing in the digital city are unaccounted for as they don’t possess adequate 

digital mediums of contribution.  

Analysis of existent studies and virtual applications show commitment to the physical needs 

of homeless people in the virtual sphere, yet they rarely address the need for narrative 

inclusion. Representation of homelessness online is sparse, often outnumbered by single 

narratives.164 

3.3.1 Information Communication Technology (ICT) Use Among Homeless: Individuals 

Synthesizing Mobile Data  

Many of the following studies used in this paper, relating homelessness and mobile devices 

have been gleaned from medical research. Medical research has the highest occurrence of 

published material relating to quantitative factors of homeless individuals’ cell phone use as 

it is included in information communication technology use to date. Existent quantitative 

data on homeless ICT use is severely limited, composed mostly of cite-specific medical 

journal studies and homeless subcategories.165 As a result, the comparative analysis 

conducted covers a broad expanse of disciplines within the medical field, with a variety of 

perspectives utilizing varied methodologies. The dearth of existing articles to compare from 

any particular location, as well as discipline, disallows a focused review of a particular aspect 

of cell phone use by homelessness individuals, as they vary widely in specific typologies of 

homelessness. In looking across multiple typologies of homelessness, the conclusions of 

overarching principles, as they pertain to technology use across user bases, can be made. 

                                                 



 
From the information gathered, it can be concluded that the use of information 

communication technology throughout homeless American populations varies widely. Use-

effecting variables include location, age, and gender, with some polls showing that 92 

percent of homeless youths use ICT at least once a week.166 

The combination of mobile phone use within ICT enables the adoption of increased 

communication mediums as these mediums grow closer to one another. Today’s users are 

capable of going online through cell phone connections and making phone calls through 

laptops, creating a merger in use across differing technological mediums and tools. This 

paper’s study of a combination of ICT is significant as it creates a larger more recent pool of 

data from which to draw, from studies conducted after 2000. Articles regarding use prior to 

the year 2000 will be ignored for this paper as they are less relevant due to exponential 

technology use growth, accessibility, and prevalence of mobile technology from that year 

forward. 

Sixteen articles167 on ICT all confirmed increasing use of the technology among homeless 

individuals,168 with the exception of the Redpath169 study, which found only 55 percent of the 

                                                 

 



 
265 homeless individuals interviewed having ever used a computer and, of those, only 24 

percent having an email address. The fact that the Redpath study is as an outlier could be a 

result of it being an early examination of ICT. The study,170 published in 2006, has been 

acknowledged as representing a “turning point” in technology use by homeless individuals, 

and is cited often as the counterpoint for more recent studies. Studies conducted from 2006 

to 2013 indicate increasing prevalence in cell phone use by homeless individuals on a year-

by-year basis.171  

Of studies analyzed, three reported high levels of cell phone usage. One stated that, in 2008, 

61.5 percent of homeless adults surveyed owned a mobile phone.172 Data gathered in 2009 in 

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania173 found of 100 youth surveyed 44 percent claimed personal 

mobile phone ownership, with 20 percent claiming Internet use through their phone. More 

recent studies show that, of 150 youth surveyed, 62 percent own mobile phones.174 

Information communication technology use, not limiting the definition to phones, shows 92 

percent of homeless youth interviewed in Colorado (50 persons) and Los Angeles (50 

persons) reporting technology use at least once per week, with the majority stating that their 

interactions are geared toward connection with friends and family. The same study shows 

that those interviewed used email and social media sites 3.8 days per week.175 Findings like 

these indicate a solid user base, despite the small size of the studies. When viewing these 

numbers in comparison to the nationwide homeless population, one can deduce that there is 

a large user pool, and thus demand, for digital platforms specifically addressing homeless 

                                                                                                                                                 



 
individuals’ unique urban experience, despite relatively little quantitative research on the 

subject.176  

In the previous chapter demographics were broken down to be understood as application 

designers see them, a composite of their user traits. These traits are then used to design 

individual user experience to address their unique demographic need. The lack of ICT 

contribution mediums could be attributed to the homeless demographic composing an 

unseen market, but the explored studies reveal a large user group as of 2015 not provided 

for. 

Similar to the advantages offered to sheltered urban citizens, such as communication, GPS 

location of resources, and online interactions, many studies show that oftentimes mobile 

phone benefits are equal if not greater for homeless individuals.177 Inconsistency in their day-

to-day lives creates a space where mobile communication can create paramount differences. 

For homeless persons, who have statistically higher occurrences of health problems, cell 

phones have been seen to offer contact points to increase rates of recovery.178 In addition 

client contact numbers for case workers are required to attain and maintain one’s status for 

many government assistance programs. In relationship to homeless individuals use of ICT in 

the studies two major themes are extracted: identity management and social connectedness.  

3.3.2 Identity Management 

As most of the 16 studies analyzed choose to address homeless individuals’ need for social 

connectedness, the importance of controlling, and manage one’s identity is not forgotten as 

it is crucial in allowing individuals power over their representation. Through managing 

multiple online profiles, homeless individuals are able to present themselves in a controlled 

light. The availability of “pseudonymity” online, creates for the user the ability to control 

interactions and social convergence of distinct social groups, mitigating alienation or 

                                                 



 
disenfranchisement. Agency over presentation can also function to isolate identity 

presentation that could facilitate the procurement of a job or socioeconomic betterment.179 

Online anonymity allows Internet users to surf digital spaces without disclosing information 

that would lead other users to identify them. Research has shown this to be a determining 

factor in online participation and interactions.180 One study found that when users were 

anonymous they disclosed more information, reported less social anxiety, higher self-esteem 

and increased social desirability.181 

Use of ICT was also shown to boost forms of self-exploration by creating spaces for socially 

disenfranchised individuals to feel validated. In this sense, homeless individuals’ use of 

technology differed from that of non-homeless populations.182 The potential of this 

unaddressed space activates possibilities of use as they mark themselves on analog urbanism.  

The design portion of this paper is based on the understanding that homeless individuals 

lack a medium of identity contribution created for their urban experience. In lumping their 

experiences in with those of other groups, there is a loss of specificity toward their collective 

needs. The intention of this paper is to design solutions applicable to the experience of a 

homeless individual, as his or her current virtual needs go unmet, due to the assumption that 

homeless people do not have cell phones.  

3.3.3 Lifeline Cell Phones 

Scarcity of collinear data points regarding cell phone use among homeless populations, 

represents an information void, not only on a city-by-city basis but also with regard to the 

United States as a whole. The lack of specific urban location information regarding homeless 

                                                 



 
cell phone use, discussed in the preceding paragraphs, is now, since 2005, being addressed by 

the Federal Communication Commission (FCC).  

Nicknamed the “Obama Phone” the FCC’s Lifeline phone service is contracted through 

private carriers to provide one phone per low-income household. Beginning in 1985, Lifeline 

discounts on landline telephone services were made available to low-income individuals; 

today the program is available to individuals who participate in federal assistance programs 

or fall at or below 135 percent of the federal poverty guidelines. As of January 2016 this 

would be a single individual grossing $18,455 in the State of Hawai‘i.183 Today, as of 2016, 

the program provides a free mobile phone and monthly allotment of minutes and text, 

designed for broadband bundling, enabling greater Internet service for those who could 

otherwise not afford it.184 This indicates need and potential to aid low-income individuals 

recognized by the federal government. 

Programs like the FCC’s Lifeline create availabilities that counter many of the implications of 

the digital divide by illustrating paths to technology procurement outside normalized 

methods. Programs like these could also correlate to high rates of cell phone usage sited 

earlier in this paper. Though homeless individuals face a variety of potential issues once they 

have procured a phone, the path to procurement, even if riddled with difficulties, does exist.  

3.4 Enrolling Applicants Without Addresses 

Homeless individuals lacking an address often face a variety of issues when applying for 

government services, including the FCC’s Lifeline phones. One such method of combating 

these application and enrollment issues is identifying a tertiary party to act as an 

intermediary. To combat enrollment issues non-profit companies often step in to mediate 

                                                 



 
and promote enrollment. Project Homeless Connect, active in San Francisco, hosts drop-in 

hours for application and assistance to “help [one] apply for a free [Lifeline] cell phone.”185 

Enrollment functions as the first hurdle in addressing access to technology tools. Monthly 

payment is a second issue over which other issues, including WiFi, are often layered. Despite 

these obstacles, studies report the percentage of homeless individuals who possess mobile 

phones remains relatively high.186 

3.4.1 WiFi Availability 

Increased availability of ICT devices decreases the digital divide for homeless individuals.187 

Access to online resources is increasing but does not yet allow all urban citizens the same 

levels of online agency. While access to digital platforms illustrates one limitation to online 

agency, access to devices and WiFi present another. Limitations to online agency can be seen 

reflected in access to WiFi hotspots. Users without data plans forced to use WiFi have 

alternative options, but are limited in mobility, in comparison to users with data plans. Free 

WiFi access varies widely by location and tends to concentrate in areas of higher population 

densities. In addition each state and city has varied WiFi availability. 

Despite the growing ubiquity of devices requiring Internet access to function to their full 

potential, availability of this resource in often determined by ability to pay. Mobile Internet 

access will thus be looked at as split into three tiers: data plans, password protected WiFi and 

free WiFi, each denoting a different capacity for mobility for users.  

Data plans are typically purchased through a service provider like Verizon, T-Mobile or 

AT&T. Users connect to the Internet via cell phone networks that use towers and satellites 

to relay data to and from wirelessly enabled devices. In effect data plan users are able to 

                                                 



 
access the Internet wherever they are able to make a phone call on their mobile device. 

These plans can be seen as costly, between $35 and $95 a month for unlimited data.188  

Contrasting data plans are WiFi-enabled devices that do not use cell phone networks but use 

radio waves and transceivers. WiFi-enabled devices connect to the Internet using WiFi 

access points—telephone lines, Internet routers, and television cables. This type of access is 

typically used in a coffee shop to access the Internet via a laptop. The range of access for 

WiFi varies widely, dependent on the number of access points connected to a wireless local 

area network or (WLAN). The general rule of thumb is that 24 GHz of band reaches up to 

150 feet indoors. In addition accessibility can be diminished by physical structures. In effect 

the mobility provided via WiFi, while more affordable, tends to be less mobile than that of 

data plans in many cities including Honolulu. 

 

WiFi access can be understood as split into two categories: free WiFi hotspots and 

password-protected access. This differentiation is important as it dictates who is able to use 

                                                 



 
the WiFi access point, as well as what costs are incurred. Free WiF189, is where anyone can 

access the Internet provided they have a capable device. By contrast password-protected 

WiFi access points regulate entry with password requirements. These are often used by 

stores, restaurants and private companies who prefer users make purchases in order to 

access their WiFi.  

Wireless Internet access can be viewed as having increased costs that coincide with increased 

mobile capabilities. Data plan holders are able to access free WiFi hotspots and are more 

likely to be able to afford luxuries like Starbucks coffee, providing them access to password-

protected WiFi. This is the most costly option; free WiFi by contrast provides users the least 

amount of mobility in their movements throughout the city. One outlier to this 

generalization is that some cities are providing areas with large free WiFi swaths throughout 

the city.190 While this isn’t the norm it does represent an experimental trend taking place in 

some cities. 

  

                                                 



 

Chapter 4 Narrative Typology  

 

This paper challenges naturalized narrative contribution patterns through acknowledging the 

design digital gap as it contributes to schisms in online participation. In identifying deleted 

perspectives in cities and digital spaces, a picture of whittled narrative participation becomes 

elucidated. Though many urban planners have striven in specific instances for narrative 

inclusions in urban spaces, the rate of incorporation is being surpassed by narrative and 

identity deletions. This rate of deletion is increasing as the number of mediums citizens use 

to participate increases. With the growing ubiquity of mobile communication devices and 

use of mobile applications as a means of urban participation, many members of urban 

society are quickly becoming less visible in the communally created urban narrative. This 

paper borrows identity validation techniques from urban planners such as Jane Jacobs191 and 

Dolores Hayden,192 extending their methods into virtual mediums. 

4.1 Types of Traditional Narration: Self-Narrated, Other-Narrated, Analog Narration, 

Digital Narration 

For the purpose of this paper, narration will be 

split into separate types: “self-narration” and 

“other-narration.” Other-narration will exist as the 

recital of events as they are experienced by 

persons other than the recorder. Keeping this in 

mind will allow a more complete perspective of 

the persons illustrating the Invisible City. Many of 

the applications analyzed in the case studies are 

“other-narrated.” Self-narration will be used when 

                                                 



 
a story is in the first person or when data or a perspective is expressed by the person who 

functions as the “main character” or subject experiencing events. 

The importance of whether the story is told in the first person as opposed to second person 

lies in the proximity of the storyteller to the experience. The strength of homeless individuals 

telling their own story is related to their ability to feel responsible for their own narratives. 

As a result, the following case studies will focus on who is doing the narration as well as 

what is being communicated and for what purpose. 

The contribution of the three factors—the narrator, to whom the information is being 

conveyed, and the purpose—represents the vast difference in the resultant narration as 

recorded. In the urban narrative experience marked on the physical city, these differences are 

further affected by the space in which they are recorded, in other words the culture of the 

Invisible City.193  

As narratives are understood as self-narrated or other-narrated, they can also be understood 

as being digitally narrated or analog narrated. Newspaper articles written about homeless 

individuals, that do not include interviews would be considered analog other-narrated 

contributions to the communal narrative. Online 311 applications that enable normalized 

citizens to report homeless acts to authorities, discussed in Chapter 5, constitute digital other-

narrated contributions to the communal narrative. Analog self-narrated contributions are 

illustrated by Dewey’s conversation with the author described in Chapter 2. Digital self-

narrated contributions to the communal narrative could be a homeless individual hosting a 

blog where they discuss their experiences. By addressing the medium of narration, digital or 

analog, as well as who is doing the narration, self or other, increased nuances of the message 

can be conveyed.  

 

                                                 



 

 

In sorting through urban narratives, there exists a substantial void in analog as well as digital 

self-narration for homeless persons as represented in the Invisible City. This absence is 

obvious when compared to the way the normalized urban dwellers, or non-homeless 

persons perceive the Invisible City. Those participating in the creation of the urban narrative 

have very similar perspectives, thus creating a one-dimensional urban narrative. The majority 

of Analog Self-Narration offered by homeless individuals is contributed largely through 



 
conversation, newsprint and interactions, constituting a disproportionately small voice 

compared to their time spent occupying urban spaces. 

Understanding the implications of cities on the perspectives shared, creates an ideal for 

exploring the importance of personal identification within specific spaces. The socio-spatial 

implication of living disenfranchised in Honolulu has vast differences in comparison to one 

living disenfranchised in New York City. The dissimilarities between a homeless person 

living in Honolulu and one living in New York are as different as two normalized citizens 

living in New York in comparison to Honolulu; however, due to homeless individuals’ 

absence of self-narrated contributions, these homeless narratives are often other-narrated to 

be identical.  

In looking deeper into different applications designed for specific homeless individuals, a 

noticeable lack of emphasis on the respective culture and city of the homeless individual was 

observed. The lack of acknowledgment given to location, as well as narrative individuality, 

contributes to the construction essentialist narratives for many homeless individuals. These 

one-dimensional depictions of homeless identity as well as collective experiences, use a single 

essentialist image to mark homeless people portrayed in the Invisible City.  

