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ABSTRACT

Here we present a co-design exploration into the potential of tech-
nology to playfully re-signify urban spaces. We created a specula-
tive catalog of urban tech and used it to facilitate multi-stakeholder
discussions about the playful potential of smart cities. The learn-
ings from our co-design engagements embody different people’s
ideas of how tech might and might not support rich forms of ur-
ban play, and contribute to ongoing efforts at exploring how to
playfully reconfigure our cities. We present: (1) a list of inspira-
tional play potentials of urban spaces—i.e. playful things already
people do, and enjoy, in the public space; (2) a portfolio of specula-
tive ideas that show how tech might help to realize that potential;
and (3) a discussion of stakeholders’ responses to these ideas. Our
work can provide designers with inspiration and actionable advice
for cultivating forms of urban play that cater to people’s socio-
emotional needs.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Smart cities are often presented as opportunities to increase ur-
ban efficiency [9], optimize infrastructure [58] and, thus, spur the
economy [26]. Less attention is paid to how tech may or may not
contribute to enriching the socio-cultural fabric of cities [21] [57],
especially in commercial implementations [44]. This as a missed
opportunity when it comes to cultivating stimulating urban spaces
where people can flourish. Inspired by existing works exploring less
techno-centric (e.g. [8] [57] [69] [75]) and increasingly playful (e.g.
[42] [64] [71] [80] [84]) urban futures, we have a design research
agenda of exploring the potential of play to contribute to the social,
cultural, and emotional sustainability of urban spaces.

Research suggests that cities should be far more than productive
[64] [80]. Our streets, parks, and town squares are far more than
tools at the service of our economy: they are made up of moment-
to-moment passing interactions between human beings and, as
such, they should be socially rewarding, culturally stimulating, and
emotionally rich. While there is value in designing technology that
makes our cities more efficient, designers should also pay attention
to the impact that technology has on people’s mundane experiences
of their day-to-day. Here we contribute to an emerging body of
work that explores how to do that by adding an element of play
to our streets (e.g. the designs presented in [42] and [64], or those
described in [84]). In particular, our study investigates the inherent
playful potential of urban spaces and speculates as to how we could
design interactive technology that helps to realize it.
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Here we present the outcomes of a speculatitd] [co-design 2.2 The Socio-Emotional Relevance of Play

[72 exploration of the playful potential of technology to reclaimthe  Humans are not productivity machines we are motivated by plea-
socio-emotional signi cance of the urban space. Our contribution  gyre social and emotional connection, agency, and jb§.[If cities

is three-fold: First, we provide a list gflay potential§2] of urban fail to a ord these experiences, they can become unwelcoming.
spaces (Section 4): a set of urban play forms that we observed in the Fyn is not an optional quality when it comes to urban spaces it
ordinary urban practices of people in di erent parts of the world. As g deeply necessary, as we know from Jane Jacobs' wa#kdn
instances of people’s natural, spontaneous playful urban behavior, \what makes cities places to thrive. Cities are made up of moment-
we present those play potentials as a valuable inspiration source for 14_moment interactions between people, and as such they should
designers. Our second contribution is amnotated portfoli$3g in cater to our socio-emotional needs. Play can be a way to bring
the form of a catalog of speculative playful urban technology ideas pege properties into the urban space: it is a fundamental human
(Section 5). The concepts featured in the catalog build on, embody, eed [L7 [20 [47 [ 73 that enriches our experience of the world
and instantiate the aforementioned play potentials to illustrate how e five in. [73 call this the eudaimonidunction of play: even if
they may inspire novel urban tech. Finally, our third contributionis it goes not yield materially productive outcomes, it can be socio-
the learnings from discussing our catalog and speculative ideas with emotionally productive. Inspired by existing research on how play
people with diverse socio-cultural, geographic, and professional g4 games can support day-to-day ludic experiences (84 {Bg),
backgrounds (Section 6). The insights from those conversations pere we argue for the potential of play in urban design. In particu-

allow us to provide actionable advice for developing playful urban |5y, we focus on three qualities of play that are known to be socio-
technologies that are sensitive to people’s social, emotional, and emotionally relevant:

cultural needs. Overall, we believe our work empowers designers  pjay prings joy to situations that might otherwise be un-

