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Abstract: A research team from the University of Illinois reports on three case studies from the 2013 Landscape Architecture Foundation’s Case Study Investigation

(CSI) program: all of them public spaces in the Midwestern region of the United States. Despite the clear relationship between intangible social benefits and

sustainability, the challenges in measuring intangible benefits of designed landscapes can be significant. Socio-cultural research questions, methodology, and

findings for the team’s case studies are described and critiqued. Steps toward improving measurement procedures for social and cultural benefits in the CSI

program are suggested.
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Carmel Clay Central Park. Intangible benefits of near
nature (photo courtesy of Paul Littleton, July 2013).
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Children with their father observing ducks in constructed
habitat. Carmel Clay Central Park Lagoon (photograph
courtesy of Paul Littleton, July 2013).
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View of downtown Detroit, looking west across Milliken

State Park (photograph courtesy of SmithGroupJJR,
2013)
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Urban Design Associates, Pittsburgh, PA. Rendering of
mixed-use development (McCormack Baron Salazar)
adjacent to Milliken State Park in downtown Detroit (Image
source: Reindl 2013)
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Littleton 2013
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Which of the following 3 categories best describes you?
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1 Introduction
During the summer of 2013, a research

team from the University of lllinois, Urbana-
Champaign, developed three case studies for the
Case Study Investigation program (CSI) of the
Landscape Architecture Foundation. All three
sites were located in the northern section of the
American Midwest: Carmel Clay Central Park
near Indianapolis (Indiana); Ann Arbor Municipal
Center in Ann Arbor (Michigan); and Milliken
State Park, Phase Il (Lowlands Park), in downtown
Detroit (Michigan). All three projects shared certain
dimensions in common—they were all public
landscapes; they each served as economic drivers
for their communities; they provided important
ecosystem services (particularly stormwater
runoff retention and filtration); each established
or "restored" diverse ecologies on brownfield or
post-agricultural sites; and each of them reflected
community desire for passive and active recreation
opportunities.

Research Fellows of the Landscape
Architecture Foundation (LAF) are asked to
detail key components and measure performance
benefits for specific designed landscapes. There
are significant differences, however, between the
work of measuring geo-physical factors and that
of socio-cultural factors. Measuring gallons of
storm-water runoff collected or tons of carbon
sequestered can be relatively formulaic, and many
useful methods for calculation are provided in the
LAF Benefits Toolkit.  The benefits of adopting
alternative maintenance practices can be estimated
in how much money or labor is saved. Researchers
can calculate degrees of temperature modulated

by new landscape microclimates, or the numbers



of new species of animals and plants restored or
reintroduced, and so on.

It can be relatively easy to quantify the
popularity of a site in terms of its seasonal users
and/or subscriptions to recreational or educational
programs offered there, or other social benefits
related to participation. Indeed, by the end of
summer 2014, 70 of the 82 published case study
briefs published on the LAF web site claim
some combination of social benefits, including:
recreational and social value; cultural heritage;
public health and safety; educational value; noise
mitigation; food production; scenic quality; and
other social benefits. But what yardstick or unit
of measure can be used to assess the qualitative
narrative or symbolic value of a designed
landscape? How can pride of place or place
attachment best be evaluated? How about the
increase in the social capacity of a neighboring
community? What about hope? stewardship?
civil debate? engagement in democratic process?
learning and adopting new sustainable practices
at home? family togetherness (Figure 1)? Despite
the frequent mention of these results as social and
cultural benefits, how are such discursive benefits
to be measured? This essay describes these and
other challenges that the Illinois research team

faced during the Case Study Investigation program.

2 Measuring Intangible Benefits
According to the project designers and

clients, each of the case study projects assigned
to the Illinois team purported to achieve certain
social and cultural benefits, such as contributing
to community social capacity and cross-cultural

understanding, which are principally discursive

or intangible benefits of public landscape. In the
world of business, intangible benefits are defined
as non-monetary or subjective rewards. Intangible
heritage is defined by UNESCO (Convention for
the Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Heritage,
2003) as the cultural "practices, representations,
expressions, knowledge and skills" as well as
the supporting sites of cultural production for a
society. © Intangibility implies social construction,
mutation, ephemerality, and operational rather than
structural characteristics.

