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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
This paper challenges the commonly presented view in mar-

keting that space is open to negotiation and that meanings emerge 
from individual experiences within spaces. Instead the role of space 
in conveying specifically created or designed meanings is explored 
and suggested as a research area with potential.

Drawing from anthropology, Sherry (1998) noted that the spaces 
people shopped in had an effect on the shopping experience. Thus 
open air markets were different to the enclosed shopping mall and 
others examined meanings for shoppers (Sandicki and Holt 1998) and 
the immersed experience of bridal salons (Otnes 1998). Kozinets and 
colleagues uncovered the spectacular consumption space provided 
by ESPN Zone t (Kozinets et al 2002, 2004), while Maclaran and 
Brown (2005) considered the literary metaphor of utopia to discuss 
a reconstruction of a shopping space. Other consumer culture 
research explored the joint production of space through events like 
the rodeo (Penaloza 2001) and the fantasy world of Rocky Mountain 
men (Belk and Costa 1998) and Star Trek (Kozinets 2001). In this 
research the self-expression and self-transformation that were part 
of the immersed imaginings of consumers was key. Overall though, 
in these studies the co-creative and dialogic elements of consumer 
experiences within these spaces was the focus of the research. 
That spatial elements had a joint part to play is not the issue here. 
Instead the focus is shifted to space as a means to convey specific 
meanings that were selected by the designer.

Specifically this project explored whether the intended design 
of physical open space, such as public gardens, was understood and 
experienced as intended by consumers. A great deal of marketing 
relies on the visuality of consumption to comprehend advertisements, 
web sites, and other means of communication (Schroeder 2002). 
And the marketing discipline has expended quite some effort on 
understanding this feature of human consumption. However, little 
attention has been paid to the vista, or the visual display that is a 
designed open space. If the agenda of environmental sustainability 
is to gain any ground then the visual aspects of our landscape will 
become increasingly important both as a means of gauging the extent 
of the sustainability agenda, and also as a way in which to represent 
in public the values of “being green”. This initial, exploratory study 
is a first step on this journey into a research sphere that is expected 
to be substantial. As such the paper is not intended to offer closure 
but instead begin to open up questions that need to be examined 
in much greater depth.

Method
A modified grounded theory method was adopted and was 

appropriate given the exploratory nature of this investigation. In 
this process a preliminary literature was used to direct the initial 
engagement of the project and devise research questions. The 
ensuing stages were selected through analysis of the findings 
from the previous steps. This generated further research questions, 
established criteria for the selection of suitable sites and created 
related and relevant interview questions (Goulding 2005). After 
developing an understanding of each site through literature and other 
secondary information, interviews were taken with 15 informants 
relevant to each public space. Interviews were transcribed verbatim 
and the text was analysed for themes through open and axial coding 
(Goulding 2005). As each example space builds from the analysis 
of the previous space, the findings for each section of the project 
will be presented separately at first. A comparison across all three 
will draw the threads of the argument together. A short closing 

discussion identifies the ensuing research question(s) that informed 
the selection of the next space and its relevant informants. [Images 
included in the presentation.]

Recreational Space provided within a real estate develop-
ment.  In all six interviewees confirmed the symbolism presented in 
marketing materials that suggested the recreational site encouraged 
feeling of escaping the hustle and bustle of the city and created the 
sensation of an oasis. Although these consumers had all chosen to 
engage with this space so their agreement was unsurprising, the 
point for this first example was that the intention of the designers 
was indeed upheld.

Cultural Space provided by a migrated group to celebrate their 
culture.  This example asked, what is the consumer experience when 
there is a distinct difference between the symbolism from which 
the space is designed and the symbolism in which the consumer 
is living? A public garden created by the Chinese community as 
a gift was the next example. Five informants were quizzed about 
their understanding of the Chinese garden’s symbolism. Three were 
first generation Chinese and two were second generation Chinese. 
There were no differences in their views about Chinese gardens 
and their experience of them. All five enjoyed the gardens as a 
place of recovery and respite reflecting the intention of the garden 
design. However, there were differences in their understandings of 
the symbolism. This raised the question about the extent to which 
visual information can convey ideological density

Communal Space Provided as a Community Garden
Community gardens have existed for several decades and there 

are well known examples in New York, Boston (Barlett 2005) and 
around the UK. Interestingly this space presented a visual mayhem 
of the individualized plots and the overall impression of disaggrega-
tion in terms of vista was a strong contrast to the consistency of the 
singular design of the previous examples. Nonetheless, the space 
as a whole presented quite a clear picture as the encompassing and 
welcoming community that it claimed to be and thus achieved a col-
lective symbolic representation above and beyond the individualized 
plots. Four interviewees discuss how their activism engages with 
politicians and corporations, thus opening up the co-optation of this 
space to the politicians and corporations to utilize in their branding.

The final discussion is formed around the function, structure 
and aesthetic of the space (Schroeder 2002) to suggest that the dis-
junctions in understanding here need further research in particular 
around sustainability, politics (Mansvelt 2009) and brand image.

Thank you to Michelle Dichmann, Peta McIver, Jun Yao, and 
Ringo Teng for their assitance and enthusiasm. However, they are 
not responsbile for the current interpretation; this is all my own.
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