However, by analyzing narrative mobile applications through case studies, differences and 

similarities in reporting methods will be considered as they function to widen or shrink 

narrative contribution gaps in the Invisible City. Each mobile device and its function within 

each city allow the case studies to show the range of design solutions and how they are 

applied based on cultural and land boundaries. 

4.2 Narrative Inclusion Through Interviews  

Research articles recording homeless interviews expressing a desire to be better understood 

as a means of increasing social inclusion, social cohesion, and social harmony, have been 

discussed at length in social work circles.194 But they still lack adequate incorporation in 

                                                 



 
many cities. Ideas of increasing integration are analyzed through homeless peoples’ 

interviews as they articulate the desire to be included in communities. In-group 

incorporation of homeless individuals into communities is examined as they can use 

homeless narrative inclusion to combat the negative impacts to the previously listed social 

structures, while reducing homeless individuals’ disenfranchisement. The examined 

interviews then function to illustrate how increased inclusion can create changes in the 

community, while also decreasing stigmatization. The following social structures will be 

shown as they contribute to overall community health, as well as aid homeless individuals. 

Social Cohesion is defined as the motivation of members of a society to work together with 

one another to increase overall survival and success. Evidence is growing that societies with 

larger inequalities in the distribution of income and resources are unhealthy for all members. 

It is proposed that large-scale inequalities are associated with the breakdown of social 

cohesion that leads to increased fear and uncertainty for members of that society.195 

Social Inclusion is defined as qualities that enable people or communities to participate more 

fully in society and is contrasted against “social exclusion.” Social exclusion is defined as 

having equal access to services, facility resources, power, and opportunity. 

Increases in the population of out-groups or homeless individuals have been shown to 

escalate divisions within the community.196 This can be seen in the establishment of in-

groups and out-groups,197 or an “us and them” dichotomy. If a family experiences a sudden 

tragedy, members of the community gather around to provide help and support—this is an 

example of social inclusion. By contrast, in that same community out-group members or 

individuals living on the streets, possibly as a result of tragedies, are often aided less 

                                                                                                                                                 



 
immediately due to social isolation.198 One homeless participant interviewed describes this 

situation: “People need support so they can make their way off the street.”199 He continues: 

There is a nurturing that people need to overcome things. For some people it’s been so long 

since they’ve been nurtured. That why programs . . . are good because people can come and 

see how others behave and interact. The environment creates a community. The people are 

very, very accepting. It doesn’t matter who you are; they seem to really care. 

–Homeless individual interviewed at a community breakfast in British 

Columbia200 

Such descriptions by homeless individuals illustrate a desire to be socially included. This is 

not to say that they would like to participate in society in a traditional manner but that they 

suffer feelings of exclusion as a part of being a member of the out-group. Others who stated 

that they wanted to feel included recounted that preconceived notions among normalized 

citizens often stood as an impediment to inclusion. 

Social Harmony is defined as a group’s or community’s ability to interact in a pleasing or 

satisfactory manner. It can be affected by conflict over public space. These issues are often 

incurred in the homeless narratives reviewed in this chapter. Conflicts over community 

spaces increase as large members of the community are left without “private” space. In many 

of the narratives, individuals shared how they felt these negative perceptions stigmatized 

them. Research interviews indicate that feelings of mistreatment and inharmonious or 

negative interactions with non-homeless individuals and service providers encourage 

homeless individuals to isolate themselves or utilize risky shelter alternatives in order to 

avoid stigmatization.201  

Similar results were noted in interviews conducted by the author as participants discussed 

spatial inequalities that contributed to feelings of social disharmony among interviewees. 

                                                 



 
“You know, they [police in the area] allow them to sleep over there but not us,” stated 

another individual who stayed regularly in Honolulu’s Aala Park.202 There was a repeated 

feeling of “them and us” as participants spoke of their experiences being treated differently 

than non-homeless individuals. One homeless individual, interviewed in 2009, stated the 

following: 

All of us need to be educated about homeless people, so that we don’t stereotype them. When 

you interact with homeless people you learn to be more compassionate and understanding. 

The conflicts in communities come from the assumptions we have about others. 

–Homeless individual interviewed at a community breakfast in British 

Columbia203 

Each of the research documents suggests various ways to increase inclusion in the 

communal narrative. The commonality between the interviews analyzed is the recognition of 

individual social needs to feel included. In many instances, these needs were not verbalized 

in terms of “I want to feel a sense of social inclusion,” but instead with voices like the 

following. “The community sees the negative and that’s all they see. They don’t see the 

human side—the fact that they’re still people,” as shared by another homeless person 

interviewed at the community breakfast in British Columbia.204 

These statements and similar commentary have been collected through interviews surveyed 

by the author, as well as interviews conducted by the author. The mediums utilized to 

increase narrative inclusion among interview reports vary case by case.  

One of the interviewers composed a “Kitchen Table Discussion Guide” designed to be 

distributed among non-homeless populaces to incorporate out-group narratives into 

everyday understandings.205 Another interview report suggests advocacy groups speak out 

more on behalf of homeless individuals to increase their sense of “dignity” and 

                                                 



 
understanding among non-homeless individuals. This report saw increased advocacy group 

activity resulting in more affordable housing and access to shared community resources. This 

dissertation does not propose solutions to end homelessness as a result of greater narrative 

inclusion but that there should be a fuller understanding of cities and those who use them, 

which can facilitate greater social inclusion for homeless people, along with harmony and 

cohesion.  

4.2.1 Other-Narrated Contributions of Homeless Identities in Urban Spaces 

By focusing on the use of mobile applications to contribute narratives to the Invisible City, 

digital mediums are proposed in place of traditional analog methods of narrative 

contribution to increase inclusion. Analog narrative urban contributions, such as newspaper 

descriptions of homelessness or in-group physical communication, stand in contrast to 

mobile phone applications that can be used to record homeless experiences. Case studies in 

Chapter 5 of mobile phone applications are investigated as they provide potential to open 

new, unexplored mediums of participation for homeless individuals.  

Existing means of American homeless participation within the Invisible City span a wide 

array of reporting systems proposed to quantify, record, and survey homeless individuals’ 

specific situations. However, each method brings its own particular strengths and 

weaknesses. The following will be used to discuss the strengths, weaknesses, resource costs, 

accuracy of each method, and who is conducting the reporting for the established data-

gathering methods.  

Data gathered on homeless individuals serves to narrate their experiences and contributes 

information on the demographic then shared through in-group’s communal narrative. 

Information gathered using the following methods is commonly collected by state or 

federally funded agencies and is generally used for (1) service planning, (2) demonstrating a 

need for resources in the Continuum of Care (CoC) application, (3) raising public awareness 

regarding the issue of homelessness, (4) accurately measuring, and identifying the needs of 

populations that are the most challenging to serve (chronically homeless individuals), and (5) 



 
measuring performance of organizations serving homeless individuals and reducing 

homelessness, particularly the chronic homeless.206 

Of methodology addressed in the information-gathering techniques, none of them are built 

with a concentration on gaining direct input from those who are homeless so as to alter their 

respective circumstances. The information-gathering techniques seek to increase inclusion of 

homeless individuals in the Invisible City by quantifying them, expressly to “raise public 

awareness,”207 which focuses on normalized individuals’ perceptions and awareness of the 

homeless demographic, but does not necessarily increase empathy or circumstantial 

understanding of the wide-ranging experiences of the homeless population. In looking at 

new technologies, such as mobile applications and blogs created to share homeless 

individuals’ stories, information harvesting that addresses a greater diversity of data in the 

form of narratives is produced. 

4.2.2 Point-in-Time Counts—“Street Counts” 

Point-in-Time counts, nicknamed street counts, coordinate large groups of individuals to walk 

through areas, keeping a tally of the number of people who are unsheltered or in one of the 

five housing types: emergency shelter; transitional housing; rapid re-housing; safe haven; and 

permanent supportive housing. This is traditionally one of the most common information-

gathering techniques, and does not involve the homeless individual contributing any 

information, marking it as analog other-narrated. As a result the information gathered is 

strictly quantitative and does not address needs, situation-based components or allow those 

being counted agency over their recording.  

Point-in-Time (PIT) counts, which had their methodology standardized by the United States 

Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD), is traditionally one of the most 

common information-gathering techniques. During area walkthroughs, regions are split into 

                                                 



 
smaller districts and sub-districts; then people, generally volunteers, physically move through 

the spaces counting homeless individuals. This information is recorded and combined to 

create maps of homeless population density. The three types of street counts include direct 

counting of homeless individuals, counting with a survey or interview portion, and counting 

based on location where homeless individuals gather, for example social service agencies. 

Some of the information collected traditionally feeds into a national Homeless Management 

Information System (HMIS) database to be discussed in the following section.208 

Issues experienced counting homeless individuals vary widely and will be discussed below. 

Despite issues involving the high likelihood of inaccuracies HUD recommends the use of 

PIT counts in order to procure federal funding.209 Many agencies that conduct PIT counts 

are concerned with aspects of homeless, not necessarily counting the number of people who 

are homeless. Their involvement is a result of a HUD requirement to provide quantitative 

information as to who are homeless in the service agencies’ annual CoC report. These 

reports are required by HUD for service agencies to apply for HUD’s Homeless Assistance 

Grants. All PIT counts accepted by HUD’s CoC must follow HUD’s PIT Count Minimum 

Standard, which sets out the legal requirements of the count.210 

Oftentimes, the strong focus on enumerating individuals as opposed to gathering 

information more directly applicable to the counting agencies’ needs, leaves local 

stakeholders, generally volunteers, lacking in information that would directly aid the 

agencies’ mission. Information gathered through PIT counts may function to fulfill an 

organization’s CoC requirements but often does not increase useful information for the 

gathering agencies based on their respective goals. Data solely aimed at enumerating 

                                                 



 
homeless individuals often creates difficulties in enlisting help from groups and agencies 

who may otherwise commit time to the cause so important to the collective city.211 

Challenges of conducting PIT counts includes the following: the substantial amount of 

energy required to organize and carry out these interactive events, determining how to 

present data in a way that is useful to local agencies, such as local shelters or service agencies, 

and deciding on ways to limit encountering and, thus, tallying the same person more than 

once.212 One of the greatest challenges is miscounting, as it leads to incorrect data. HUD 

notes the tendencies of organizers to feel that people who have taken on the role of counters 

might have “missed” some individual resulting in skewed results. Accuracy of reports is 

dependent on the ability of counters to move into recognized areas where homeless people 

reside in order to come in contact with homeless individuals and to take a count as quickly as 

possible before each respective person moves to another location.  

To ensure data reliability, some cities have created “shadow counts.”213 Shadow counts are 

conducted by non-HUD-related volunteers who visit locations designated for assessment 

and conduct their own independent counts to cross-reference the data obtained by HUD. 

Oftentimes smaller cities do not have shadow counts available to verify the HUD counts. 

For example, New York City conducts shadow counts, whereas Honolulu has difficulty 

fielding enough individuals to hold similar verification measures.  

4.2.3 Homeless Management Information Systems (HMIS), A HUD Proposed Future 

Homeless Management Information Systems (HMIS) are large bodies composed of arrogate 

data gathered by independent agencies contributing to HUD’s Continuum of Care (CoC). 
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This program, which was employed as a congressional mandate to better understand the 

phenomenon of homelessness, was launched in 2003.214 

Locally, administered data system records clients/homeless individual’s data so HUD can 

better understand the size, characteristics, and needs of the homeless population at multiple 

levels. Information gathered locally is fed into larger databases called Homeless Information 

Management Systems that assemble data derived nationwide to discover national trends. The 

information required of all HUD-funded CoCs, is called Universal Data Elements and 

includes a client’s name, social security number, date of birth, ethnicity and race, gender, 

veteran status, disabling condition(s), residence prior to program entry along with zip code 

or last permanent address, program entry date, program exit date, and information produced 

specifically by and for the HMIS—unique personal identification number, program 

identification number, and household identification number. Other information gathered by 

CoCs, which varies by service organization, makes up what is called Program Specific Data 

Elements.215 If this information cannot be obtained from the homeless individual it is taken 

from case managers or case records or is observed by staff.  

The information gathered and fed into the HMIS then becomes a representation of the 

identities of the homeless individual’s participation in the given organization serving the 

homeless. As this information is combined with other individuals’ Universal Data Elements 

it creates a larger image of the homeless community that is then represented in the form of 

statistics regarding specific location-based data sets. This information, removed from their 

control, is then used to represent the homeless demographic in analog space. Many advocacy 

groups have cautioned against this type of system as they feel it is “highly privacy-invasive, 

and create[s] a system of tracking similar to those imposed on individuals convicted of 

crimes.”216 

                                                 



 
Both Program Specific Data Elements and Universal Data Elements are protected by 

HMIS’s two-tiered protection program. CoC providers are barred from disclosing an 

individual’s identifying information to the public, uncombined. This commitment to 

individuals’ privacy is proposed to minimize damage to the clients while also preventing 

gleaning of information by outside agencies of unlinked CoCs. Data Elements can be 

exchanged by participating CoC’s organizations through the HMIS program, which has 

prompted some whistle-blower to draw attention to potential dangers of the system.217 Other 

safeguards and security elements include following Fair Information Practices and Protected 

Personal Information practices. Both of these practices remove control of personal 

information from the client, thus removing agency over the user’s identity as information 

can be passed from CoC to CoC.218 

Information gathered by HMIS is combined and shared dependent on regional or CoC 

groups that merge the data to gain a larger, but less detailed, picture of homelessness. The 

data-driven image created by overlapping many individuals’ data into one large communal 

picture exists as the pixelated narrative of homeless experiences. This intricate data, which is 

not directly accessible to those not associated with CoCs, is composed of a multitude of 

individual data points, geographically located but lacking any self-narrated contribution. 

The inaccessibility of this information to the public because of its arrogate state and its 

intrinsically private nature as it contains information like social security numbers and 

physical disabilities, makes it of substantially less use to non-CoC urban planners, architects 

or application designers. These are individuals who may want to use the information to make 

better informed urban design decisions, or design applications for particular demographic 

needs. This is not to argue that the information collected in the HMIS should be public, but 

that it is one of the few digital identity contribution mediums for homeless individuals.  

                                                 



 
Instead, the information helps the CoC system trace each individual participant through his 

or her experiences within the system, but does not create a clear illustration of each 

respective narrative. Then, the HMIS system maps each individual’s experiences as he or she 

interacts with HUD-funded organizations. Additional information in the form of Program 

Specific Data Elements, is added by different agencies dependent on what each agency 

deems necessary for each individual. This information may or may not be shared between 

agencies, and there are strong opinions as to its usefulness to each homeless individual as he 

or she passes through the system.  

By understanding traditional means of data gathering and HUD’s perceived future 

involvement with HMIS systems, designers are able to look deeper into the potential of data 

gathering through alternative methods. The importance of digital devices in understanding 

homeless individuals in the urban context, is still a relatively unexplored field. The following 

digital mediums will be examined as they compose a new urban landscape of contributions 

of homeless narratives to the Invisible City. Examining how the use of digital devices allows 

individuals to function in urban space, case studies will allow further exploration regarding 

how participation through these mediums ties together the effects of space and how the 

space effects individuals through these mediums. The functions of these mediums aim to 

gather information similarly to HMIS, but to be shared open sources. The danger of this 

could be the disclosure of identity markers of homeless individuals to the general public. 