Wherever intangibility is a factor in research,
it can pose special intellectual and practical research
challenges that demand creativity and subtlety
in response. Because specific metrics of some
important intangible benefits proved difficult for
the Illinois team to collect within the time frame
allowed, they remain underreported in our final
LAF case studies. However, this should not be
construed to mean intangible benefits are not
critically important to the success of the LAF
CSI program or its commitment to the values of
sustainability.

For the past two decades, much research
activity in landscape architecture has been
framed by the theory of sustainability. Originally
diagrammed as a three-legged stool comprising the
three ‘E’s (ecology, economy, and social equity);
sustainability is increasingly thought to need a
fourth appendage—aesthetics. As Elizabeth Meyer
has written, "immersive, aesthetic experience can
lead to recognition, empathy, love, respect and care
for the environment™” (2008, 7). In other words,
without "recognition, empathy, love and respect for
the environment,” lasting ecological sustainability is

not even a dim possibility (Nassauer 1995). ”
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In empirical research, intangibility and
subjectivity typically poses methodological
difficulties; at the same time, subjectivity also
may generate valuable aesthetic awareness and
judgments that lead to new areas of investigation
and valuation. For anyone seeking a complete
understanding of built landscapes, objectivity
(quantitative) and subjectivity (qualitative) appear
to be necessarily codependent epistemologies. But
although individual attitudes or perceptions are
notoriously difficult to quantify, collective attitudes
and perceptions should be easier to measure by
way of tools such as surveys, questionnaires,
counts, and group observations. These methods are
illustrated in the three case studies completed by
the Illinois team (below).

There were, however, several differences
between what researchers and clients identified
as social and cultural benefits, and—given the
logistical constraints of time and space—what
evidence the research team was able to gather
or measure. ” Indeed, the major theme that
emerges from our case study experience is about
the importance of time: the window of time
structured into the LAF CSI program for collecting
and analyzing data is effectively three months—
May through July. However, to develop reliable
perspectives from social research, baseline data
need to be gathered before, during, and several
times after the construction of a built landscape.
In other words, to yield meaningful results, surveys,
questionnaires, interviews, and other evaluation

techniques must be planned for repeated iterations.

2.1 Carmel Clay Central Park
Carmel Clay is an affluent suburb just north



of Indianapolis, the capital city for the state of
Indiana. The case study produced for Carmel
Clay Central Park (Deming and Littleton 2013c)
offers a fairly standard example of the types of
landscape performance that can be easily observed
and measured. Park benefits we reported included
stormwater runoff; greywater treated; numbers of
visits generated; maintenance costs saved; revenues
generated; miles of new trails created; educational
programs offered; and so on.

In conversations with Mark Westermeier,
director of parks and recreation, we learned
one of his cherished goals for this park was to
create "childhood memories,” truly an intangible
social benefit. © Certainly, the benefit to children
and adults in contact with near nature has been
theorized by many (Kaplan and Kaplan 1989;
Kuo 2010; Louv 2005), and Westermeier strongly
believed that youthful contact with nature and its
processes was of value both emotionally as well
as physically and educationally. But how do we
measure memories?

Given the time constraints of a few
dozen hours spent on site, or a few day trips to
the site, available strategies for measuring the
intangible benefits of children observing ducks
in a newly constructed habitat seemed sketchy
at best (Figure 2). We "know" the intangible
triangulation between dad, kids, and ducklings is
important precisely because it may be manifested
in the future in a hundred different ways: as a
stewardship attachment to this place and its non-
human residents; a memory shared between
siblings; a reference point for biology classes
many years ahead; in future advocacy for wildland

conservation, or simply as a memory that invites

visits to other parks year after year. It can be
difficult to measure definite benefits in such terms
in a single visit, or even a single season, because
the benefit is a relationship—a notion implying
values that accrue over time. This notion directly
challenges the limits of the rapid field assessment
typically performed in the context of the Case
Study Investigations. Perhaps more important,
it also challenges the level of site analysis that is
normally performed in professional offices where,
except in the case of local work, many sites are
"analyzed" without the benefit of any site visit or

direct observation whatsoever.