to embrace increasingly playful and socio-emotional approaches stimuylating: it generates positive emotions because it speaks to
to urban innovation, providing both inspiration and guidance to g inner desire for joy and stimulationg7. It is commonly said
facilitate that move. that, when playing, time ies. Play puts us in a state obw
where we are deeply immersed in, and profoundly enjoy, what-
ever we are doing25. While boredom can also contribute to our
2 BACKGROUND well-being [69, through play we escape it whenever necessary
2.1 Smart City Innovation: from Productivity reframing annoying or tedious situationsl] and bringing about
to Social, Cultural and Emotional fun and laughter. M [64 [gq show how that can be relevant in
Sustainability }he space pf urban mnov_atlon. plqyful tech season countless play-
ess situations we experience daily by turning urban spaces into
With every generation, technology weaves its way more deeply ephemeral playgrounds. It can creaperouscircles of play g
into our lives, and each time we must remake the choice to care hat, while not removing us from the situation, a ord entertaining
about lived experience. Smart homes represented one suchin ec- g4 healthy experiences that improve [our] quality of life6f and
tion point a couple of decades ago: in response to the increasing give us chances to let go of unnecessary feelings of boredom and
presence of digital technology in our lives, the UK EPSR{Liator frustration feelings that are unfortunately not uncommon in our
Project(2000-2007)3[ explored how not to lose sight of lived ordinary urban endeavors.
experience in the face of productivity-focused technology trends. Play can help us to experience a feeling of agency: it allows
Today, chie y in the industry sector 44, smart cities present sim- us to act in ways that feel meaningfu@ [ 74. That can be very
ilar challenges: while promising increased competitiveness and yjyable in a world where we are increasingly reliant on larger
quality of life [10, innovation often favors techno-centric rhetoric  siryctures, to the extent that we feel a lack of control of our life

that privileges agendas such as increasing urban e cienéy, fopti- [77[83. Play empowers us to act upon the world around W&]
mizing infrastructure B8, or spurring economic activity 2. Less and cultivates creative ideatior8f. That is, in part, because play is
attention is put to social intelligence, cultural artifacts, or envi-  poth appropriative and disruptive: it takes over the context where it
ronmental attributes $5 all key to socio-emotionally sustainable happens and challenges the state of a aifsf]. Being playful allows
urban entanglements. us to bring freedom to a context without disrupting it completely
Alternative urban design approaches exist, e.g. human-centered [5q setting the right conditions to createfl. Recent research has
[8] and sustainableTd smart city design, democratic37] and in- positioned those as desirable qualities of urban spaces, noting that
clusive [69 planning, or bottom-up urban innovationZ1]. Here playful tech can entice people to play an active part in the ongoing
we contribute to a subset of this research space focused on the development of their city [28].
potential of urban play: theplayable city{64. Building on recent Play supports social a ordances [49, which is highly rele-

works in this space (e.g4@] [64 [71] [8] [84), we argue that  yant as social interaction is key to human ourishinglfj even
cities should be far more than e cient; they should also be socially  more soin a contemporary society that su ers from an increasing
rewarding, culturally stimulating, and emotionally rich. We high- 3¢k of meaningful social connectiorb{]. Some argue that digital
light the importance of embracing those values in the design of tech might contribute to that problem, e.g. through screen-based
socio-emotionally sustainable urban spaces. Play can be a way of jnteractions that distract people from co-located social interaction
facilitating that move a lens through which we can reclaim the [46). Here we argue that technology does not necessarily need to

socio-cultural function of cities andesemantizg6g them so they isolate us it has the capacity (and, arguably, the responsibility)
respond to our need for everyday play.
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of enriching our social lives. Play can support that, as it is known
to have a positive impact on the wellbeing of both individuals
and groups R7). Playful tech can help to bring people together
[48, physically or virtually, and give them opportunities to play
and discover together what B3 frame asmeaningful ine cacies
According to recent research, such kinds of urban designs that
privilege relationship-building over e ciency can lead to greater
trust in public institutions [43 and support collective bottom-up
city-making [55] [71].

These experiential qualities (joy, agency, and social connection)
respond to important societal values. We argue they should be
carefully considered when designing (for) the urban space they
are desirable social goods that can contribute to the well-being of
both individuals and groups. While these qualities are not only
present in playful experiences, play can help us to access them in
and beyond the urban space. In a world where tech is increasingly
present, designers should cultivate those kinds of experiences; and
technology can undoubtedly help us be more productive, but it
should also augment the experiential texture of our lives. With the
work presented in this paper, we hope to contribute to an ongo-
ing move towards more playful and socio-emotionally sensitive
urban innovation.