While the openness of the information has the intrinsic value of allowing designers to 

provide for homeless demographics as they mark their experiences in space, it also creates 

issues for homeless agency over their identities. 

By understanding narration of these identities as it occurs in two of four different typologies, 

analog or digital and self-narrated or other-narrated, the effects of the narrative typology on 

the communal narrative can be understood. By using digital self-narrated methodology, 

homeless individuals can be granted the opportunity to add their experiences to the 

communal narrative by becoming agents of their identity. The homeless individual with the 



 
agency of a digital self-narrated identity can then share their experiences to promote 

cohesion, inclusion, and social harmony as they deem desirable. 

  



 

Chapter 5 Case Studies Digital 

Applications Designed for Homelessness 

 

Case studies of currently utilized mobile applications designed for homeless individuals, are 

examined to see how they are integrated regarding issues involving urban homelessness. The 

mobile applications’ use is analyzed to discover if they attenuate or promote homeless 

narrative integration into communal narratives. Digital applications’ potential to add to 

existent homeless infrastructure is creating a space for methodological advancements that are 

not currently being considered by many urban planners and architects. Advancing digital 

mediums are being looked at to provide a non-traditional means of inclusion through 

gathering open-source information, thus increasing accessibility to lay programmers, 

designers, and urban planners. 

Of digital mediums examined, many of the creating teams are composed of individuals 

interested in the issues surrounding homelessness, but are not traditional non-governmental 

organization (NGO) activists or staff members. The depth and variety of designer 

backgrounds, seen in the application-producing staff, can be attributed to the accessibility of 

information, resulting in an increased number of individuals working together to solve urban 

homeless issues. Many of the designers are not architects, urban designers, NGO activists, or 

HUD workers, rather they are people with a shared goal of urban betterment through 

increased overall quality of life, as it is provided for all urban citizens including homeless 

individuals. 

In an effort to clarify the degree to which homeless individuals are represented in urban 

digital environments, an analysis style derived from architectural case studies is used to 

examine various digital mediums. The value of this grading method is its interest in spatial 

qualities and informational bridging characteristics. As architectural case studies were initially 



 
designed to bridge gaps between practice and academia, these case studies aim to develop a 

new body of knowledge regarding the practice of recording interactions in urban spaces as it 

is affected by digital mediums. These case study methods have been historically used for a 

variety of built project analysis, with the goal of providing a context drawn from the reality 

of individual projects, for the ongoing instruction of practitioners and as a method of 

pedagogy.219 The examination method formed from a merger of different architecture 

rubrics used for the case studies has been selected and combined from multiple 

methodologies to gain a thorough understanding of the digital applications investigated.220 

The most common type of mobile application, designed with homeless individuals as its key 

target audience, addresses each homeless individual’s ability to access key physical resources. 

Though these applications are not common and are not available in many cities, they are 

becoming increasingly more accessible. In fact, of the mobile applications designed for 

homeless individuals, the ones addressing access to physical resources are, by far, the most 

common.221 These mobile applications are run through different agencies, including HUD222 

and Link SF,223 and focus primarily on connecting the users to surrounding resources in their 

respective vicinity. This information is often gained through connecting the user’s location 

via Geographic Information System (GIS), which is often linked through program mapping 

software like ArcGIS, which then feeds through Github. This information is able to be 

modified by the original producer or other participants or programmers of Github who 

would like to participate and are admitted by the program administrators. 

                                                 



 
The most common recourse connections established for homeless individuals through the 

applications are bed availability or shelter locations, medical facilities, soup kitchens or food-

providing shelters, and hygiene locations. Currently the minority of these applications update 

data based on the availability of recourses in real time. This means that an individual may 

observe, via his or her device, that there are a specific number of beds at a location, only to 

visit the location and find the service is closed or all of the beds are taken. Other applications 

provide a more expansive list of resources available in the vicinity. For example, Project 

Homeless Connect, based out of San Francisco, provides access to HIV/STD testing, 

wheelchair repair, mental health assistance, employment counseling, and addiction recovery 

services.224 

Another prime example of mobile applications designed to connect homeless individuals to 

surrounding physical resources is the 2012 Reach Project, sponsored by the U.S. Department 

of Veteran Affairs (VA). Within this project, the VA, a federal agency, partnered with HUD 

to form the VA Center for Innovation (VACI). Focused specifically on veterans’ issues, 

VACI sought to connect homeless individuals to various resources in the surrounding area 

using GPS tracking.225 In order to produce a large number of products quickly, the group 

held a competition. This competition allowed for a decrease in their overall financial 

commitment to the projects, as the participants were not paid but were volunteers based on 

their desire to create a product that benefitted homeless individuals, while allowing 

participants to compete for prize money. The VACI competition format resulted in the 

production of a larger number of virtually designed products than would have been procured 

if the agency had simply hired contracted groups and paid them the same amount offered as 

prize money.  

The project guidelines, as set forth by the VACI, specified a need to connect users with bed 

availability, health services, legal assistance, and employment and crisis resources specific to a 

                                                 



 
particular locality.226 All of the resources specified by the project guidelines addressed 

physical resources; however, they overlooked social network resources.  

The federally funded 2012 competition, which awarded $25,000 split between 5 teams for 

the completion of each of their projects, aimed at increasing digital information design for 

homeless veterans. The competition’s products function as guiding foundations for other 

virtual designers as they shed light on the underdeveloped platform for homeless individuals. 

Following the Reach Project awards, programs like Hacking to End Homelessness out of 

Seattle, Washington, came on to the coding stage. This collective and programs like it were 

founded by groups of programmers who identify a design void—an underserved populace—

and collaborate, unpaid, to attain digital solutions to analog homeless issues.227 

5.1 Mobile Application Analysis Applications through the Architect’s Lens 

The following case studies of mobile applications, using architectural based categories228 

function as a road map of previously used methods of homeless narrative integration. They 

have been selected for their innovativeness, uniqueness, or ability to showcase the potential 

of this underdeveloped medium. It can be argued that not all of the applications selected for 

the cases studies aid homeless individuals, but they do showcase unique experience-tracking 

abilities that are used to suit the programmers’ aims. The mobile application case studies can 

be seen in contrast to the broad reach of cities’ 311 sites. An example of such a site is the 

NYC 311 site, which functions to report all happenings within the five boroughs of New 

York City. 

For the purpose of the following case studies the examination of applications addressing 

access to specific physical resources, as opposed to recording the experiences of homeless 

individuals, has been omitted. Their omission is the result of increasing production and 

inclusion in many cities. The case studies have been selected due to their being the only 

                                                 



 
mediums of their type or because they address narrative inclusion in a unique or uncommon 

way.229  

5.1.1 We Are Visible230 

 

a. Location of Use: The application exists as a digital community that uses Twitter 

handles to create a space for homeless people to share experiences. The medium is 

primarily restricted to the virtual space, but it does provide a geo-tagging feature. To 

use this feature, it must be turned on inside the application. The vast majority of We 

Are Visible (WAV) users do not utilize this feature inside the narration application. 

b. Size: As of December 2015, more than 6,000 people follow the Twitter feed, which 

contains more than 9,000 tweets from various users.231 

c. Medium/Project Type: The website uses a mobile version of WAV software with 

which homeless individuals are able to participate in safe, curated, online discussions. 

The amount of disclosure, visibility, and access to information is controlled: (1) by 

the homeless individual, (2) by the curator, and (3) by creator Mark Horvath. Feeds 

are then displayed through the secondary handle “@weareinvisible” in an effort to 

                                                 



 
broaden understanding of homeless narratives. The We Are Visible brand, in charge 

of the self-labeled community organization, has since spread its reach into multiple 

social media spheres in an effort to extend vocal capacity.232 These mediums now 

include Facebook, LinkedIn, and an innovative storytelling organization called 

Invisible People. For the purpose of this case study the WAV software and twitter 

feed integration will be concentrated on. 

d. Delivery Method: The narratives are delivered through two main mobile application-

based platforms. The first, through the WAV program, operates to create a 

community with user terms and agreements. These agreements include “Be positive. 

Respect everyone. Don’t be a jerk, a troll (Internet slang describing a person who 

deliberately provokes emotionally based confrontation), or a grouch. Have fun.”233 

The secondary platform is a stage through which debates, conversations, and 

interactions on the We Are Visible site can be voyeuristically viewed without 

participating in the digital network on Twitter. The dual system of contribution and 

viewing through different platforms represents a level of security for the 

contributors, as they are able to protect their identities while contributing to a 

communal forum. Twitter, the community forum, is un-segregated and allows 

individual narrative contributions to be collected with specific location and identity 

ties removed. 

e. Costs: The service is free and requires membership through either service—Twitter 

or We Are Visible. Using the Twitter account, contributors are unable to add their 

experiences to the We are Visible feed. 

f. Architect/Designer/Team: The design group is headed by Mark Horvath. His team 

facilitates conversations to maintain adequate levels of appropriateness as well as 

introduce commentary to spark discussion about both the WAV and Twitter 

interfaces. The mobile application, which displays homeless narratives as they play 

out in real time, was begun by Horvath who, at the time of WAV’s conception, was 

                                                 



 
homeless. Horvath started the project when he had been homeless for two years 

beginning in 2008, and decided to curate “homeless stories,” as he calls them. From 

there, Invisible People was born. This project later evolved through Seattle’s Hack to 

End Homelessness project into what is now the We Are Visible software. 

g. Reporter: Homeless individuals as well as housed individuals are able to 

communicate in peer relationships and interact in a digital medium that allows them 

to choose to either cloak or expose their housing situations. This environment is one 

of inclusion developed with the aim of creating a safe digital place for the homeless, 

and non-homeless, communities. The We Are Visible vision statement is as follows.  

 

We Are Visible is a peer network for the homeless community to help each other through social 

media and online peer-to-peer support. 

 

h. Patron: There are no financial beneficiaries related to the We Are Visible community 

groups.  

i. Goal/Product: We Are Visible is a product of the Hack to End Homeless project 

based out of Seattle, Washington. Hack to End Homelessness states its goal as the 

following—To build a social network for the homeless community, collect data on 

the causes and contributors to homelessness, visualize as well as mine the causes 

digitally, and improve and create application designs for these causes. Multiple 

diverse design teams at Hack to End Homelessness have created many products. 

The collective of groups, each designing separate virtual applications, gather on 

weekends to design applications aimed at addressing multifaceted homeless issues. 

Many of the products remain in their developmental stages.234  

j. Environment and Microclimate: Each of the different We Are Visible digital 

platforms has intrinsic characteristics. This is to say that the message gleaned by 

viewers of the Facebook page, has a different understanding of the information than 

the Twitter site. Like the materials used to construct a building, the materiality of the 

                                                 



 
digital platform defines the application, its use and information gained. The case 

studies that follow only look at the medium of WAV application. This application, 

which contains two layers of identification fortification, the first layer being through 

the We Are Visible application, and the second being the Twitter application, 

combine to protect the identity of the homeless contributor. These separate 

applications, working together, can be seen as separate microclimates through which 

the information is passed. Each of the applications mutes some content while 

amplifying others. 

k. User Behavior and Requirements: Twitter users are likely to have pre-existing interest 

in the hashtags, individuals and events they follow, which has led them to follow the 

various feeds. In this same way followers of the We Are Visible application likely 

have a pre-existing interest in the topic of homelessness. The desire of the viewer to 

be involved in homeless narratives is illustrated in their drive to find and view the 

information. This site is one of the few that functions in this manner—to create a 

forum for collective sharing of the homeless experience in the digital realm. 

Behavioral supervisors use the We Are Visible user agreement, discussed previously, 

as well as the three layers of group moderators, to filter conversations that go against 

the user agreement.  

l. Utility and Space Enhancement: The application carries with it many of the same 

strengths intrinsically held by digital platforms. Visibility on Facebook provides a 

very strong public face as 71 percent of all adult Internet users have an account.235 

Aspects of urban use may or may not be present in the Facebook interaction and are 

dependent on the information provided by the users. The We Are Visible Facebook 

page allows users to post directly to the page, but the majority of content is 

contributed by the moderator. This content is largely composed of re-posted articles 

the moderator feels affects the homeless populace. Due to the majority of 

contributors not including location data in their posts, this information is absent 

from the presented content. In contrast, Twitter provides a 140-character limit to 

                                                 



 
illuminate the user’s feelings. This means of self-narration allows Twitter users to 

provide a more personally descriptive tweet that does not necessitate a response 

from other platform users.  

m. Form and Function: None of the We Are Visible platforms provide a strong urban 

digital intervention space. Although many of the platforms provide an area for 

spatially marking the experience, few of the users include this information in their 

contributions. This decision may be for security or for identification disclosure 

reasons. The result of the unmarked spatial experience is that there are few urban 

spatial markers of homelessness. 

n. Barrier Free Environment: Each of the We Are Visible digital platforms is available 

without financial investment.  

o. Socioeconomic Profile of User Group: In addition to facilitating the building of the 

online homeless community, We Are Visible does not restrict user interaction based 

on socioeconomic hierarchy. This means that any individuals who desire inclusion in 

the online community are permitted, so long as they uphold the boundaries set forth 

by the user agreements. The open-door policy could be seen as a liability, enabling 

non-homeless individuals to contribute negatively. Precautions are taken against 

negative input from non-homeless and homeless users by the presence of 

supervisory figures. Through moderators and regulations, as well as the group’s 

initial intention of creating a “safe peer-to-peer digital space,” peer monitoring is also 

activated. 

  



 
5.1.2 Hacking the Conversation236 

 

a. Location of Use: The application is based in Washington State. It is capable of 

analyzing data through state, county, legislative district, and school district. The 

spatial breakdown was determined to find affordable homes based on where one 

wants to live, while keeping in mind variable factors like the quality of education and 

the political atmosphere of the region. The target audience is not necessarily 

homeless individuals but low-income individuals, with the creators stating their aim 

is to prevent individuals and families in Washington State from becoming homeless.  

b. Size: Washington State, with varying degrees of coverage based on the information 

available through the county. 

c. Medium/Project Type: The website is currently available as an interactive mapping 

device for Washington State. The mobile application allows people to use GPS or to 

select a location within the state and see the transit score, school ratings, median 

income, median rental rate, industries in the area, and affordable housing 

opportunities. 

d. Delivery Method: The delivery method is a telephone application designed to keep 

families and individuals from becoming homeless. Hacking the Conversation 

designers wanted individuals moving through a city to be able to quickly gain 

information on the suitability of the area. 