2.2 Milliken State Park, Detroit, Ml

The case study for Detroit focused on the
second phase of Milliken Park, called Lowland
Park, the first urban state park in Michigan. Detroit
is a depopulated post-industrial city struggling to
stabilize its lagging economy and poor image. The
case study for Milliken State Park (Deming and
Littleton 2013b) presents a variety of ways that
this new Detroit riverfront landscape performs,
including: filtration of stormwater runoff and
removal of contaminants; creation of new habitat
for birds and plants; new civic revenues; miles of
new trails connect to a larger network; educational
programs offered; and so on (Figure 3).

In downtown Detroit, it was hoped, the
landscape performance benefits of Milliken
State Park would be transformational, with huge
economic impacts: having an estimated 3 million
visitors annually to the Detroit waterfront, the new
Phase 11 park extended and linked Hart Plaza with
Milliken State Park and Harbor further to the north

and east. If each of those visitors only spent a
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few dollars here on every visit—the multiplier effect
would be powerful. Also, because of its proximity
to the GM Renaissance Center, housing almost a
third of all workers in downtown Detroit, this new
park had fantastic visual and spatial proximity to a
significant underserved population (Figures 4 and 5).

Conventional performance benefits at Milliken
were easy to estimate in gallons of water collected/
filtered and dollars generated. Another important
performance benefit at Milliken was economic: as
the site of a Gateway visitor center to the larger
Michigan state parks system, the entire state park
system stands to gain financially from the success
of Phase Il Milliken Park. Our team was unable to
measure this benefit in any definite way. However,
because Milliken Park also provides ecosystem
services for adjacent development parcels, the
hope among the park’s designers and managers was
that developers in downtown Detroit would find
both the visual amenity and the reduced cost of
stormwater catchment and filtration attractive for
new investments nearby. So how could we measure
the transformational value of designed open space
as catalyst for urban development and the return
of hope to a blighted area?

In the same week that the city of Detroit
declared bankruptcy, a $55 million housing
development was launched for the sites immediately
adjacent to the Park (Reindl 2013; Figure 6). Is
that a direct measure of the social benefits of the
new landscape? No. Did the new Park cause the
development to happen? Not by itself in isolation,
but the completion of Phase Il of Milliken Park
was arguably part of a shift in sensibilities that
signaled to the world that downtown Detroit was

ready for new investment.



That a shift in sensibility towards hope
and reinvestment is a powerful intangible social
benefit is not in question here: rather, the research
problem is how to measure or "prove" it. Our
method was to search the local media (newspaper
stories, social event listings, real estate trends and
forecasts, etc.) to gather evidence for synchronic
events and proximate developments. In this way, we
could marshal evidence in support of a pattern of
tangible proximate benefits (real estate investment;
increased traffic and business activity; reduced
crime, etc.) resulting from the intangible benefits
(hope, trust, opportunity, energy, pride, etc.) of this

new public landscape.

2.3 Ann Arbor Municipal Center

Ann Arbor Municipal Center (AAMC) is an
expansion and renovation of an existing municipal
courthouse and detention center. It is also
designed as a demonstration of local administrative
commitment to sustainable design principles.
The case study for AAMC (Deming and Littleton
2013d) features several of the ecological services
performed by this heavily engineered architectural
landscape including: retention and absorption
of stormwater runoff; green-roof reduction of
heating and cooling costs; use of native plants to
filter runoff from roof drains and sidewalks; and
a variety of outdoor amenities such as seating,
signage and sculpture. (Figure 7).

