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The Tools of the Trade: Cultures, 
Devices, and Valuation Practices in 
Urban Design

Karl Palmås
Stefan Molnar

Abstract 
This article interrogates how the practice of design is shaped by the devices 
designers use and the cultures in which they work. Specifically, it studies a 
case of urban design in Gothenburg, Sweden, and explores how cultures and 
devices are intertwined when architects and urban planners make judg-
ments about quality and value. This approach is adopted from the inter-
disciplinary field of valuation studies. The article argues that this valuation 
studies-inspired approach holds the prospect of transcending the divide 
between culturalist and materialist approaches to studying design practices. 
As such, the argument extends previous work on valuation practices in 
design processes, showing how the intertwining of culture and matter plays 
out in a situated context of designing. Specifically, the article develops 
three propositions: The valuation studies-inspired approach complements 
previous accounts of how power is exercised and how compromises are 
negotiated in design processes that feature different stakeholders. More-
over, this approach may serve as a framework for comparative studies of 
different design cultures.
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Introduction 

It is 2020, and in Gothenburg, the second largest city in Sweden, a central 
square has just been redesigned. The new public space is the result of the joint 
efforts of a renowned architectural firm and a host of partners, including the 
Parks and Nature municipal department, citizens, and the police. The space 
now looks more austere: Look down, and you find that the gravel paving 
has been replaced by stone. Look up, and you find that the canopy of leaves 
above has been pruned. Trees have been felled, but new lamp posts have been 
put up. Two types of streetlights have been added to the scene: A contempo-
rary-style everyday light post and a tall, slim, CCTV form-factored lamp that 
floods the square with “chaos lighting” in the event of suspected criminal 
behavior (Figure 1).

In a newspaper review of the new park, an architecture critic charges that 
the redesign has been too heavy-handed: The historical heritage and the park 
qualities have been sacrificed at the altar of security.1 This problem is exacer-
bated by using cheap, standardized architectural landscaping products that 
one can find in parks across the world. The politician in charge replies: Yes, 
the redesign is a response to the general security concerns of the citizens, but 
security is precisely what the citizens desire at this point in time. Moreover, 

1  Mark Isitt, “Recension: Brunnsparken 
[Review: Brunnsparken],” Göteborgs-
Posten, July 11, 2020, https://www.gp.se/
kultur/recension-brunnsparken-white-
arkitekter-genom-niels-de-bruin.3be-
c381a-f6a7-438d-829c-f68945be1cf9.

 

Figure 1
Aerial view of Brunnsparken after the 2020 
redesign. © 2020 Alexander Ljungqvist, 
Municipality of Gothenburg.

https://www.gp.se/kultur/recension-brunnsparken-white-arkitekter-genom-niels-de-bruin.3bec381a-f6a7-438d-829c-f68945be1cf9
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the politician goes on, each design feature must also be understood as out-
comes of more mundane and material considerations of design practice.2 

For the outside analyst or design scholar, it is tempting to read the new 
square as a reflection of an increasingly security-oriented public discourse and 
perhaps a broader culture of fear. Still, can the new design be reduced to this 
cultural tendency? Are designers mere “cultural dopes” in the sense that their 
practices are determined by the surrounding culture? Alternatively, are their 
practices determined by more mundane matters, such as the standard prac-
tices and the material tools? 

Design scholars have offered various accounts how design can be under-
stood in the context of broader culture using either historical or sociological 
perspectives.3 In such accounts, design is construed as a reflection of broader 
socio-cultural forces at play. Nevertheless, there are alternative, more recent 
accounts of design that run counter to this culturalist tendency. This includes 
work that instead front-stages the role of devices used in design and co-design 
practice.4 As we shall see below, this discussion on the influence of broader 
cultural factors and material devices in social and organizational life has also 
featured within the interdisciplinary field of valuation studies.5 This article 
will build upon valuation studies to describe design practice as an “intertwine-
ment” between the devices used by designers, on the one hand, and the cul-
tural and institutional context of design, on the other.6 

Approaches and ideas from valuation studies are increasingly used in the 
study of design. For instance, in this journal, Patrycja Kaszynska points out 
how design can be understood in relation to previous work on valuation,7 and 
there are other recent efforts to operationalize valuation studies in the social 
study of design.8 This article continues this discussion, and focuses specifically 
on learning from valuation studies when addressing the question of the influ-
ence of broader culture and material devices in design.9 In so doing, it seeks to 
reorient current perspectives on how culture shapes design practice, without 
lurching into a one-sided focus on devices. Thus, it will interrogate the inter-
twining of cultures and devices when design professionals make judgments about 
quality and value. This approach will be demonstrated by a depiction of the 
case mentioned above of the redesigned square. 