                                                 



 
e. Costs: The data-accessing service is free for users. The site and mobile application 

also connects them to funding opportunities through Washington State’s Housing 

Trust Fund. This fund supports a wide range of projects aimed at serving low-

income applicants, with the majority of their projects to date serving households 

with special needs or incomes below 30 percent of the area’s median income.237 As 

many homeless individuals are not positioned to move directly into the normal 

housing market, this makes residence mobility slightly more affordable. The cost of 

entry for the Washington State Housing Fund remains relatively high for homeless 

individuals; it positions itself primarily as an affordable housing and multi-family 

rental subsidy program. For many homeless individuals this option is out of financial 

reach. 

f. Architect/Designer/Team: The design team—The Maptastics—work in cooperation 

with Seattle’s Hack for Homelessness.  

g. Reporter: This application does not address narratives in terms of “self-reported” 

and “other-reported.” In this way, this application differs from other applications 

analyzed. This application was, instead, selected for its ability to show potentially 

affordable areas for homeless individuals, as they are mapped throughout the state of 

Washington. The result shows where people might be able to afford housing, while 

maintaining some of the lifestyles they have. For example, the application allows 

users to see affordable housing based on a particular school district. This function 

could allow the users to move to a more affordable location, thus avoiding 

homelessness while keeping their children in the same school. Hacking the 

Conversation worked to compile the arrogate information produced in association 

with Washington’s Housing Development Consortium, YWCA’s Firesteel program, 

the Low Income Housing Alliance, and Columbia Legal Services. The Maptastics 

then used the information available through the various mediums to compose 

location-driven data that can tell users where best to move dependent on what is 

                                                 



 
most important to them, be it the trends of their legislative district or their school 

district. 

h. Patron: The sites use information from the Washington State Housing Trust Fund, 

which allocates money for affordable housing projects through a competitive 

application process.  

i. Goal/Product: The product goal is to create a map to be used by low-income 

individuals to find more affordable housing. In addition to finding more affordable 

housing, the backers of the application aim to connect prospective low-income users 

with funding resources based on their location. This means that if a specific county 

has monies allocated through the state to fund a specific type of housing, it will show 

in the application. 

j. Environment and Microclimate: The areas used for data segregation within the state 

of Washington are state, county, legislative district, and school district. 

k. User Behavior and Requirements: Users are not limited to those who are homeless, 

and access to the information is available to the public. The application backers, the 

Washington State Department of Commerce who runs the Washington State 

Housing Fund, uses the application to showcase affordable housing opportunities, 

targets anyone with special needs or income below 80 percent of the local median 

income.  

l. Utility and Space Enhancement: Although the interactive website is online, the 

application is still in development, and as of December 2016 does not have a link to 

the Washington State Housing Trust Fund application. The group, The Maptasitcs, 

discussed the next design steps as creating a link that allows users to jump from the 

mobile application to applying for the funding services. The development of this side 

of the application is important as well as difficult due to perpetually updating 

opportunities, requiring changes to programming steps. The importance of accuracy 

in the Washington State Housing Trust Fund application on the mobile application is 

due to the many ways a potential applicant can be rendered ineligible for housing 

services. If these ineligibilities are not addressed in the initial phases of the housing 



 
application process time losses will likely be incurred on the part of the low-income 

users. 

m. Form and Function: The mapping system provides a simple, straightforward means 

to attain useful housing location information. While not providing an attractive 

interface, it functions to elucidate potential funding opportunities. 

n. Barrier-Free Environment: The website is available free of charge to anyone who has 

Internet access. The main barriers to funding opportunities through the Washington 

State Housing Fund are eligibility criteria.  

o. Socioeconomic Profile of User Group: Individuals who would benefit from this 

website are any users who gross less than 80 percent of the area median income. The 

Washington State Housing Trust Fund selection process requires financial 

obligations on the part of the applicant, which would likely eliminate many homeless 

applicants. For those unable to afford the required financial investment to procure 

subsidized housing through the Washington State Housing Trust Fund, information 

can still be gained regarding potential sites to live and the demographic of the 

community.  

New York–Specific Applications 

Attention was paid to applications available in New York City as it ranks among the highest 

in per-capita homeless individuals in the nation, as well as a comparatively large number of 

organizations working on solving homeless issues through mobile application design. New 

York is one among an increasing number of cities installing the 311 application to map 

issues within the city. As a result, many agencies and secondary applications tap into this 

resource’s open-source data. The NYC 311 resource and its aggregate data will be discussed 

in the at the end of this chapter.  

  



 
5.1.3 WeShelter238 

 

 

a. Location of Use: New York City, NY 

b. Size: n/a 

c. Medium/Project Type: Android and iOS 7.0 compatibility. 

d. Delivery Method: n/a 

e. Costs: Downloading the application is free for the user. The user (not necessarily a 

homeless person) taps a button on the screen of their phone when they see an 

unsheltered homeless person and a secondary screen pops up allowing the user to 

donate funds, which are supplied by secondary large corporate sponsors. The 

donation is then applied to local registered outreach groups. Each tap is generally 

worth up to 5 cents, although amounts vary dependent on funds available and 

location. 

f. Architect/Designer/Team: WeShelter Solutions, Inc., is a registered corporation in 

the state of New York with 501(c)3 status. The team is composed of three founding 

members: Robb Chen-Ware, IIya Lyashevsky, and Ken Manning. Each of the 

founding members works on multiple other digital applications, with backgrounds 

stemming from product design, creative writing, and computer science. In addition 

to the founding members, more than 25 other participants from Prolific Interactive, 

Good vs. Evil, as well as advisors and volunteers worked together to build the 

interactive platform. 

                                                 



 
g. Reporter: Cases are digitally other-narrated, or reported by a passerby, most likely 

non-homeless individuals. The demographic targeted to report is located in New 

York City, defined by the sponsors as the “urban millennial demographic that cares 

about social issues.”239  

h. Patron: The WeShelter application works in connection with large companies, 

enabling reporters to make donations when they see a homeless individual. 

Following a donation, the patron company advertises that they are the company that 

made the donation on the user’s behalf. This symbiotic relationship enables 

advertisers to get their name out there while donating funds to NYC service 

organizations.  

The WeShelter website solicits sponsors and explains the benefit to the sponsor as: 

(1) Highlighting the sponsor’s dedication to social good by giving clients and 

employees a simple way to make an impact in the city; (2) By directly sponsoring 

repeat acts of good will, positive brand associations are created for users; (3) 

Targeting local users; (4) Low sponsorship buy-in; (5) Incremental funding model 

enables sponsors to only fund as much as unlocked by users each month; and (6) 

WeShelter is tax-deductible. The relatively low entry barrier enables sponsors to 

donate predetermined amounts. By allowing the sponsor to target a specific 

demographic within the local area, they are able to create strong positive associations 

with their brand among an audience who shares common brand ideals.  

Another option offered through the application is in connection with NYC 311, 

which works to provide direct assistance to those in need of immediate aid. This 

option can be accessed through tapping a single button on the screen that patches a 

call to the NYC 311 helpline. 

i. Goal/Product: “WeShelter’s mission is to use mobile technology to allow everyone 

to contribute to ending homelessness.”240 Co-founder Ilya Lyashevsky states that one 

of their main goals is to raise awareness of the homeless problem, and allowing 

urbanites to feel like they are capable of making a difference. “We see the app as a 

                                                 



 
behavior change—from doing nothing to doing something, even if it’s in digital 

form.”241 The application founders hope the one- to two-minute process of donating, 

will heighten awareness of the reporter, increasing potential for them to establish 

empathy for the homeless. WeShelter’s mission aims to include disenfranchised 

homeless individuals through increasing empathy among “socially minded 

millennials.” 

Reporters gain information as they traverse the city, tapping the donation button 

when they see a homeless person. In addition to allowing the user to make a 

donation after tapping the application, time and location stamps the data entry. The 

data points are then amalgamated to find where homeless individuals are located 

within the city and what the peak hours of reporting are. The resulting GPS-located 

data is only given to homeless outreach groups and is not publicly available. 

Information is then used by these groups to produce heat maps, indicating the 

density of homeless distribution in the city, and to prioritize outreach times and 

routes based on that information.242 

j. Environment and Microclimate: The application works regardless of location, but 

the designers specifically aim to gain information about homeless individuals in New 

York City. If a user pushes the WeShelter button when they are not in the New York 

area, the information provided by the heat map to the New York–specific 

organizations is useless. 

k. User Behavior and Requirements: The application was designed to require very little 

energy input. In the words of the designer, “We wanted to create a new way for 

people to make a meaningful difference, even if they had little time.”243 The mobile 

application is very user friendly as it provides clear and limited options that create a 

streamlined user experience. The ease of use as well as the small time requirement on 

the part of the reporter allows for increased data gathering as well as sponsor 

donations.  

                                                 



 
l. Utility and Space Enhancement: The application is used to provide funding to 

organizations in the area in which the homeless person is geographically marked. In 

addition to directing funding to service organizations in the area, the application 

provides other-narrated place-marking information. GPS-located data points are not 

publicly accessible, protecting the homeless individuals who are reported. The 

information gathered is only distributed to verified partnering homeless service 

agencies. Once homeless service agencies have received this information, they can 

see which areas are more heavily used and at what times.  

m. Form and Function: The simplicity of the interface and ease with which this 

application can be used establish a very low barrier of entry. The speed of 

performance, as well as the overall quality of the user design experience (UX), was 

among the highest of the applications studied.  

n. Barrier-Free Environment: The application is free to anyone who owns a 

smartphone.  

o. Socioeconomic Profile of User Group: The users of WeShelter are generally non-

homeless individuals who are already actively seeking to help those who are 

homeless. This status can be assumed because they have downloaded the free 

application in order to help the homeless individuals of New York. This minimizes 

the potential effect of creating a more conscious public as it only increases awareness 

among users who have acknowledged the homeless issue as a problem. This 

acknowledgment is indicated by their downloading the application. 

 

  



 
5.1.4 NYC Map the Homeless244 

 

a. Location of Use: New York City, NY. The project originated out of Murray Hill, in 

Midtown Manhattan, after the software developer felt the city failed to deter 

unsheltered individuals from taking up residence in his neighborhood.245 

b. Size: n/a 

c. Medium/Project Type: Android 4.0 and iOS 7.0 compatibility. 

d. Delivery Method: Digitally other-narrated by users, likely non-homeless individuals, 

who witness a homeless individual. The reporter then takes a photograph on their 

mobile device. That image, along with any additional information on the experience 

or individual, is shared through the application. The application encourages users to 

“tag homeless individuals and describe the type of event.” The application uses that 

information, along with all other reports, to produce a heat map displaying 

geographical density of homeless residence in the area. The description received 

when downloading the application from the PlayStore states the following: 

“The NYC Map the Homeless (NYC-MTH) app is a simple and easy volunteer 

crowd-sourcing solution. It gathers data and produces answers. Tap one button to 

take a picture and tag it. It only takes a few seconds. The pins are automatically 

displayed and clustered on a detailed map of NYC. When a mapped pin is selected, it 

shows a precise location, time, and description.”246 
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e. Costs: Downloading of the application is free for the user. 

f. Architect/Designer/Team: David Fox and the group Third and 33rd and Beyond 

g. Reporter: Cases are reported by passersby, most likely non-homeless individuals.  

h. Patron: The NYC Map the Homeless application is sponsored by a coalition of 

community members from Murray Hill and Kips Bay in Manhattan, who selected the 

goals of the mobile application. The application works by allowing any user to 

photograph, label, and locate any homeless person, documenting this through the 

application. The information collected is then open source and available to anyone. 

i. Goal/Product: Mapping data is publicly available, along with a photograph 

identifying the person and any other information the photographer deems 

noteworthy. The description, available upon downloading the application is provided 

by the designer David Fox, who says the aim is to produce a method where 

“[a]uthorities can quickly identify locations of concern and act in a timely manner. In 

the future, this tool will give authorities and the public the ability to run advanced 

data queries on the data we compile.”247  

Fox’s proposed data-quarrying method would remove control over the homeless 

individuals’ identity from them, and place it in the hands of the reporter. Many of the 

functions of the application aim to remove homeless individuals from certain areas, 

and see the documentation of these people as the first steps. In addition Fox cites 

the ability of visualizing homeless individuals, portrayed through the lens of the 

reporter, as increasing awareness of the issue of homelessness. By “hashtagging” 

these individuals, reporters reveal their own group bias, used to color the image of 

the homeless person, illustrated in the application. One example of a hashtag 

recorded August 20, 2015 is #cansgotenoughforbeer, others tags are less aggressive 

stating things like #publicencampment #sleeping or #needsaid.248  

The founding group, Third and 33rd and Beyond, who had documented homeless 

activity prior to the development of the application, hoped to see the removal of 

homeless individuals from their neighborhood. The group sees obstructions to their 

                                                 



 
goals as public awareness that supports their cause, as well as police and government 

agencies’ ability to “find” homeless individuals. Fox, the programmer, says, “They 

[the police] have a lot of trouble locating them and if they do [arrive at the location 

of the report] a lot of times the people are gone and it’s too late, so this [information 

relayed through the mobile application] is in real time structured data of what’s 

happening throughout the city.”249 

j. Environment and Microclimate: This design solution was produced as the result of a 

Midtown Manhattan resident disliking the presence of homeless residents in the area. 

The application is currently available throughout New York State and eastern 

portions of New Jersey. 

k. User Behavior and Requirements: The application requires slightly more effort than 

many of the other applications and provides as a result a live data feed of homeless 

reporting's throughout the city; an interactive map allowing the selection of a 

indicated location then shows an image and hashtags of the person reported. The 

majority of the homeless individuals reported through the application do not appear 

to know that their picture has been taken and added to the site.  

l. Utility and Space Enhancement: According to the designer, the purpose of the 

application is to remove homeless individuals because “living on the street is 

dangerous for the homeless, and it is dangerous for people encountering a homeless 

person who may perform an act of violence out of desperation or because of mental 

illness.”250 This one-dimensional essentialist illustration of homeless persons 

functions to identify them as the “other” in the narrative shared by the Third and 33 

and Beyond group. 

m. Form and Function: The function of the application is to remove homeless 

individuals from the urban space of New York. Interviews with the designer reveal 

his perceptions that the city is not doing enough to “remove potentially harmful 

homeless people” from the city. The designer’s solution is an application to point out 

                                                 



 
to authorities who the offending person is in a way that can quickly result in their 

removal from the area. 

n. Barrier-Free Environment: The application is available to those who own a cell 

phone. But it functions to create barriers for those who are being documented. By 

creating images, as well as hashtags of homeless individuals’ offenses, documenters 

make the documented homeless individuals potential targets. 

o. Socioeconomic Profile of User Group: The founding community organization is 

from Murray Hill, a densely populated neighborhood along the East River in 

Manhattan. In 2013 the average household size was 1.7 people with a median 

household income of $117,364.251 The reporters are generally non-homeless 

individuals who are actively seeking to remove those who are homeless from a given 

area. The creation of the application followed the co-authoring groups’ explanation 

that they had complained for months to several city agencies and elected officials 

with little to no response. The resulting application is an effort to take the matter 

into the concerned community’s own hands. 252  

5.1.5 Mapping Homelessness in New York 

 

One of the most widely used homeless narrative mapping tools in New York is NYC 311. 