Motivated in part by specific claims made by
our partner office—Conservation Design Forum
of Ann Arbor—we created an opportunity to
probe some questions about social benefits. The
project brief prepared by the designers claimed

that the design helped to elevate awareness of

environmental conservation practices to educate
the public and that the site-specific sculpture on
site also functioned as to raise environmental
awareness. Awareness? Education? How could
these important social benefits be measured?

We decided the best unit of data would be
the personal response. Our method for measuring
social benefits was a short online survey using the
basic free package provided by SurveyMonkey.
The public affairs liaison for the City of Ann
Arbor assisted our survey process by announcing
it through a public press release, a listserv, and
installing posters with a QR (Quick Response) code
throughout the AAMC for members of the general
public to take part (Figure 8). The survey went live
about July 1st and generated over 120 responses
within the next three weeks.

Following the standard protocol (for the
protection of human subjects) required by our
University’s Internal Review Board (IRB), the
first item in our survey was an informed consent
page explaining the risks and the benefits of
participation. We then asked respondents to
identify their familiarity with the place (employees
or visitors), use of various amenities, etc., how they
thought the project reflected on the city of Ann
Arbor, and whether they would consider similar
stormwater management techniques for their home
landscapes or in other projects. The three basic
participant groups were employees of the City,
visitors and public users of the municipal center,
and professional designers or developers who
were conducting official business. These groups
were important for cross-referencing the survey
responses later (Figure 9).

Next, using a 5-level scale, we measured
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perception and attitudes in accordance with the
following questions: "Do you agree that the
public image of Ann Arbor’s city government
has been enhanced by the site’s functionality and
attractiveness?" and "Do you agree that a rainwater
management system... could serve as a model
for future development in Ann Arbor?" These
questions generated a robust dataset describing
affiliations, attitudes, perceptions and even
concerns. We then explored different formats (bars,
pie charts, etc) for displaying these data to express
some of the key patterns.

More interesting, however, were the
qualitative responses to several of our questions: as
many as 1/3 (~35 respondents) wrote out lengthy
comments—thorough and articulate expressions
about the Ann Municipal Center, both pro and
con. From these qualitative responses we were
able to understand divergent public opinion on the
project. In our LAF blog post in August, entitled
"Emergent Ecologies, Alternative Aesthetics, and
Public Opinions™ (2013), we tried to make sense of
these responses in a preliminary way:

"In a sense, each of these projects tries to
teach visitors about hydrological processes by
laying them bare to view. Trouble is, not everyone
understands what they see. Behind the performance
benefits quantified for our projects we sense there
may be other social impacts to be measured. We
enjoyed the enthusiasm for these places expressed
by designers and clients, we also encountered a
level of puzzlement and ambivalence from many
ordinary citizens toward new kinds of public open
spaces that adopt a new attitude towards nature."
(Deming and Littleton 2013a)

We wrote up the techniques we used for the
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final Case Study web page but stopped short of
editorializing on our findings. Instead we used
the LAF blog as an opportunity to share a few
responses that were representative of the divided
public opinion. To their credit, residents of Ann
Arbor obviously care deeply about public open
space. Supporters of the project said:

"The designers did a good job"; "It's great
to be able to demonstrate these features to private
developers when we're trying to encourage them
to consider low-impact development techniques"™;
"Parts of the center offer good examples to show
clients considering such features in their own
buildings."

Naysayers wrote: "/f city hall is trying to lead
by example, they are failing."

They come across as being "smarter” vs.
inclusive ... They force stuff vs, letting it develop
out of a genuine public want"; "these features do
not improve my experience of the building and are
not presented in a way that improves environmental
consciousness... [T]he overall lay out removes
public space in front of and on the roof of
the building from public use... [as if] the city
government doesn't actually want the public to be
able to gather near or around the building.” (direct

quotes are from anonymous survey participants)

3 Conclusions

The research team chose not to include the
controversy in the final write-up, instead reporting
mainly descriptive data: 93% of municipal
employees and 63% of visitors agreed that the
stormwater management features could serve as
a model for future development in Ann Arbor.