2.3 The Playable City: Related Work at the
Intersection of Urban Technology and Play

In HCI, a plethora of design and research work has explored the in-
tersection of play and smart cities i.ethe playablesity [ 64). Within

this space, di erent approaches exist. For example, location-based
games use urban spaces as physical landscapes within which virtual
game worlds emerge. Whether in the form of research designs (e.g.
[41)) or commercial products (e.g?okémon G[53J), these games
typically present alternate realities that take place outside of the
player's ordinary routine entertainment-focused virtual worlds
that hardly interface with the player's ordinary urban practices.

Another set of works in this space are those thgamefullyaug-
ment urban activity to support productive outcomes whatd4
callsurban gami cation e.g. a serious game to reduce energy con-
sumption in smart buildings 36, or a gami ed app to optimize
urban transportation B(J. Those interventions can also h@ayful
rather thangameful[56, e.g. a set of piano stairs to promote health-
ier habits [67]. Unlike location-based games, these designs strongly
adapt the gameplay experience to people's ordinary, non-play ac-
tivity, and they are often meant to support productive, measurable
goals rather than to simply enrich people's experience of their
city an agenda that is central to our work.

The productive aim behind urban gami cation is in part shared
by another type of designs at the intersection of play and the city:
urban planning gamdg] [ 6§. Rather than playfully augmenting
people's experience of the urban space, or any activity taking place
within it, those games focus on supporting multi-stakeholder urban
planning dialogues that is, they engage citizens in the decision-
making behind new urban developments. An exampled@nmon-
spoly[87)], a critical game designed to stimulate a collaborative,
commons-based approach to the use of public resources.
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Games can also promotsayful citizenshiff42 or, as [ 2§ puts
it, shift the attention from smart cities to smart citizens by play-
fully empowering people to actively engage in city-making within
the context of their day-to-day activity. Unlike urban planning
games, which enable people to think about the future of their cities
at a conceptual levekivic gamesncourage them to build that
future from the very present, through their daily actions and be-
haviors. Unlike gami ed apps or serious games, they are meant to
enhance a city's socio-cultural dimension rather than its produc-
tive capacity. For exampl€&ommonss a game about ling claims
about community needs by gathering evidence on city stre&§.[
The work of [8]] has also investigated the potential of urban play
beyond the notion of gami ed cities, exploring the ways in which
games can strengthen social ties, amplify networks, and thereby
supportcivic learning We are inspired by how those games sup-
port rich socio-cultural engagements between citizens and their
urban space.

Finally, we see playful urban designs that are not games per se but
technology-mediated invitations to engage in free-form urban play.
These kinds of open-ended playful tech have been characterized as
playscapefl4, i.e. ambiguous playthings that invite open-ended
and unstructured play , otechnology for situated and emergent play
[3], i.e. technology that supports playful engagement that emerges
interwoven with our everyday activities outside leisure, and that
enriches these activities with socio-emotional value . Examples
abound:Sel eCafdosters social interaction between community
members by allowing them to take a sel e and share it on a large
display [7Q; spread.gurllows people to sabotage advertisement
screens and reclaim them with custom messagad|{ Urbanimals
[54 and Hello Lamp Pog66 allow people to interact with urban
infrastructure playfully, let it be physically or verbally, in ways that
transcend the doctrine of productivity; oWwiggle the Ey¢85 is an
installation comprised of ve interactive benches and a central light
that reacts to people's activity on the benches. These works create
space fomeaningful ine cacied43 that enable aresemantization
of the urban space, allowing play to in ltrate several contexts and
spaces, and to propose new meanings, new constraints, new strate-
gies, and new motivations 4. We are inspired by how they invite
people to spontaneously reframe cities into arenas for exploration,
creativity, community-building, and ephemeral collective joy.