The mission of NYC 311 is “to provide the public with a quick way to access all New York 

                                                 



 
City government services.”253 The service, which receives on average 50,000 calls a day254 

regarding more than 36,000 topics, collects data on all service requests in the city. This data 

includes the citation of any illegal ongoing disturbances or disruptions to New York City life, 

from pothole repairs to school closures.255 Through the service, users are able to report 

urban issues regardless of whether the occurrence is legal or illegal. The open quality of the 

forum provides a digital space for reporting all happenings deemed important to the 

reporting individual or body. The interactive forum functions through multiple digital 

mediums including a website, mobile application, call center, Skype number, video relay 

service, and telephone call center, all functioning to facilitate reporting.256  

Launched in 2003, the service was one of the first in the country to take a drastically 

different approach to technologically delivered city services. The NYC 311 service center is 

available in more than 180 different languages and reports that 80 percent of all calls are 

picked up within 30 seconds. A 2008 survey, conducted by an outside firm, reported that the 

call center had higher satisfaction ratings than the average hotel or retail outlet. Joseph 

Morrisroe, NYC311’s executive director, attributed this success to the interconnectedness of 

each of the city’s agencies and technological advancements. Morrisroe considers the focus 

on metrics, coupled with advanced technology, as key factors in their success, as these 

elements allow for information to be directed to the correct agency, as well as providing 

large sums of aggregate data. The collected data is made available to the public in aggregate 

form.257 

Among the things that can be reported using the NYC311 site are incidents of homeless 

encampment or calls for homeless assistance—only representing two of those that can be 

reported regarding urban homelessness in New York. Other homeless complaints reported 

on the NYC311 site include noise, sidewalk blockages, and panhandling. After the service 

                                                 



 
agency receives a report, individuals at the call center are tasked with categorizing the issue, 

and it is up to these city employees to discern the categorization. This manual categorization 

creates opportunity for personal bias as well as incorrect categorization. In addition, there 

are many categories that do not exist, which places city employees in the position of creating 

a new category or placing the call in the closest associated category. Acknowledging the 

potential role of human biases in advance, allows a mapping analysis to recognize possible 

misrepresentations.258 Other potential inaccuracies affecting data sets are related to how the 

event is GIS mapped.  

When an incident is reported through NYC311, the reporting individual can either choose to 

use the GPS mapping on their phone or report their location in an analog format. This 

means reporting the cross streets, surrounding businesses, or the address. This method of 

reporting can lead to possible misreporting, bias, or inaccuracies.259 Aside from potential 

issues associated with reporting methodology, the NYC311 application provides the most 

frequently updated information regarding homeless individuals in New York City. Though 

few of the reports are generated by homeless individuals, it is the most widely used narrative 

mapping tool available currently. 

By using the arrogate information available from NYC311, groups like BetaNYC and 

#CityGram are able to create interactive maps of issues being reported. These groups and 

others like them, are affiliates of Code for Humanity. Especially active in New York, the 

self-proclaimed civic-minded programmers organize at the local level to bridge gaps in civic 

technology and open-sourced government information. BetaNYC and #CityGram, which 

meet to GPS-locate issues as they occur in real time, aim at creating information that is then 

displayed on their website. The information they use, which is contributed via reports to 

NYC311, is already open source but illegible due to its organization and presentation. Prior 

to the community groups making the information more legible the 311 data is presented in 

one extensive spreadsheet, from 2003 to the present. It showcases everything which has ever 

                                                 



 
been reported to NYC311 in arrogate. Community group programmers then filter and 

organize the content using algorithms and Excel’s turntable plug-in. At this point the data set 

becomes more legible, and can be organized, graphed and manipulated based on specific 

data points to extract trends. One of the main driving forces behind the coding collectives is 

to make the information, which is already public, legible to the common New Yorker.260  

During an October 2015 meeting where the BetaNYC collective was gathering to create 

maps from the previously arrogate data gained from the NYC311 website, the following 

interactive maps were created. These maps illustrate the difficulty of extrapolating meanings 

from maps when there exists no coherent patterns, aside from showing locations where 

reports occur indicating “homeless encampment” or “homeless assistance.” The tag 

“homeless encampment” typically defines a request for removal of persons, while the 

“homeless assistance” tag is more often associated with requests for aid. Homeless assistance 

requests typically increase in the winter months likely due to the increase in hazards related 

to cold weather.261 

 

                                                 



 
Unfortunately the difficulty of extracting information from the NYC311 website, due to no 

congruent tagging system with regard to homeless incidents, makes seeking information 

through the site more difficult. The goal of collectives like BetaNYC as well as #CityGram is 

to take the information, which is quickly gained through applications like NYC311, and 

make it legible to the urban layperson.  

The Through Time Map illustrates an increase in homelessness in Manhattan; other studies 

conducted seem to contain contradictory data. According to the Manhattan Outreach 

Consortium, which has partnered with the city to conduct the Homeless Outreach 

Population Estimate (HOPE) every January beginning in 2007, the rates of homelessness in 

Manhattan have remained relatively steady over the past five years.262 Both the NYC311 site 

and the HOPE project were created by non-homeless individuals. 

This increase in reports to the NYC311 site can be seen as it maps itself through time on the 

video map displayed in still frames below.263   

  

                                                 



 

 



 

The discrepancy in reports over time has been attributed to the overall increase in the degree 

of use of the NYC311 application. The use of the application doubled from 2014 to 2015;264 

this increase in crowd-sourcing is indicative of overall patterns of information gathering. 

Many cities possess similar mobile applications for reporting urban problems, but few have 

the usership or are open sourced like NYC311. One such city that uses CitySourced to create 

a 311 site with open-sourced data is Honolulu.  

Honolulu 311 came online April 7, 2015. Partially due to its infancy, comparatively few 

reports have been received as of January 2016. As the usership is very low there is little data 

to be gleaned. Limited data entry is exemplified by their being only two 311 reports in 

Honolulu from April 2015 to February 2015 involving homeless individuals. In addition the 

Honolulu 311 site only displays one data set; by comparison the NYC 311 site displays more 

than 1300. These data sets include information from reports of vandalism to where farmers’ 

markets in the city are located. This is not to say that user-ship will not increase to the level 

of New York, but that at the time of performing this research adequate data is unavailable.  

NYC311 as well as Honolulu 311 represents a shift in government-run narration typology. 

As the 311 sites allow citizens to report from their mobile devices events that happen to 

them and others immediately after they occur, inputs into the communal narrative are 

expedited. The purpose of cities’ 311 systems is to induce change by reporting perceived 

issues. As a result other-reporting of homeless individuals can be seen as directly affecting 

their relationship with the city. Other-narrated inclusions of homeless individuals, through 

311 reports, removes narrative contribution from the homeless individual and gives it to the 

reporter.  

5.2 Case Study Conclusion 

Through looking at the existent modes of digital urban narration designed for homeless 

individuals across the nation, a significant absence of homeless voices becomes visible. 

                                                 



 
Previously analyzed studies illustrate the prevalence of homeless individuals who possess 

information communication devices as well as modes of procuring mobile phones, yet the 

number of applications targeting this user group is lacking. The majority of the GIS-driven 

applications designed for homeless individuals addresses their potential need to connect to 

physical resources like shelters and soup kitchens. This includes applications that are 

designed through the Federal Innovation Center, in addition to privately produced 

applications like Hacking the Conversation. As these applications address the much-needed 

physical requirements of homeless individuals within cities they leave mobile applications 

addressing homeless individuals’ narratives under-designed for. The lack of these mobile 

designs illustrates a discrepancy in who is able to contribute self-narrated experiences to the 

communal narrative, as well as who is narrating the homeless experience digitally. By 

minimizing the ability of homeless individuals to narrate their own experiences, agency over 

their identity is relinquished to those who narrate for them. The resulting transfer of power 

as normalized citizens are able to contribute the identity of homeless individuals to the 

communal narrative, in place of homeless self-narrated contributions, modifies the digital 

city.  

These modifications can be seen in mobile applications such as NYC Map the Homeless. As 

mediums like this serve to other-narrate the homeless experience, few mobile applications 

are designed for homeless individuals to self-narrate their urban experiences. This creates a 

need for urban-integrated mobile application designs with homeless individuals targeted as 

the main users. The only application found that addresses social network services is We Are 

Visible. Despite the platform not providing geographical connection to a specific city, it still 

functions to amplify the voices through almost 5,000 Tweets to more than 6,000 followers 

since its inception.265 In that sense, the We Are Visible platform has successfully increased 

homeless self-narrative inclusion. We Are Visible is also the only application found that 

allows homeless users to self-narrate their experiences within the cities. 

  

                                                 



 

Chapter 6 Investigating Homelessness in 

Honolulu 

 

Throughout the United States communities grapple with the rights of homeless individuals 

to public spaces; this is particularly acute in the city of Honolulu. The effects of these power 

struggles can be seen reflected in the communal narrative. This paper will focus on 

Honolulu, Hawai‘i, with lessons learned in New York City, New York, to gain understanding 

that can then be used to create design parameters for the digital intervention discussed in 

Chapter 7. By studying advanced other-narrated SNS employed in New York City an 

understanding of information-gathering techniques as they facilitate power structures can be 

achieved. Honolulu is then used to derive design solutions affected by power structures and 

created through resource locations and public policy.266  

The culmination of information derived enables is an urban narrative understanding that can 

be applied to Honolulu. Honolulu is then used as the site for digital intervention and case 

study. This case study focuses on issues affecting homelessness in the form of: bans and 

ordinances,267 spatially placed resources and contact zones. These factors are seen as 

affecting homeless migration patterns and facilitating participation in the communal 

narrative as a result of in-group/out-group relationships. The importance of Honolulu 

homeless individuals relationship with in-group members is intensified by the populations 

increasing prevalence in the state. 

Hawai‘i provided residence to the largest number of homeless individuals in the nation per 

capita from 2010 to 2014 according to the HUD Exchange. New York has ranked second 

                                                 



 
highest in the last two years, with neither state falling below the top five in the past four 

years.268  

 

6.1 Honolulu: Narrating a City’s Aloha for its Homeless Populace  

Honolulu is examined as the location for the integration of virtual mediums among homeless 

populations. In addition to the city hosting a large population of homeless individuals, the 

state has enacted laws restricting where and how homeless individuals can reside within city 

limits. These two actions can be seen as functioning on a macro- as well as a microscale to 

dictate the demographics' distribution. As laws are increasingly enacted to facilitate homeless 

movement, affects and effects on the communal narrative can be seen through spatial power 

shifts in Honolulu.  

                                                 



 
In 2010 when the rest of the nation was experiencing reductions in homelessness in 

connection with the economic recovery, homelessness in Hawai‘i continued to grow. Point-

in-Time (PIT) counts estimate that from 2014 to 2015269 the number of homeless people 

increased more than 18 percent, with the bulk of unsheltered homeless individuals from 

2013 to 2015 living in Downtown Honolulu. In 2015 38 percent of all unsheltered homeless 

on the island of Oahu resided in Downtown Honolulu.270 For this reason, as well as 

aggressive city ordinances, the downtown area of Honolulu will be the focus for study and 

the site for the design solution. 

The site used for the PIT count stretched from the Honolulu Airport to Pi‘ikoi Street and 

the South Shore oceanfront to Ko‘olau Ridge. The area used for the design intervention is 

smaller than this area limiting the site of analysis and intervention to Honolulu’s more dense 

areas.  

 

                                                 



 
The site used for design follows naturally occurring spatial boundaries and limits the area of 

study to the densest parts of Downtown Honolulu. The site used for digital intervention and 

site analysis is contained between the H1 highway and the ocean, the southeast boundary 

Kapahulu Avenue and the northwest, Houghtailing Street. To better understand the project 

site in Downtown Honolulu, an examination of Honolulu as a whole and its existing 

relationship with its homeless population must first be made. This is a relationship that can 

be seen as interacting with land politics as well as Hawai‘i’s largest industry. 

Honolulu’s surges271 and trends in homelessness are viewed as they are affected by legislative 

measures designed to protect Hawai‘i’s largest industry, tourism. Despite various legislative 

efforts between 2014 and 2015, the city had not “eliminated the visual impact of 

homelessness,” according to Honolulu Mayor Kirk Caldwell.272 

6.2 Honolulu Ordinances Affecting Homelessness 

Ordinances in Honolulu, particularly Waikiki, have been enacted in part in an effort to 

satisfy loud voices asserting that homeless individuals in high-traffic areas damage tourism. 

These voices contribute disproportionally to the communal narrative as a result of their in-

group status, proposing “[w]hen visitors come here, they want to see their paradise. They 

don’t want to see homeless people sleeping in parks or on sidewalks or on the beach.”273 The 

mayor’s response can be seen as echoing the opinions of the normalized populace, 

influenced by the tourism industry. 

These sentiments and the resultant laws represent a power structure within and derived from 

the communal narrative. Dialogue in the communal narrative often frames homelessness as a 

threat to tourism, community cleanliness and public safety.274 Strong voices in the communal 

narrative then propose protection of the tourism industry as a valid reason to take aggressive 

                                                 



 
legislative action.275 Mike McCartney, president of the Hawai‘i Tourism Authority addressed 

the issue, stating:  

“I think we are doing it with aloha,” a term used to denote compassion. “But doing it with 

aloha doesn’t mean you are not going to be firm. It doesn’t mean you are not going to be 

aggressive. It doesn’t mean you are going to tolerate things that you can’t tolerate.”276  

McCartney’s strong voice can be seen stitching the threat of homelessness into the 

communal narrative. The results of voices like these influence increased nuisance laws, 

stored property ordinances, banning sitting or lying on sidewalks and prohibiting large items 

such as tents in public parks.277 

Bills 42 and 48, and 46 and 39, all function to control where homeless individuals in 

Honolulu spend their time and how. Though nothing in the language of the bills targets 

homeless demographics specifically, the bills do target actions normalized by homeless 

individuals. These actions include: sit-lie bans (Bills 42, 48); “pedestrian use zones” where 

large structures such as shopping carts and tents are barred during daylight hours (Bill 39); 

“Stored Property Ordinances” allowing private property on public property to be removed 

24 hours following citation (Bill 54); and Sidewalk Nuisance Laws allowing city officials to 

remove private property deemed a nuisance from public property without prior notification.  

Bill 42, sit-lie bans, makes it illegal for anyone to sit or lie on sidewalks in Waikiki special 

district. In 2014 this ordinance was extended through Bill 48278 to include portions of 

Chinatown, Downtown, McCully-Moiliili, Kailua, Wahiawa, Ala Moana-Sheridan, Kaneohe, 

Waimanalo, Kapahulu, Waialae, Kahala, Aina Haina-Niu Valley and Hawai‘i Kai.279 Bills 42 

and 48 state that “as sitting or lying down on sidewalks is not the customary use of public 

                                                 



 
sidewalks,” it is prohibited. Understandings of what is customary public use could be seen as 

determined by in-group bias. Individuals found guilty of violating Bill 42 as well as Bill 48 are 

charged with a petty misdemeanor, punishable by up to 30 days imprisonment or a $1000 

fine.  

Bill 48 was signed December 2, 2014, by Honolulu Mayor Kirk Caldwell. The controversial 

bill was widely published in the media280 garnering much attention within the communal 

urban narrative. Signatures addressed whether participants believed the bill should be 

adopted or denied. This is indicative of the conversation’s presence in the communal 

narrative but does not address whether these contributions to the narrative were made by 

homeless individuals or by normalized citizens speaking out on behalf of homeless persons.  