The argument is structured as follows: The next section provides a fuller 
description of the above debate on cultures and devices in design and shows 
how valuation studies have addressed the culture versus device issue. Section 
three outlines the details of the case study. It begins with a brief note on the 
background of the project and the methods used in this study. It then goes on 
to highlight how specific devices used in the design process were intertwined 
with the broader cultural context of the project. Section four discusses the 
findings in the context of existing literature and lists three propositions that 
emerge from the case study. The text ends with concluding remarks on the 
contribution of the valuation studies-inspired approach.

Cultures and Devices: A Survey of the Literature

As hinted in the introduction, this article intervenes in an academic debate 
on how to understand design practices. Within design studies, some scholars 

2  Cecilia Dalman Eek, “Mark Isitt har mer 
rätt än fel om Brunnsparken [Mark 
Isitt Is More Right than Wrong about 
Brunnsparken],” Göteborgs-Posten, 
July 27, 2020, https://www.gp.se/
kultur/kulturdebatt/mark-isitt-har-
mer-ratt-an-fel-om-brunnsparken.
c013749d-4e84-4e88-846c-c39c8ac73436.

3  See for instance Adrian Forty, Objects 
of Desire: Design and Society Since 1750 
(London: Thames and Hudson, 1986), 
8, as well as Guy Julier, The Culture of 
Design (London: Sage, 2000) and Prasad 
Boradkar, Designing Things: A Critical 
Introduction to the Culture of Objects 
(Oxford: Berg, 2010).

4  As we shall see below, an early example 
of this orientation is that Albena Yaneva, 
“Making the Social Hold: Toward an 
Actor-Network Theory of Design,” Design 
and Culture 1, no. 3 (2009): 273–88, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/17547075.2009
.11643291; Another is Ignacio Farías and 
Alex Wilkie, “Studio Studies: Notes for 
a Research Program,” in Studio Studies: 
Operations, Topologies and Displace-
ments, ed. Ignacio Farías and Alex Wilkie 
(London: Routledge, 2016), chapter 1, 
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315756523.

5  Claes-Fredrik Helgesson and Fabian 
Muniesa, “For What It’s Worth: An Intro-
duction to Valuation Studies,” Valuation 
Studies 1, no. 1 (2013): 1–10, https://doi.
org/10.3384/vs.2001-5992.13111.

6  Teun Zuiderent-Jerak and Stans van 
Egmond, “Ineffable Cultures or Material 
Devices: What Valuation Studies Can 
Learn from the Disappearance of Ensured 
Solidarity in a Health Care Market,” Valua-
tion Studies 3, no. 1 (2015): 45–73, https://
doi.org/10.3384/VS.2001-559.153145.

7  Patrycja Kaszynska, “Value in Design: 
Neoliberalism versus Pragmatism,” She 
Ji: The Journal of Design, Economics, and 
Innovation 9, no. 1 (2023): 21–32, https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.sheji.2023.05.001.

8  Richard Whitham et al., “Understanding, 
Capturing, and Assessing Value in Collab-
orative Design Research,” CoDesign 15, no. 
1 (2019): 1–7, https://doi.org/10.1080/1571
0882.2018.1563194; Roger Whitham et al., 
“Realising the Value of Open Innovation 
in Policy Making: Equipping Entrepre-
neurs for Valuation Work,” Design Journal 
22, sup. 1 (2019): 189–201, https://doi.org
/10.1080/14606925.2019.1595857; Ulises 
Navarro Aguiar, “‘What Is Design Worth?’ 
Narrating the Assetization of Design,” 
Valuation Studies 10, no. 1 (2023): 32–57, 
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9704-4234; 
Johannes Coughlan, “Design and the 
Polysemy of Value: On a Problem Within 
the Language of Valuation Studies,” 

https://www.gp.se/kultur/kulturdebatt/mark-isitt-har-mer-ratt-an-fel-om-brunnsparken.c013749d-4e84-4e88-846c-c39c8ac73436
https://www.gp.se/kultur/kulturdebatt/mark-isitt-har-mer-ratt-an-fel-om-brunnsparken.c013749d-4e84-4e88-846c-c39c8ac73436
https://www.gp.se/kultur/kulturdebatt/mark-isitt-har-mer-ratt-an-fel-om-brunnsparken.c013749d-4e84-4e88-846c-c39c8ac73436
https://www.gp.se/kultur/kulturdebatt/mark-isitt-har-mer-ratt-an-fel-om-brunnsparken.c013749d-4e84-4e88-846c-c39c8ac73436
https://doi.org/10.1080/17547075.2009.11643291
https://doi.org/10.1080/17547075.2009.11643291
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315756523
https://doi.org/10.3384/vs.2001-5992.13111
https://doi.org/10.3384/vs.2001-5992.13111
https://doi.org/10.3384/VS.2001-559.153145
https://doi.org/10.3384/VS.2001-559.153145
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sheji.2023.05.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sheji.2023.05.001
https://doi.org/10.1080/15710882.2018.1563194
https://doi.org/10.1080/15710882.2018.1563194
https://doi.org/10.1080/14606925.2019.1595857
https://doi.org/10.1080/14606925.2019.1595857
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9704-4234
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have emphasized the influence of the cultural setting of design. However, 
these “culturalist” accounts have also been challenged by scholars proposing 
new programs for studying design. These programs highlight the role of the 
devices used by designers. This literature review will first briefly outline this 
debate within design studies. It will then introduce the field of valuation 
studies, showing how the same debate has emerged in that field. It will also 
describe how scholars in valuation studies have sought to address the question 
of devices and cultures. 