Despite their di erences, those four types of playful and gameful
urban technology share a focus on infusing aspects of people's
urban endeavors with an element of playfulness or, a84 puts it,

a desire to rewrite the city, to reshape it, to engrave oneself in it,
to renew it by resorting to the energy and the ability to motivate
people that emanates from play . Insofar as they propose experi-
ences that (in di erent ways and to di erent extents) intertwine
with people's ordinary urban activity, the playfulness they a ord
must be contextually meaningful. This paper argues for playable
cities where play is smoothly and carefully integrated into people's
daily lives. We hope that our work inspires designers interested
in strengthening the palette of design exemplars bridging play,
technology, and urban design.



CHI 22, April 29 May 05, 2022, New Orleans, LA, USA

3 METHOD

To explore increasingly playful avenues for smart city innovation,
in this project we followed a participatory§2 research through
design B9 approach. In particular, we used the Situated Play De-
sign (SPD) methodology2], which proposes to explore playful
things people already do and enjoy in a particular context the so-
calledplay potential§2] and use them as design material. Through
SPD, we explored and empathized with people's existing playful
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bring forth generativg 39 knowledge that can inspire the design
of future playful urban tech that supports, rather than disrupts, the
kinds of ludic engagements people long for in their cities.

The section begins with a description our process for chasing
urban play potentials: First, we produced and examined a collection
of social media posts featuring people's ordinary ways of engag-
ing playfully within the urban space. Then, we invited a socio-
economically diverse group of citizens from a speci c location,

practices; developed early, speculative tech ideas that responded Catalonia (the region around the city of Barcelona) to a co-design

to them; and discussed those early design ideas with them to ex-
plore di erent views about the necessary qualities of playful urban
technology. We began with contextual research, with the aim of
identifying play potentialof urban spaces, i.e. playful things peo-
ple already do within the public space and that might enrich the
socio-emotional texture of their urban experiences (Section 4). Play
potentials extend other play theory constructs, engodes of play
[29, as they focus on play forms observed in people's in-the-wild,
spontaneous activity within a targeted context they represent con-
textual playful practices that carry situated design knowledge. We
did two interventions to chase play potentials : First, we created
and examined a collection of social media posts featuring people's
playful practices within the public, to identify recurrent forms of
playful urban engagement (4.1). Second, we turned to culture and
traditions: we conducted an online co-design workshop where we
explored street games and rituals to identify recurrent forms of
urban play that might have inspirational value (4.2). The combi-
nation of those two interventions surfaced a list of play potentials
of urban spaces, i.e. playful things people already do and enjoy in
the urban space, which could arguably be useful building bricks for
contextually sensitive smart city innovation.

Building on these play potentials, we produced a catalog of
speculative ideas to illustrate di erent ways in which the play
potentials could give rise to increasingly playful urban tech (Section

workshop where we examined and discussed the playfulness embed-
ded in urban rituals and traditions from their cultural background.
Building on the results of these two interventions, we present a list
of play potentials of urban spaces that build on examples of social
media posts, traditions, and/or cultural rituals we explored in our
interventions. We hope that our contribution provides interaction
designers with interesting ideas about types of playful experiences
people long for within the urban space. We also hope it serves as
an actionable demonstration of how SPD methods can be used to
uncover the inherent playful potential of our cities.

4.1 Intervention #1: Chasing Play on Social

Media

In our rst intervention, inspired by [5], we created a collection

of social media posts (made by other users) and examined it to
identify recurrent forms of playful engagement within the public
space. Social media is rife with posts that display everyday ways of
being playful. Many of the posts people produce every day could
potentially be inspirational from a design perspective: they feature
mundane playful situations that could be used as starting points
for ideation. Because of that, we thought social media might be
an interesting play-chasing tool a particularly useful one in the
context of urban technology design, since much of social media
content features events that take place in public spaces. For 5 weeks,

5). We then used the catalog as a provocative conversation prop ateam of 6 researchers spent 3-5 hours a week looking for posts that
(SeCtion 6) we did a series of online interviews where we invited d|sp|ayed p|ayfu| urban behaviors. We focused on |nstagram and
people from diverse countries, age groups, and professional and TikTok due to their leisure-focused and visual nature. We collected
socio-cultural backgrounds to comment on the catalog ideas and posts on a shared Google spreadsheet, including: a link to the post,
share their understandings of what a playable city should be (6.1). a short description, the publication date, and (if needed) a note
We also held an online co-design workshop where we brought jngicating why it was inspirational (Figure 1). We collected 383
together a range of practitioners with diverse expertise relevant to posts in total. Then, we used inductive thematic analysi§[to