Many of the comments supporting the bill came from members of the Chinatown 

community. Letters were presented at the public hearing from the Chinatown Improvement 

District, the Fort Street Mall Business Improvement District, the China Town Business 

Community and Action Realty Company to name a few. These contributors saw “the 

escalating homelessness in Chinatown killing off our Chinatown businesses.”281 Chinatown 

community groups represent sub-groups within the dominant Honolulu in-group. The 

community-contributed narratives surrounding the bill on the city-run website are 

predominantly from non-homeless individuals, despite the large effect on homeless 

individuals in the affected area. 

The increased presence of community members from the Chinatown area in the 

conversation could be a result of the bill affecting locations in Chinatown, as well an influx 

of homeless individuals as a result of Bill 42. Bill 42 made it illegal to sit and lie in Waikiki, 

                                                 



 
which is less than five miles from Chinatown. Following Bill 42’s enactment in September of 

2014 Chinatown residence commented on the influx of homeless in town hall meetings.282  

The actual effects of a bill are sometimes unforeseen, as with Bill 42’s effect on Chinatown 

due to its proximity to Waikiki. Another example can be illustrated by Bill 46, which made it 

illegal for anyone to urinate or defecate on public property across the island.283 The result of 

this is that homeless individuals congregate around public restrooms. This can be seen at 

Aala Park in Honolulu where the public restrooms, located at the southwest corner of the 

park, contain the highest density of homeless individuals on the block.284 This consequence 

of the ban was likely minimally or unconsidered during the bill’s conception. From this and 

other examples it can be deduced that the full effects of ordinances on urban spaces aren’t 

always completely or immediately understood. Increased understanding of homeless 

individuals within Honolulu provides potential to predict the affects by spatial ordinances, 

beyond the primary symptoms of ordinances. 

By increasing the voices of those affected by these urban changes an increased pool of 

knowledge can be derived through which to create solutions. In admitting contributions by 

affected individuals, including but not limited to homeless individuals, into communal 

narratives an increased understanding is gained, enabling urban spaces to adapt more quickly. 

Jane Jacobs saw these contributions as lessons to be extracted to provide urban planners, 

architects and designers a greater understanding of the urban citizens they are designing for.  

These bans function within specific areas to control where the homeless of Honolulu can 

congregate, removing their already disenfranchised presence from high-traffic public areas to 

more isolated regions of Honolulu. These bills’ proposed solutions illustrate how the 

homeless of Honolulu are being pressured out of certain spaces and into others.  

                                                 



 
In 2014 members of the Honolulu Department of Urban Planning were advocating Sand 

Island, the location of a closed WWII internment camp, as a potential site for homeless 

individuals.285 In 2016 the site is largely industrial, housing the city’s wastewater treatment 

plant, the Honolulu Disposal Service, and an automobile recycling center. The location has 

one access point located at the western tip of the island. Sand Island is located four miles 

from Aala Park where many of the interviews utilized in this dissertation take place, and 

seven miles from Waikiki where the first sit-lie ban was enacted. Its isolation illustrates the 

city’s drive to remove homeless individuals from high-traffic zones to prevent them from 

effecting the tourism economy.286 

 

                                                 



 
These bills in Honolulu are similar to others throughout the nation, as homeless individuals 

are being pressured to move from places of more dense urban population to more rural 

spaces,287 physically removing them from the urban landscape as well as resources within it. 

As these individuals are removed so is their voice from the urban narrative. A homeless 

demographics are not able to contribute to the communal narrative of space because they 

are pushed from it.  

6.3 Resources for Homeless Individuals 

Dense urban Honolulu provides opportunity for increased contact zones and opportunities 

provided by them in addition to analog resources of the city. By looking at the city of 

Honolulu in and of itself as a resource that homeless individuals use to live on, their 

movement can be analyzed as the result of bills and bans contributing to their analog 

disenfranchisement.  

The Honolulu Resource Map shown below illustrates that homeless facilities and resources 

are located to the northwest. The southwest contains Waikiki, the largest tourist hub on the 

island, and the first location to enact sit-lie ordinances. Evidence shows that many homeless 

individuals from Waikiki moved their encampments northwest as a result of the first sit-lie 

bans. Subsequent bans occurring in Chinatown and along Kapalama Canal illustrate the 

systematic pressure to drive homeless individuals from the city center and public spaces in 

dense tourist zones to less dense areas. These less dense areas not possessing ordinances 

affecting homeless actions also provide fewer spaces of public interaction that could enable 

opportunities for contact zones. 

                                                 



 

 

“Traditional resources” for homeless individuals are marked on the map. These traditional 

resources include, but are not limited to, health facilities, documentation aid, public 

computers, shelters and soup kitchens. These resources have been proposed to treat the 

analog symptoms of homelessness but do little to incorporate homeless individuals into the 

communal narrative. Though these spaces could function to facilitate contact zones, they 

more often only function to serve homeless individuals’ analog needs. 

The resources depicted in the map above are the most commonly acknowledged 

architectural markers of homelessness. Though this dissertation does not focus specifically 

on connecting homeless individuals to analog resources, it does acknowledge the importance 

of them in cities, as well as their ability to mark homeless narratives physically in space. 

These analog facilities for homeless individuals are discussed as physical markers in their 

landscape even after they have been displaced as a result of land use bans like Bills 39 and 

46. This suggests that after homeless individuals are physically removed from analog space, 



 
as the result of bans, resource sites may be the only physical indicators of their urban 

experience.  

In hopes of increasing inclusion as it is marked in space, the design solution aims to create a 

digital map of experiences in analog space that can be experienced even after homeless 

individuals have vanished. By focusing on representation in the digital city, homeless 

individuals’ narratives can be integrated as they are actually experienced despite their 

increasing removal. This means of homeless experience integration, as it transpires in the 

physical space of interaction between shelters and soup kitchens marked on the digital 

world, allows disenfranchised narratives to be shared within the communal narrative.  

One of the resources intrinsically important to the success of the design product is the 

availability of digital technology in Honolulu. Spaces providing computer services are 

indicated on the map by the public computer icon. The importance of this resource is its 

capability of getting homeless individuals into different housing situations, jobs, and in 

contact with other resources. The bulk of research conducted regarding homeless individuals 

and ICT studies the ability of homeless users to change their circumstances through the use 

of digital mediums.288 Studies indicate homeless youth to be among the most affected by 

digital intervention methodologies.289 Though the variety of digital inclusion methods aiding 

homeless individuals has limited testing, by pushing Honolulu’s homeless away from these 

analog and ICT resources, urban planners architects may lose an understanding of their 

spatial use that can never be regained, in addition to them losing a resource that provides 

potential for situational betterment. 

Feminist standpoint theory would propose that by losing knowledge of the resources of the 

city through the perspective of disenfranchised homeless in Honolulu, normalized citizens 

                                                 



 
lose a valuable piece of information. This can be deduced as the theory proposes that 

disenfranchised groups are socially exposed, allowing increased understanding of the city and 

resources within it as they are effected by power structures. For example if one wanted to 

know who is defacing public property in places like A‘ala Park in Honolulu, those most likely 

to know would be homeless individuals. This was verified by Dewey, a homeless man living 

in A‘ala Park, during a January interview. The participant stated that he remembers how the 

park used to be. He remembered when it was not filed with graffiti and “spray-paint,” as he 

called it. In addition, he stated that he knew who had made many of the tags in question. 

This can be seen as a result of the large amounts of time they spend in that landscape and 

their respective relationships to the space as it is where they carry out their activities of the 

day and where they sleep. Thus they understanding the power structures present in the area. 

The power structures of the place may include the ideas of who is likely to be blamed for the 

graffiti and what the ramifications are for those individuals. This knowledge of relationships 

as they interact with resources could be seen as a function of their socially situated 

disenfranchisement within the city. This information regarding resource use, as it is spatially 

marked, is one that possesses value due to its removal from the normalized in-group 

narrative. 

Voices like Dewey's provide potential to contribute spatial knowledge, composed of 

resource relations, to Honolulu’s communal narrative. His and other similar diminished 

inclusions can be seen as a result of reduced contact zones, which can be aided through the 

production of digital contact zones to mitigate the effects in place of analog contact zones.  

6.3.1 WiFi in Honolulu 

As of January 2016 the state of Hawai‘i has sponsored locations where WiFi is provided free 

of charge courtesy of the city's Department of Information Technology. These eight 

locations in Oahu—four in Honolulu290—provide Internet for those unable to afford data 

                                                 



 
plans. In addition the Honolulu Rail, which is intended to stretch 20 miles through 

Honolulu, has proposed to provide WiFi at each of its 21 stations.291 Some private 

companies in the state also provide free WiFi without password protection, the most 

widespread being McDonald’s, with 25 locations in Honolulu. The State of Hawai‘i also 

provides free WiFi at all library locations, along with computer, printing facilities and charge 

stations. These services allow individuals who may otherwise be lacking ICT devices to get 

online. 

Within the city of Honolulu, locations where homeless individuals are able to access free 

WiFi varies widely; often locations with higher population densities and traffic coincide with 

increased free WiFi access. Looking at the Honolulu map below, free WiFi zones, higher 

population density and traffic coincide with ordinances deterring homeless use.  

The value of WiFi in Honolulu as in many other cities lies in its ability to connect homeless 

users to resources that would otherwise be unavailable or difficult to access. These include 

but are not limited to job opportunities and relationship facilitation as the result of identity 

management, shelter location and availability and keeping in contact with friends and loved 

ones. The value provided to the design solution is that users are able to contribute data as 

they move through the city even if they lack a data plans. Both the ability to gather and 

contribute information made possible through Internet access function to reduce the size of 

the digital divide that increases class schisms.  

                                                                                                                                                 



 

 

 

6.4 Cell Phone Use in the Aloha State 

The absence of data pertaining to homeless use of cell phones has manifested in a plethora 

of cities, including Honolulu. As a result Honolulu does not have a record of any mobile 

application allowing homeless individuals to map their experiences in urban space. The only 

application is Honolulu 311, allowing other-narrations of the homeless experience. In 

addition there are no studies to date studying ICT use by homeless individuals in Honolulu, 

despite the city’s expanding homeless populace. The case studies in Chapter 5 are by no 

means all-encompassing, notably excluding any applications designed for Honolulu.  



 
In an industry where most demographics have specific applications designed to serve their 

needs, there is a shortcoming in virtual design specifically for homeless individuals inclusion 

in the Invisible Cities. The development of the digital intervention thus creates a medium for 

accessing the Invisible City of Honolulu.  

 

 

  



 

Chapter 7 Esra: A Digital Intervention in 

an Analog Space 

 

 

In Ersilia, to establish the relationships that sustain the city’s life, the inhabitants stretch 

strings from the corners of the houses, white or black or gray or black-and-white according 

to whether they mark a relationship of blood, of trade, or authority, agency. When the 

strings become so numerous that you can no longer pass among them, the inhabitants leave: 

the houses are dismantled; only the strings and their supports remain . . . . 

They rebuild Ersilia elsewhere. They weave a similar pattern of strings which they would 

like to be more complex and at the same time more regular than the other. Then they 

abandon it and take themselves and their houses still farther away. 

 –Italo Calvino, Invisible Cities292 

 

7.1 Introduction 

In Italo Calvino’s book, Invisible Cities, Ersilia is described as a city of trade. The 

relationships, functioning as contact zones of citizens, are connected through trade and 

marked in the city with string denoting relationship type. The strings allow the visualization 

of intangible contact zones, elucidating affective interactions between members of the 

populace. Calvino uses the strings established in Ersilia to make visible the relationships or 

contact zones as they exist in a given city space, thus connecting specific individuals 

                                                 



 
identities and their locations, indicating residence, occupation, and activities. Locations 

representing identities, such as offices and houses, serve as supports for the relationships or 

strings. As the relationships of citizens are visualized in connection with their position in 

society and spatially marked, the city can be read as a composite of interactions creating 

tension and affect as members’ supports are connected. Using the concept of the city in 

Calvino’s Ersilia as it symbolizes relationships with string and produces contact zones 

between its citizens, the digital application Esra hopes to facilitate narrative trade by creating 

a new relationship string—a digital string.  

Esra is a mobile application designed for use in the city of Honolulu. The application, which 

utilizes existing Google Street View Maps, manipulates transparency to ghost collaged 

experiences called spatial memories in the form of sound recordings, text, and images to make 

visible disenfranchised perspectives of the city in the digital medium. These collected spatial 

memories are then GPS-mapped to produce understandings of spaces of which in-group 

content consumers would otherwise be unaware.  

 

 

 



 
The digital intervention, Esra, is designed specifically to address the needs of homeless 

individuals in urban spaces. As homeless individuals do not have the same degree of 

permanent identity representing supports in the forms of buildings, the ability to stretch 

contact zone string between them is more difficult. To increase supports, Esra collages digital 

supports, in the form of spatial memories, into the city. Spatial memories, which are self-

narrated through Esra, then provide the homeless individual with access to contact zones.  

As Esra provides a medium for disenfranchised demographics to self-narrate, specific 

attention is given to identity protection, as they contribute to the digitally displayed archives. 

By providing a means for homeless individuals to self-narrate their GPS-marked spatial 

memories, a new digital medium is created. Esra’s creation fills a design void analyzed in 

Chapter 5; when researching for case studies, no mobile application was found addressing 

homeless self-narration that is geographically marked.293 As most of the mobile applications 

available are other-narrated, narrated individuals lose agency over their identities. By 

constructing a self-narrated, curated, digital medium, safety measures can be put in place to 

protect the identities of homeless individuals. This protection of homeless identities 

promotes self-narration among a disenfranchised demographic whose stories are often told 

for them by outsiders. 

Esra establishes a network of spatial memories able to be consumed by all citizens. The 

consumption of these spatial memories produces contact zones or strings capable of being 

experienced from a safe distance. Use of Esra by homeless people, as well as non-homeless 

or normalized individuals, allows new digital contact zones to be formed along with the 

addition of self-narrated spatial memories to the established digital archives. Viewing and 

sharing spatial memories through sound recordings, texts, and images produces digital 

contact zone strings, the production of which brings under-represented narratives into 

contact with those of normalized citizens, resulting in increased understanding and empathy 

for the intricacies involved in the lives of homeless citizens (i.e., out-groups) among in-

groups of Honolulu.  
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7.2 Content 

The digital string produced by Esra intertwines the spatial memories of homeless individuals 

adding to analog Honolulu. These spatial memories recorded in multi-media can be in a 

variety of formats including written poems, quotes, interviews, songs, drawings, and 

photographs, contributed by Honolulu’s homeless population to create a digital archive of 

their experiences in the city. These archives become increasingly important as homeless 

individuals tend to be more transient.  

 



 
Contributors to Esra are able to choose between three methods of contribution: text, image, 

or voice recording that take any number of forms, some of which have already been 

mentioned. Each of these methods captures information that is then displayed on the 

Capture Screen allowing users to quickly record the desired content. Content is then GPS-

tagged for input into the Street View Map, as well as a 2D Reference Map. Following the 

content capture, Esra displays a sponsor pop-up allowing the contributor to make a small 

donation, paid by the sponsor, to a charity selected by the contributor. Sponsors, discussed 

later in this chapter, are companies or organizations who, in exchange for advertising, make 

donations to partnering service providers. After the Sponsor Screen has been displayed for 

three seconds, the contributor’s spatial memory is placed into the reference map, as well as 

the Google Street View. The simplicity and limited screen options within the application 

make it easily accessible for anyone using it. In addition, these qualities streamline the time 

frame required to input Spatial Memories. 