Asked how much they valued the outdoor amenities

provided for public use, 77% of the employees
at the building said they used or appreciated the
amenities at least occasionally. And one-third of
those surveyed responded that they would consider
adopting similar (scalable) measures for their
homes or commercial properties.

However, the contentious and more useful
responses revealed two debates: 1) concerning the
process that was used to select the public artist
and the work he produced; and 2) the symbolic
language of design that the designers used at the
Ann Arbor Municipal Center. The design language
in particular sparked an animated debate about
environmental and visual values; about access and
usability of public spaces; about costs and benefits;
and also about the way a community is empowered
to select its artists and designers—all vital and
legitimate things to debate. So although it is clear
that challenging the normative perceptions of
public space can be both valuable and rewarding,
it may also be fraught with tension. And that is
not necessarily a bad thing. Freedom of expression,
public process and debate, giving a voice to
community members are all among the greatest social
and even cultural performance benefits of landscape
architecture and urban design. It only remains for us
to find methods adequate to “prove" it.

In conclusion, the research team learned that
in measuring the intangible benefits of designed
landscape, perhaps time is one of the most critical
and essential factors. Because the LAF CSI program
goals are, in part, to form a work experience that
fits within the short gap in the academic year,
it is necessarily constrained. However, given an
opportunity to expand the program to other

formats, several recommendations might emerge:

108

1) designer/clients of candidate case studies
to provide (or establish) better baseline data for
social surveys (repeatable at intervals);

2) research teams to study context of
diachronic (historical or developmental) and
synchronic (current events and attitudes) factors
before measuring intangible benefits;

3) LAF should perform meta-analyses for
groups of projects claiming similar benefits in
order to correlate specific design elements with
public use, value and meaning; and

4) LAF CSI advisors or research team
consultants offering strategic assistance to
designers/clients/research teams on qualitative or
social survey methods and mechanisms even before
the CSI program begins.

These steps all suggest that some of the
important socio-cultural research protocols that
the CSI program seeks may be more successfully
designed and implemented at a different temporal
or geographic scale than the program currently
supports. In the meantime, there are still a great
many opportunities for gathering evidence of
intangible benefits that fit within the existing

programmatic structures.
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Notes

[0 The Benefits Toolkit of the Landscape Architecture
Foundation serves as an invaluable resource for the work of
CSl research teams as well as practitioners and students,
and continues to evolve over time. As of summer 2014,
however, the Toolkit showed just three (3) social benefit
calculators compared to 13 for economic benefits; 17
for water; and 14 for carbon, energy, and air quality, for
instance. Other benefit categories include land (4 tools);
materials and waste (3 tools); and habitat (1 tool). https://
lafoundation.org/research/landscape-performance-series/
toolkit/

[0 The UNESCO definition of intangibility implies constant
mutation: “...that communities, groups and, in some cases,
individuals recognize as part of their cultural heritage. This
intangible cultural heritage, transmitted from generation to
generation, is constantly recreated by communities and
groups in response to their environment, their interaction
with nature and their history, and provides them with a
sense of identity and continuity, thus promoting respect for
cultural diversity and human creativity” (UNESCO 2003).

0O Critique of the theory of sustainability may thus run
parallel to critique of policy in intangible heritage; largely
because it is tempting to “resist the tendency of heritage
[sustainability] discourse to reduce culture [landscape] to
things, we try to counter its privileging of physical fabric
over social life” (Byrne 2009, 230).

0 Methodological constraints within the Case Study
Investigation (CSI) series are logistical, rather than
ideological. Although the central theory that guides CSI is
sustainability, program administrators have been reflective,

elastic and broadly accepting of many new techniques

?1994-2015 China Academic Journal Electronic Publishing House. All rights reserved.

conforming to emerging definitions and dimensions of
sustainability. Research guidance provided by CSI program
staff and board members alike has been remarkably open-
minded and supportive of alternative values and valuations
of landscape design.

0 Research team interview with Mark Westermeier, May 10,
2013.
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