urban innovation to re ect on the catalog and generate new ideas

nd play potentials in our collection. After 2 rounds of re ning our

(6.2). We report on the results of those co-design engagements asthemes we discussed and contested each other's codes to ensure

advice for designers interested in incorporating playful technology
into the urban space (6.3). We hope our play potentials, speculative

intercoder reliability we settled on a nal set of codes and analyzed
all the data accordingly. The result was a list of play potentials

ideas, and co-design insights inspire urban tech designers to take ways in which people already engage playfully within the city each
an increasingly playful and socio-emotionally sensitive approach  of them instantiated by several social media posts. We clustered the
in their work. play potentials into 5 larger categories (Figure 2) based on a nity.
Here we describe those categories, their play potentials, and a set
of posts that exemplify therh

Out of the ordinary interactions with urban infrastruc-
ture (287 posts). A recurrent theme in our collection was inter-
acting with public infrastructure in out-of-the-ordinary ways. We
found ve play potentials related to this category. First, we saw that
sometimes people behave playfully when they (#1) stop to interact

4 CHASING PLAY POTENTIALS OF URBAN
SPACES

Our study began with a contextual exploration of the playful poten-
tial of urban settings. Here we illustrate how we used two Situated
Play Design methods tohase play potentialg] of urban spaces,
i.e. to seek forms of playful engagement that already take place in
the urban space and articulate them as inspirational design mate-
rial. We present these play potentials as our rst contribution: they

1spreadsheet including all the posts, the nal analysis, the resulting play potentials,
and the higher-level clusters: https://bit.ly/3CDPxkc



Co-Imagining the Future of Playable Cities

CHI '22, April 29 May 05, 2022, New Orleans, LA, USA

Figure 1: Screenshot of the rst 20 datapoints of our dataset of social media posts featuring playful urban behavior.

Figure 2: Examples of posts in our collection, representing the 5 themes we saw: (a) Out of the ordinary behaviors within the
urban space : someone playing drums from the trunk of a car. (b) Creative disruptions of the public space : an ugly architec-
tural element turned into a funny face. (¢) Posing in urban spaces : a man mimicking a statue next to him. (d) Streaming
exciting things that take place in the urban space : someone throwing their phone up into tree blossoms while it is recording
to produce a slow-motion video. (e) Out of the ordinary interactions between people : an entire apartment complex gathering

on their balconies to dance.

with public infrastructure (58 posts), e.g. by admiring a piece of art
projected on the fagade of a building (https://bit.ly/3I5by2U). We
also observed that some people like to (#2) performin publicin silly,
unusual, or creative ways (73), e.g. playing drums from the trunk
of a moving car (https://bit.ly/36rwBIX). Next, we saw instances of
people (#3) using their bodies in synchrony with elements of the
urban space (80) through dance or any other sort of planned move-
ment, e.g. a street performer dancing inside a metro car using the
car's infrastructure as a support (https://bit.ly/34IS9UC). Another
play potential we identi ed has to do with (#4) overcoming impro-
vised physical challenges (54), using urban infrastructure as the

playground, e.g. people parkouring (https://bit.ly/319fwl0) or kids
climbing on a fence and hanging onto it (https://bit.ly/3n80aZ7).
Last, we also saw posts in which people (#5) collaborate to better
the state of something or someone in the public space (22), e.g. en-
gaging with an art installation that encourages people to volunteer
to take care of plants (https://bit.ly/3ne8mnq).

Posing in urban spaces (127 posts). Another recurrent theme
in our collection was the act of posing in or around relevant public
objects or spaces. We identi ed three play potentials under this
theme. First, we saw people (#6) posing in accordance with relevant
objects or landmarks (61), e.g. a man interacting in silly ways
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with a fountain as he is being recorded (https:/bit.ly/2ET02rV)
or a man mimicking a statue next to him (https://bit.ly/2GdPi8q).
We also saw people (#7) posing next to objects that are out of
place (20), e.g. people posing in front of objects that they sneakily
placed (https://bit.ly/3jqrCvM). Finally, we saw people (#8) posing
in unconventional ways (46), e.g. jumping o of a sculpture (https:
//bit.ly/30sfGCe) or risking falling from a tree by sitting on it for a
photo (https://bit.ly/2GjbcXK).