 

 

Esra displays Spatial Memories on two separate screens—the Personal Map Screen and the 

Communal Map Screen. The Personal Map Screen is accessible only to registered content 

contributors, whereas the Communal Map Screen is available to anyone. Each individual 

contributing spatial memories through Esra has to be registered; these registered individuals 

called contributors each possess their own profile. A contributor’s profile is visible to no one 

but that user. A similar tactic is used by many of the mobile applications analyzed in the case 

studies, allowing a degree of protection for the contributors. By logging in, contributors are 

able to access their Personal Map Screens through which they are able to see their own 

spatial memories in the form of sound, text, and image.  



 
7.2.1 Sound  

Sounds are recorded in Esra time and are GPS-stamped. This geographical data allows the 

creation of content that is analog site specific. When a user is in Esra’s Communal Map or 

Personal Map, he or she is able to use a personal smartphone to hear recordings of spatial 

memories that transpired in that location with a 15-foot radius. As the user gets closer to the 

point at which the recording was produced, the speaker’s voice becomes louder, similar to 

the way sound functions in analog space. In this way, as the user walks through the digital 

space, he or she is able to travel through an archive of dialogues. For example, while walking 

down River Street in Honolulu’s Chinatown, individuals can listen to a woman named 

Sherrie speak about her son as they pass the bus stop, Dewey singing Beatles’ songs as he 

sits on a lava rock wall, and Chelsea explaining, “My other half is from Honolulu, and that’s 

why I’m here.” These voices fade out and allow the user to move from one story to another 

as he or she progresses down the street, with a mute button on the cell phone screen 

permitting silence when desired.  

7.2.2 Text 

Spatial Memories in the form of texts are input in a similar way as with voice—time- and 

GPS-stamped. Contributors can write poems, monologues, descriptions, or comments 

regarding how they are feeling or the experiences they are having. As this text is connected 

to particular spaces, it can be seen as an embodiment of the emotions possessed by the 

contributor in a given space. The open format enables contributors to share to the degree 

that they feel comfortable. By allowing contributors to dictate the contribution method, 

users maintain agency over the message in addition to integrating documents written by 

disenfranchised individuals into the city’s digital archives. As writings and vocalizations by 

transient individuals may not become otherwise included in communal narratives, Esra 

enables their experiences through these mediums to be recorded in Esra’s digital archives for 

the city of Honolulu.  



 
Typed information that has been gathered is directly input into the text feed. This feed 

scrolls between the Street Views Map and Reference Map on the Communal Map and 

Personal Map Screens. Similar to the sound contributions, the text format allows users to use 

words to dictate their spatial memories. This enables them to work and rework their 

contributions if desired or input them, unedited, directly into Esra. The reduction in initial 

input censoring enables contributors to see their effects on the digital city immediately. 

Instant gratification gained through spatial memory contribution mirrors that of many other 

social networked systems, as people are able to make a post and see it appear instantly on a 

communally shared forum. 

7.2.3 Image  

Static images including actual photographs, but not including video content, are received as 

time- and location-mapped, like all other contributions. However, image contributions 

recorded by smartphones differ from sound and text contributions as they possess more 

location information collected through the phones’ interstitial sensors. Using information 

collected in this manner, Esra is able to collage images collected by contributors onto a map 

of collective spatial memories. 

These interstitial sensors include accelerometers, magnetometers, barometers, and 

gyroscopes, enabling images to be laid transparently over existing Street View Maps. The 

magnetometer acts as a compass to measure the direction the phone is facing, while the 

gyroscope records rotation. The smartphone’s internal barometer reads the phone’s 

elevation, while the internal accelerometer uses the phone’s magnetic and gravity field 

sensors to read changes in directionality and acceleration. The combination of these 

smartphone interstitial sensors is often used to find directionality in events such as driving 

inside a tunnel, as they can place location, directionality, speed, and acceleration in the 

absence of GPS. Together these interstitial sensors work with GPS to enable a broader 

depth of location-based data, stored in the image’s meta-data, permitting the phone to map 

the directionality of the image, as it exists in a given analog space. The resulting image 



 
captured through Esra contains all of the additional meta-data, allowing the image to be 

placed as it exists within that specific context. 

Using meta-data, procured through interstitial sensors, the smartphone is able to ghost the 

spatial memory image, on top of another image from the Google Street Views, using 

technology similar to that used in Adobe Photoshop’s Photomerge. This action is completed 

by aligning common reference points between the original image and the Google Map’s 

image. The resulting image is one that takes into account the location of the photograph and 

places it on top of the map as it existed when the photo is taken. The resulting collage 

produced is a merger of Honolulu’s overlapping spatial memories in the form of text, image, 

and voice. 

The importance of recording the multimedia experiences of homeless individuals is based in 

the temporality of their respective time living in various urban spaces. As homeless 

individuals must deal with imposed sit-lie bans and other Honolulu City and County 

ordinances in locations such as Waikiki and Chinatown, narrative contributions from 

homeless individuals become increasingly important because they contribute to archives of 

removed experiences. The term-removed experiences can be defined as temporary and 

ephemeral experiences as one migrates through urban space—experiences that could 

otherwise be lost. The database collected by Esra functions to mark these narratives in digital 

space and time, as they are reduced by urban ordinances. Issues presented by influences 

from resources like WiFi-dense zones create design problems for Esra’s digital applications. 

As homeless individuals are unable to access WiFi portals, they are also unable to upload 

their spatial memories. To mitigate this problem, photographs are automatically tagged as 

meta-data and can be saved for a later date when the user has access to WiFi.  

Once the content is uploaded to Esra, it is combined with that of other contributors. The 

three methods of content contribution allow for multiple sensorial effects as spatial 

memories can be heard, read, or viewed while one walks through Honolulu or any other 

location selected by the user. The spatial memory consumer is then able to experience the 

city as it is recalled by a variety of narratives—a composite of previously disenfranchised 



 
narratives guiding the user’s experience through sensorial facets of the homeless individual’s 

life. 

7.3 Modes of Participation—Producers, Consumers and Curators 

Participation in Esra can take place in one of three ways—through content producers, 

consumers, or curators. Users are able to oscillate between modes of participation. Design of 

the application is aimed at having homeless individuals produce content while roles of 

consumption and curation are opened up to all demographics, regardless of the user’s in-

group or out-group status. Curators function as measurers of sharing and safety to ensure 

the content of the site is not harmful or hurtful, and transfer data from one socially 

networked system to another. By specifically targeting homeless individuals as content 

producers and contributors, Esra’s database collects experiences rarely had by normalized 

citizens, to be shared with all users, thus enabling the platform to be appreciated by all, while 

also being self-policing through the role of the curators. 

7.3.1 Content Producers 

Esra seeks to make visible, otherwise invisible persons and their respective narratives, as such 

narratives materialize in the form of spatial memories in urban spaces. By equipping 

Honolulu’s homeless population with the ability to self-narrate, digital strings of information 

are stretched throughout the city. This act of recording spatial memories can be 

accomplished through a variety of mediums allowing individuals to share, to create contact 

zones, and to open up avenues for understanding their respective circumstances and 

situation.  

User Role  

The role of content producers in Esra is to collect data in the form of sound, text, and image 

so as to help produce an overall image of the city. This input can be kept in two separate 

archives retrievable through the mobile Esra application. One is a personal record stored in 

the Personal Map; the other is a public and communal record stored in the Communal Map. 



 
By allowing contributors to decide how and with whom their experiences are shared, a sense 

of agency over each respective user’s identity and its display is produced.  

Personal Benefit  

The importance of Honolulu’s homeless individuals’ self-narrating stems from the loss of 

knowledge in the urban archive if they are not able to share their experiences. Much of the 

information gathered regarding homeless individuals in Honolulu comes through secondary 

or “other-narrated” sources.294 Though this information does allow the dominant in-group 

to increase understanding of the homeless populace, it does not present the viewpoint of the 

homeless individual. As a result, the contact zones that are established through viewing 

quantitative and other-narrated depictions of homelessness is less sensory stimulating, 

producing fewer content consumers as a result of a less attractive experience. In addition, 

the content that does not produce strong emotional connections is less likely to create strong 

contact zones, reducing the likelihood of affecting in-group biases as they facilitate homeless 

individuals’ capabilities of accessing the communal narrative.  

Homeless individuals are motivated to contribute their spatial memories by sponsorship, the 

production of an online identity, as well as the self-satisfaction gained through participation 

in a larger community. When an individual contributes an experience, he or she is presented 

with a Sponsored Screen. This screen is an advertisement for the sponsor who has agreed to 

donate a nominal amount for every contribution. The nominal amount is between five and 

ten cents. The determined donation amount is not stated on the screen, producing a sense of 

aid that is not monetarily quantified by the contributor of the spatial memory. Following the 

Sponsor Screen is the Partner Organization Screen, allowing the content producer to select a 

partnering service organization within a five-mile radius of the capture location. This 

selection creates agency for the homeless individual over their decision-making ability, as he 

or she is able to contribute to the organization of his or her choosing. In addition, it enables 

the homeless contributor to experience reciprocation toward an agency that might have 

                                                 



 
aided him or her in the past. In this way, the homeless person is able to map experiences in 

Honolulu as well as contribute to an agency that is aiding others in return. 

As contributors share spatial memories, their inclusion in the digital city is increased. Their 

contributions are merged with other spatial memories to create a fuller picture of 

homelessness in Honolulu and the digital community at large. Layering of spatial memories 

allows contributors to become part of this digital community, which includes homeless 

persons purposefully sharing their individual experiences as they occur in digital space as 

well as analog space. Through interactions with Esra, contributors benefit from a sense of 

community as it serves to mitigate their relative isolation. 

 



 
Spatial memories that are mapped and shared via the Communal Map Screen are visible to 

all participants, thus producing an online community, while contributions shared to the 

Personal Page enable contributors to record their own experiences for a personal archive. 

This personal archive can be valuable for a demographic that is often moving and unable to 

retain personal belongings as compared to normalized citizens. This private space for the 

contributors’ documented experiences can serve as a sort of “home”—a place to retain 

memories and experiences but in a digital format. 

7.3.2 Content Consumers  

Content consumers are users of Esra who are not required to be registered, and, as a result, 

they do not possess a profile but are able to browse the spatial memories contributed by 

Honolulu citizens. Consumers exist as one of three modes of participation or user-ship, the 

other two being contributors and curators. Consumers can also act as curators or 

contributors, with the term user addressing each of the three modes of participation. 

Consumers can, but are not required, to contribute in order to participate, thus allowing 

them to browse the Communal Map permitting increased accessibility to all Internet users. 

The Communal Map can be experienced in the context of Honolulu by pushing the GPS 

button or typing in an address located on each of the interface screens. This can be done 

from any location. When content consumers push the GPS button, Esra’s Communal Map 

Screen takes them to their location in analog space. This enables content consumers to walk 

through analog Honolulu as they simultaneously walk through the spatial memories 

constructed there.  

The Communal map can also be accessed by typing a Honolulu address in the text box next 

to the GPS button. This action transports the consumer’s 3D Street Views to that location in 

the city, allowing them to gaze down River Street through the screen of their smartphone. 

From the Communal Map displayed on Esra’s screen, Honolulu’s ghosted spatial memories 

are visible from anywhere in the world. In this way, consumers are able to dictate the level of 

closeness experienced with contributors by controlling the analog-sharing environment. As 

consumers are able to experience Honolulu from afar, new digital visitors can experience 



 
Honolulu as it is composed of in-group and out-group experiences. The increased diversity, 

portrayed through Esra, adds to the digitally constructed archive of Honolulu, increasing 

accessibility of the communal narrative to out-group members. Increased access of out-

group members to communal narratives by way of contact zones changes the existing digital 

construction of Honolulu narratives online, producing a space for out-group narratives to be 

heard by in-group members. The inter-group digital contact zone within Esra facilitates 

interactions that can provide a space for increased out-group understandings. 

7.3.3 Content Curators 

Content curating can take place in two ways: (1) reporting as it facilitates safety, and (2) 

sharing facilitating content reproduction through other digital platforms. Any user is able to 

curate content. If a user deems content to be inappropriate or damaging to anyone, he or she 

has the ability to flag it as such. Flagged content is then forwarded to the application 

moderator who determines if the flagged content is, in fact, damaging or harmful to anyone. 

If the content is detrimental, then it will be permanently removed from the site. This layer of 

protection ensures that contributors are not damaging their own reputation or being 

damaged by other users. In addition, content can be removed at any time by the original 

contributor.  

Curators are also able to share content to other social networked systems (SNS). Sharing 

creates the potential for increased participation among users of other SNS sites as well as 

spreading the more inclusive narrative of Honolulu. Sharing is a feature prominent in many 

mobile SNS including WeShelter and We Are Visible, discussed in Chapter 5, as well as 

Facebook, Instagram and Yelp. The result is that many SNS online are interlinked to one 

another. By allowing users to share their spatial memories through Esra, which is then linked 

to multiple other social networked sites, they are able to significantly increase their inter-

group digital contact zones. As sharing of spatial memories is first done by the contributor 

and only later can be shared by any user, narratives are able to quickly move through the 

digital construction of the analog space. The sharing through networking system propels and 



 
propagates inter-group contact zones as they increase diverse online groups and 

communities.  

7.4 Sponsors  

Sponsorship enables the mobile application to provide incentives through donating to the 

users’ selected service organizations. Donations occur at no monetary cost to the Esra users 

and are provided, instead, through sponsorship. The way the Ersa sponsorship functions is 

borrowed from WeShelter designed out of New York City. The donation sequence for 

WeShelter is as follows. A user taps a large button on the screen to unlock a donation, and 

the watches a three-second advertisement before selecting a service agency to which they are 

able to donate. The three-second advertisement states that the donation is being provided by 

the sponsor. The full duration of the transaction lasts from thirty seconds to one minute. 

Sponsors of WeShelter who donate to the user-selected service organization, are typically 

budding technology-based companies, such as WeWork, Bumble, and Kickboard. 

The benefits of sponsorships are defined as the donation to a partnering organization at no 

cost to the user aside from three seconds on the Sponsor Screen. The sponsors gain 

advertising time through the application as well as a tax write-off, as they are making 

donations to a non-profit organization. By doing this, contributors gain awareness of 

agencies in the area and incentivize the original contributor. 

7.5 Conclusion  

Italo Calvino created the city of Ersilia in 1972, making visible through string relationships 

and contact zones, stretching through the identity-marked supports of the city. Since 

Calvino’s initial depiction of the relationship strings, increased technology has created a new 

digital string to extend throughout the city. The digital string stretches like those of agency, 

authority, trade, and blood, to create yet another way to experience the analog city. Differing 

from the other strings, the digital string is not dependent on the marking of identities in 

space through architectural supports to create contact zones, but instead is able to attach to 

digital as well as analog supports. The result is a broader range of contact zones stretched 



 
throughout the city connecting digital to analog, as the diversity of identity representations 

grows. Rapid growth of the digital string has enabled citizens to stretch contact zones, 

connecting their self-narrated experiences of the city through mediums like Twitter, Yelp, 

and Facebook. By focusing on the lack of contact zones among Honolulu’s out-group 

citizens, the mobile application Esra allows muted identities to be depicted in space, thus 

enabling the extension of contact zones.  