Streaming exciting things that take place in public spaces
(125 posts). Here the focus was not so much on urban activity itself,
but on the act of sharing it with others. We saw that behavior man-
ifest in di erent ways. First, we observed people (#9) documenting
exciting things they saw in the street (74), e.g. through a TikTok
compilation of street art (https://bit.ly/3cQncMh). We also saw peo-
ple (#10) documenting elements of a public space to nd alternative
beauty in them (19), capturing ordinary urban spaces in ways that
showed them in a di erent way, e.g. a post where the author throws
her phone up into tree blossoms while it is recording to produce a
slow-motion video (https://bit.ly/3cS 99). Finally, we observed peo-
ple (#11) streaming self-imposed challenges (32) so other people
could witness them, e.g. a girl challenging herself to move between
two points without touching the oor (https://bit.ly/34cIMKU).

Creative disruptions of the public space (81 posts). Another
theme in our collection had to do with creatively disrupting pub-
lic settings. A play potential under that umbrella is (#12) ap-
propriating the urban space artistically (57), which can be done
both carefully (e.g. painting a face on a wall using a bush as the
face's hair, https://bit.ly/2EUWKVh, or spontaneously (e.g. turn-
ing an ugly architectural element into a funny face with a doodle,
https://bit.ly/2Gnzwrk. Another play potential based on creative
appropriation involves (#13) customizing the self (24): changing
one's public appearance to provoke others' reactions. An example
is a post where the authors customized their electric skateboards
to look like a tiny police car or a dinosaur, thereby attracting other
people's attention (https://bit.ly/33pSd6y).

Out of the ordinary interactions between people (64 posts).
The last recurrent form of playful interaction we saw in the data
is the act of interacting with others in out of the ordinary ways.
We found di erent kinds of interpersonal urban interactions with
a playful potential. First, (#14) leaving messages on public spaces
(21): nding creative ways of communicating with non-present
others, whether that be through art (a doodle, a mura) or text (a
billboard with a joke, a name written somewhere:) for someone
else to nd. For example, a post that shows a message someone left
on the pavement so that other pedestrians would read it (https://
bit.ly/33p0JTu). Another form of out-of-the-ordinary interpersonal
engagement is (#15) communicating at a distance in somewhat
silly ways (17), e.g. alady yelling a funny phrase out of her window
and someone responding back (https://bit.ly/316UeKN) or people
from a train waving at passersby they never met before (https://bit.
ly/3cWg68T). Another play potential we identi ed had to do with
(#16) sharing celebratory moments (4), e.g. an entire apartment
complex gathering on their balconies to dance to music (https://bit.
ly/2Gb9Dv3). We also saw playfulness emerge as a result of the act
of (#17) being nice to others (8), e.g. a man saying good morning
to strangers in the street (https://bit.ly/34jlsHI). Finally, another
play potential resulted from quite the opposite: a fair share of posts
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featured (#18) harmless pranks and jokes between strangers (14),
e.g. scaring people by pretending to accidentally topple boxes on
them, knowing that the boxes are attached (https://bit.ly/3ipvDPN).

4.2 Intervention #2: Play & Culture Workshop

In the second play-chasing intervention, we turned to culture and
traditions to identify play potentials that were embedded in cultural
rituals and games practiced in the urban space. Inspired4y\We
invited a diverse group of stakeholders to a 3-hour workshop where
we discussed and examined a set of urban traditions to identify
recurrent forms of urban playful engagement that were meaningful
to them. Due to social distancing measures related to the COVID-19
pandemic, the workshop took place online over Zoom and Miro.
13 people participated, including two facilitators. Participants had
professional careers relevant to the themes of play and smart city in-
novation: two gami cation consultants, three experts on traditional
games, a game developer, an interaction designer, an architect, a
communication designer, a philosopher, and a journalist specialized
in emergent technology. Before the workshop, we crafted a Miro
collaboration environment to facilitate conversations (Figure 3);
we populated it with playful urban traditions from our previous
research and shared it with participants a week before the work-
shop, so they could familiarize themselves with the traditions. We
also invited participants to add new traditions to the collection, in
the form of street games, urban rituals, or fun personal experiences
they had lived in their cities.