The importance of digitally produced contact zones can be found in their ability to facilitate 

protected interactions as well as produce a medium of communication for those who are less 

welcomed in common community forums. As homeless individuals are being forced to 

relocate throughout their cities at an increasing rate, as a result of restrictive urban 

ordinances, their ability to contribute in analog space is greatly diminished. Simultaneously, 

access to the communal narrative is seen as reduced in digital space through the lack of 

socially networked systems specifically designed for homeless individuals. The production of 

Esra counters identity reduction digitally by creating a medium designed specifically for 

homeless individuals to narrate their spatial experiences and memories. Recorded 

experiences in the form of spatial experiences and memories are then used to tie digital space 

to analog space by representing them within one another. Many digital strings tie contact 

zones between analog and digital space, but none of them is designed specifically for 

homeless individuals to narrate their experiences marked in space.  

As Esra is designed to serve the narrative needs of homeless individuals—an out-group 

demographic that is often negatively affected by in-group biases—special precautions are 

taken in the form of identity agency and self-policing. As means of self-narration and 

representation are given to homeless individuals, in the form of contributing spatial 

memories through Esra, it is important that contributors be able to maintain agency over the 

contributed content, as it is representative of their respective identities. In allowing 

contributors to remove spatial memories from Esra at any time, as well as allowing them to 

keep spatial memories private, they are able to maintain control over their representation. 

This element is very different from many other applications produced for homeless 

individuals, as this application enables them to narrate their spatially marked experiences and 



 
whether or not to contribute them to the communally accessible archive. This ability to 

control their identity contribution allows them to create a safe digital home for the 

representation of their respective identities. In addition to granting contributors control of 

their spatial memories, if content is deemed to be damaging these users, it is removed. This 

policing is conducted through the flagging of content deemed inappropriate. Appropriate 

non-damaging spatial memories then create the supports to which inter-group contact zones 

can be tied.  

Digital inter-group contact zones establish for homeless contributors a point of access that 

was previously unavailable. As contact zones are stretched from previously unmarked spatial 

memories scattered throughout Honolulu, user groups who previously were unable to 

contribute to the communal archive are admitted. As a result of the ubiquity of the Internet, 

contact zones produced through Esra are not restricted to Honolulu, but are able to stretch 

out into the world attaching to users internationally. The resulting contact zones in 

Honolulu, as well as internationally, are able to alter in-group as well as out-group bias.295 

Modifications to inter-group biases as a result of increased contact zones have been 

correlated to modifications in empathy296 as well as decreases in prejudice.297  

As Esra increases empathy from in-group members and decreases prejudice by fostering 

inter-group contact zones tied to spatial memories of disenfranchised demographics, it alters 

the normalized perception of Honolulu. The newly created Honolulu, with citizens more 

empathetic to the plight of homeless individuals, enables increased inclusion in communal 

narratives, which goes on to facilitate urban interactions. The resultant Honolulu, with 

archives containing diverse spatial narratives, is more inclusive of its citizens as they are able 

to participate digitally in the analog city.  

  

                                                 



 

Chapter 8 Conclusion Empathy through 

Digital Voice 

 

Empathy is about finding echoes of another person in yourself. 

–Hamid Mohsin298 

8.1 Discussion  

Mobile technology is being employed increasingly to alter the lives of homeless individuals in 

the twenty-first century. In 2015, the United States’ federal government spent more than 

$4.5 billion to address issues surrounding homelessness, with programs spanning many 

agencies, including HUD, the VA, the Department of Health and Human Services, and the 

Federal Communication Commission. Given this funding, the U.S. federal government 

appears to be introducing technologically innovative ways to aid a demographic that has 

been historically downtrodden. These innovative methods of amplified inclusion of 

impoverished Americans consist of projects like the Federal Communication Commission’s 

Lifeline cell phone program,299 as well as Project Reach,300 which work to place mobile 

phones into the hands of homeless individuals and to create mobile applications aimed at the 

specific needs of these homeless individuals.  

By addressing the technological needs of the disenfranchised homeless demographic, the 

federal government is acknowledging the ability to use this new mobile technology as a 

means of improving socio-economic position. Their funding can be seen as both indicative 

of the ubiquity of mobile phones as well as investigating their underexplored potential to 

help homeless individuals better their personal circumstance. This is true especially of the 

                                                 



 
Reach mobile application design competition, which sought design solutions from teams 

throughout the United States to address issues affecting homelessness. This competition, 

and others like it, explores the underdeveloped potential of alternative digital methodology 

to relieve long-standing issues of resource and aid allocation to homeless individuals,  that 

have been addressed by government as well as private agonies through a growing number of 

traditional and now digital mediums.  

Through researching growing trends regarding the use of technology involving homeless 

individuals, the design solution, Esra, proposes that the disenfranchisement of homeless 

individuals surpasses physical needs into spaces of inclusion, which can then be met through 

amplifying their digital voices. The significance of expanding incorporation of homeless 

individuals through digital mediums lies in its ability to create contact zones. These contact 

zones are employed to increase empathy within non-homeless people and decrease in-group 

prejudice according to intergroup contact theory.301  

The scope of this doctorate project does not address vast amounts of segregation that exist 

in virtual mediums and how it could be superimposed through in-group biases affecting 

homeless individuals’ ability to access and build digital contact zones. Though it has been 

proposed by some of the studies analyzed in Chapter  3 that the effects of online segregation 

could be mitigated through identity management to combat the potential for exclusion from 

certain online groups, no conclusive evidence exists as to its effectiveness. Additional 

research is needed to develop conclusive evidence as to the receptiveness of online 

communities to applications like Esra. To verify Esra's success the rate of inclusion into 

other social networked sites could be tested to determine the rate at which spatial memories 

from Esra are able to infuse other social network systems. Moreover, large steps forward in 

terms of mobile innovations and capabilities further enhance digital inclusion platforms 

ability to articulate different user experiences in diverse ways. Moving into the future, the 

                                                 



 
uses of socially networked systems for homeless individuals will continue to grow as use 

does with non-homeless persons.  

8.1.1 Contributions to Practice  

As architects and urban planners come to know more about the totality of inhabitants within 

cities, designers are increasingly able to improve design solutions for urban spaces. This is 

not to say that by informing designers of the urban homeless plight, they will design more 

inclusively. However, through increasing inclusion of unsheltered persons narratives, this 

project aims to expand upon the variety of people considered when urban spaces are 

designed. As the design solution aims to create a more inclusive archive for cities such as 

Honolulu in an effort to boost contact zones, it also aims to create a reservoir of knowledge 

that can be drawn from to produce more inclusive cities. By focusing on urban inhabitants 

as primary drivers of urban development, it proposes that a more complete understanding of 

those drivers would produce outcomes in the built environment better suited to the users.  

8.2 Review 

This dissertation finds foundation in three theoretical backgrounds: feminist research, 

urbanism, and digital humanities. By employing these preexisting frameworks, problems 

relating to homeless disenfranchisement can be seen as they exist in the city (urbanism) as 

the result of limited vocal ability (feminism), which can then be amplified using digital 

mediums (digital humanities). In drawing knowledge from these foundational theories, an 

interdisciplinary awareness of cities is obtained. The city structure, with its multidisciplinary 

lenses is then utilized as a framework to understand communal narratives, as some 

contributions are amplified and others muted. In effect, narrative methodologies a borrowed 

feminist tool, enable the city to be viewed through  understanding structural hierarchy of 

dominant and suppressed narratives. Urban theorists from Dolores Hayden to Jane Jacobs 

suggest that these hierarchies become evident in the urban fabric and through monuments, 

visible history markers in cities, and through which urban citizens determine what is built 

within a city, as that urban form represents them in space. Built forms indicative of identity 

power relationships within the analog city then go on to produce contact zones.  



 
Contact zones, as described by feminist writer Mary Louis Pratt, are places where cultures 

clash and grapple.302 Intergroup contact theorist Thomas Pettigrew explores the potential of 

these spaces of interaction to influence the feelings of empathy as well as prejudice in those 

who are not part of the out-group—in this case that of their perception of homeless 

individuals. Contact zones within the respective city allow for the facilitation of interactions 

between the disenfranchised homeless out-groups and socially normalized, housed in-

groups. Pettigrew’s extensive meta-analytic research could then be used to propose contact 

zones as a tool for disassembling in-group bias and increasing participants collective 

empathy toward homeless individuals by accepting and understanding their out-group 

narratives303. By acknowledging the function of contact zones in analog space as well as 

digital space, the benefits of analog contact zones can be replicated in digital contact zones 

with reduced inter-group anxiety and increased situational control in comparison to that 

within physical contact zones. The digital contact zones’ effects on anxiety as well as on 

situational agency can be seen as intertwined as digital inter-group participants are 

increasingly able to determine their desired level of participation, as well as the degree to 

which they would like to disclose their respective identities. 

Complications associated with homeless individuals inhabiting digital contact zones are then 

analyzed through their access to information communication technology (ICT); examples of 

such difficulties are procuring a smartphone or gaining access to a public library that has 

computers for personal use. The importance of access to ICT as it facilitates entry into the 

digital city is due to its potential to affect digital inter-group contact zones altering in-group 

perceptions. The survey conducted in Chapter 3 detailing the specifics of 16 different 

studies304 of homeless individuals’ use of ICT, examined together do not conclusively arrive 

                                                 



 
at rates of ICT growth. The survey’s varied results can be attributed to a lack of sequential 

data collected from comparable sub-demographics in the same area, as discussed in Chapter 

3. As findings vary widely by location and sub-demographic, the trend of use indicates that 

the adoption of ICT is growing among homeless individuals with some sub-demographics 

demonstrating 92 percent user-ship.  

The Federal Communication Commission has recognized the value of ICT devices in aiding 

disenfranchised individuals, resulting in subsidies like the creation of the Lifeline cell phone 

program. As use trends indicate increasing adoption of ICT among homeless individuals and 

federal agencies providing avenues of procurement, a theoretical space is created to propose 

the use of ICT as it includes mobile phones, to assist homeless individuals, and as such 

disenfranchised, citizens into the communal narratives of the invisible city. 

As smartphones are considered for their ability to shepherd entry into the digital city, 

narratives are considered as they provide tethers to connect contact zones. Narratives are 

then analyzed as they exist in analog space as well as digital space. For feminist researchers 

the value of narratives, sometimes called narratology, stems from stories ability to construct 

knowledge as socially and situationally founded, enabling increased and diverse authorship. 

As such, third-wave feminism utilizes narrative methodology to deconstruct existing power 

relationships as they are constructed by dominant, essentialist, perspectives. Narratives as 

they indicate socially situated positions in power can then be perceived as having four 

                                                                                                                                                 

 



 
avenues of articulation: digitally produced narratives (digital narratives), analog-produced 

narratives (analog narratives), narratives as they are produced by the subject (self-narrated), 

and narratives as they are produced by onlookers for the subject (other-narrated). These 

narrative styles are then used to examine digital mobile applications, producing more in-

depth analysis of the underlying messages they produce. Case studies of mobile applications 

create a road map of best practices among current digital urban narrative interventions, as 

they are self-narrated by homeless individuals and other-narrated by those who are not 

homeless. 

The city of Honolulu is studied within this dissertation so as to integrate all of the 

understandings gained through analyzing a physical city composed of rules, regulations, and 

individual identities that affect in-group/out-group relationships. City ordinances, along with 

the spatial layout of Honolulu, are considered together to indicate power structures of the 

city, socio-economic standing of participants, and analog resources as they are laid out in 

physical space. Spatial effects of analog and digital changes in Honolulu can be felt echoing 

and altering contributions to Honolulu’s digital archives. 

Honolulu can, thus, be represented as a city of architecture created by powerful identities 

and positions representing themselves throughout the city. The resulting analog spaces go on 

to represent physical manifestations of dominant identities. These spatially defined identities 

are then used by homeless individuals in addition to sheltered persons, producing personal 

and individualized citizens narratives. Some of these narratives are accepted and integrated 

into the communal narrative that feeds the Invisible City.  

Disenfranchised narratives remain attenuated as a result of contact zone isolation. As 

technology becomes increasingly prevalent throughout the United States, including the city 

of Honolulu within the Hawai‘ian Islands, the means of accessing the Invisible City by way 

of the communal narrative is broadened into digital space. The created digital contact zone 

permits self-narrated spatially marked experiences contributed through a variety of ICT 

devices, including mobile applications. This is increasingly valuable as it establishes a 

medium for disenfranchised individuals to tie their experience into the communal narrative 



 
by way of contact zones, creating space for increased empathy as well as reductions in 

prejudice.  

8.3 Outcomes 

This doctorate project concludes with the production Esra, a mobile application that allows 

for the integration of homeless individuals’ experiences within a digital city; this mobile 

application is composed of otherwise disenfranchised narratives. Esra’s iteration of 

Honolulu, composed of spatial memories, aims to bypass in-group biases to allow 

disenfranchised experiences to be entered into the communal narrative unedited. 

Disenfranchised narratives’ digital means of entry enables inter-group participants to 

comfortably interact with the spatial memories of out-group members. This broadened 

understanding of homeless individuals spatial experiences, as they occur in Honolulu 

increases contact zones between homeless individuals and in-group members, amplifying 

inclusion of homeless individuals and empathy for their respective experiences, while 

reducing biases toward them. 

Esra enables contact zones to be created by allowing users to digitally act out the spatial 

experiences of others with whom they would otherwise rarely interact. In participating as a 

consumer of the spatial memories, non-homeless, in-group, sheltered persons are able to 

gain understandings of the experiences of homeless, out-group, largely unsheltered 

individuals in ways previously difficult to access. In addition, homeless individuals are then 

able to contribute their respective experiences digitally through mediums specifically 

designed for their challenging situations. As such, the idea of  recording an increasingly 

diverse array of persons’ spatial experiences so as to compose a communal digital narrative 

within the Invisible City enables new constructions of the city to be had by users. This 

method of contribution allows control for the homeless spatial memory donor in ways 

uncommon among applications designed around homeless individuals; the contributor is 

granted control over the representation of their experiences in the application. 

In order for Esra be successful, the application would need to gain user-ship among 

homeless individuals. This level of investment by homeless individuals may be difficult as the 



 
number and dispersal of homeless persons in Honolulu is shifting rapidly as the result of city 

ordinances, and a variety of other factors. In many ways, ordinances causing homeless 

individuals to be dispersed from specific areas in Honolulu creates an urgency regarding the 

design solution as many of the existent storytellers will soon be moving to other areas.  

Esra aims to increase inclusion of homeless individuals in cities such as Honolulu by creating 

a medium through with they can speak. This is in no way going to fix the crisis of 

homelessness, but may attract attention to the plight of the urban homeless and, as a result, 

increase empathy. As digital mediums become more prevalent and their capabilities of 

fostering connection increase, their potential grows regarding their ability to aid urban 

homeless individuals in Honolulu and throughout the nation. This potential will only 

intensify as technology further develops more opportunity for contact and thus empathy. 
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