At the workshop, participants used Miro to visualize ideas. We
began by examining the collection of urban games, rituals, and
personal experiences to nd interesting recurrent forms of playful
engagement; we clustered our thoughts into a shared map of play
potentials that might inspire playful smart city innovations. Next,
participants brainstormed how futuristic urban infrastructure (e.g.
a bench, a light pole ;) might a ord technology-mediated expe-
riences inspired by one or more of these play potentials. To close,
we built on the resulting speculative ideas to re ect on the rele-
vance of the play potentials found during the workshop and, more
broadly, of our playful approach to smart city innovation. After the
workshop, we analysed both the Miro board annotatiérend the
workshop recordings to synthesize participants' ideas. The result
was a list of 9 play potentials inspired by culture and traditions,
each instantiated by at least one urban game, ritual, or personal
experience. Here we report on those play potentials, providing as a
reference some of the traditions and participants' experiences that
motivated them.

Some of the play potentials we identi ed had an element of
discovery and exploration. For example, (#1) being surprised by
something unexpected that happens in the street. An example
of this play potential is a Belgian tradition shared by one of our
participants. One day, during a short stay he did in Belgium, the
participant went out in the street and found that it was unusually
crowded. People seemed more cheerful than usual. He eventually
realized that it was the Jenever Festeen, a festivity where the city's
fountains temporarily pour gin instead of water. That brought about
a great deal of surprise and excitement: our participant was able

2The Miro board, including all contributions by workshop participants: https:/bit.ly/
3DRKwGg
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Figure 3: Miro used at the workshop, featuring participants' contributions in the form of post-its, notes, and mock-ups.

to momentarily experience the city in ways he never did before.
Another play potential we found with a clear exploratory nature
involves (#2) discovering the invisible learning about those little,
mundane things that constitute the cultural idiosyncrasy of a place,
which are often not tangible and, as such, can be hard to identify.
This play potential is exempli ed by a playful activity one of our
participants used to do when he was a child. When he, as a boy
scout, went on a summer camp, the rst thing they would do was
a Gymkhana-like activity of exploring the town they visited. The
activity involved getting familiar with the most popular parts of
the town, meeting key members of the community (e.g. the baker
or the mayor), or learning about the myths from that location. The
same tradition was also used by participants to propose a slightly
di erent play potential: (#3) temporal decontextualization, i.e. the
idea of learning about what happened in a particular urban location
in a di erent moment in time. In their conversations, participants
realized there was something very interesting about being phys-
ically present in a location while learning about things that took
place there in the past both historically consequential events and
mundane, ordinary stories of people who lived there. Finally, we
identi ed a fourth play potential that had an element of exploration,
in this case coupled with imagination and fantasy: (#4) lling the
gaps . A participant shared a ritual their family used to practice
anytime they visited an airport: guessing what the lives of others in
the airport might be. Responding to that story, another participant
talked about a similar ritual where their family played at guess-
ing the life story of passersby in the street. We realized that there
was something exciting about being surrounded by strangers and
fantasizing about the intricate stories behind them.

A second theme we explored during the workshop was the idea
of expressing oneself on, within, and through the public space. A
play potential in this category involves (#5) working on one's socio-
cultural belonging , either by appropriating the urban space to turn
itinto a place that feels like home, or conversely adjusting one's own
appearance and behavior to adapt to the socio-cultural idiosyncrasy
of alocation. This play potential surfaced from a story shared by one
of the participants: an urban hacking initiative he discovered during
one of his trips where local citizens created several collaborative
Spotify playlists and linked them to street sewers through QR codes,
so people could collaboratively curate and enjoy the playlist of
that neighborhood. Participants also discussed experiences and
traditions that involved (#6) hacking the street : using the urban
space as a blank canvas for creative expression, or a platform for
creating interventions for other people (in particular, strangers)
to experience. A clear example of this play potential is a contest
that takes place in Gracia, a neighborhood in Barcelona, every year:
neighbors collaborate to decorate their streets in highly creative
ways and compete with other streets to be recognized as the year's
best decoration.

The third set of urban play potentials we identi ed at the work-
shop was concerned with the social interactions that take place in
urban spaces. First, we discussed the fun derived from (#7) connect-
ing with strangers : looking at other people as exciting treasures
that can be discovered and explored, as some sort of social mystery
that can be a source of excitement. An example of a tradition em-
bodying this play potential is another boy scout's activity that is
often practiced in Catalonia: when arriving to a new location, the
adult leaders give children the challenge of nding key members of
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