The Debate on Cultures and Devices in Design Studies

In the study of design, some scholars construe designed objects as an integral 
part of broader culture. In design history, it is readily accepted that the socio-
cultural context shapes the practice of design.10 Moreover, design scholars 
who study the place of design in contemporary societies tend to borrow from 
cultural studies or cultural sociology. In such accounts, design practices are 
seen as part of a broader culture tied to societal structures. Designers partic-
ipate in the production and consumption of goods, which means that their 
cultural and creative pursuits are tied to systems of economic power.11 From 
such a sociological perspective, the analyst may, for instance, interrogate how 
designers fulfill a social function of legitimizing social differences.12 

However, there is also another orientation within design studies, which 
focuses on the material media used by designers. This can be traced back to 
the 1960s and -70s when the study of design methodologies became a formal 
discipline.13 In particular, the work emerging from the -70s and onwards14 
involved a closer attention to design practices, as well as to the tools used 
by the designer.15 In this tradition, research has highlighted the use of ma-
terial media for drawing,16 logbooks,17 or sticky notes.18 More recently, in 
the 2000s, the interest in the devices used by designers has been given new 
impetus by scholars that use Actor-Network Theory (ANT) to describe design 
practices. 

Given that ANT is a social theory that describes social action as config-
ured by the socio-material tools that the actor uses,19 Albena Yaneva suggests 
that “an ANT view of design” reveals “what extent designers are attached to 
non-humans.”20 Indeed, designers cannot “conceive a new object or environ-
ment without being assisted and amplified by many drawings, tools, models 
and other devices.” Along with Yaneva’s ANT-based research program for 
design studies, there is also the “studio studies” research program suggested 
by Ignacio Farías and Alex Wilkie. Also drawing upon ANT, their program 
focuses on “the active and enabling role played by the materials and technolo-
gies participating in creation processes.”21 Similar approaches have also been 
applied to the study of devices in architectural design and urban planning.22

Such ANT-influenced accounts of design are generally positioned in op-
position to accounts that emphasize how design is embedded in broader 
cultures. Thus, Yaneva points out that an ANT account of design does not seek 
to disclose the hidden meaning of design or explore how design expresses or 
reflects social forces or institutional orders.23 Nor does it interrogate the ideol-
ogies or interests of designers — it merely focuses on what designers actually 
do.24 Farías and Wilkie, in turn, point out how their program challenges the 

Valuation Studies 10, no. 1 (2023): 
167–97, https://doi.org/10.3384/VS.2001-
5992.2023.10.1.167-197; Kaszynska, 
“Value in Design”; Karl Palmås, “Design 
in Marketization: The Invention of Car 
Safety in Automobile Markets,” She Ji: 
The Journal of Design, Economics, and 
Innovation 9, no. 1 (2023): 5–20, https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.sheji.2023.04.001.

9  As such, it may productively be placed 
alongside one other study focusing on 
such intertwinement in design: See Ulises 
Navarro Aguiar, “A Number Is Worth More 
than a Thousand Pictures: The Case of 
Designers’ Cynical Resistance through 
Quantification,” Ephemera 20, no. 3 
(2020): 153–86, https://ephemerajournal.
org/keywords/designers. 
–

10  Forty, Objects of Desire, 8.
11  Julier, Culture of Design, 13.
12  Pierre Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social 

Critique of the Judgment of Taste, trans. 
Richard Nice (Boston, MA: Harvard Uni-
versity Press, 1984), 8, cited in Boradkar, 
Designing Things, 150.

13  Nigel Cross, Developments in Design 
Methodology (Chichester: Wiley, 1984); 
Nigel Cross, “Forty Years of Design,” 
Design Research Quarterly 2, no. 1 (2006): 
3–5, https://dl.designresearchsociety.org/
cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1003&con-
text=design-research-quarterly.

14  Horst Rittel, “The State of the Art in 
Design Methods,” Design Methods Group 
DRS Journal 7, no. 4 (1973): 143–47, 
https://dl.designresearchsociety.org/
dmg-journal/6/.

15  Here, the legacy of Donald Schön looms 
large. See Donald A. Schön and Glenn 
Wiggins, “Kinds of Seeing and Their 
Functions in Designing,” Design Studies 
13, no. 2 (1992): 135–56, https://doi.
org/10.1016/0142-694X(92)90268-F; and 
Donald A. Schön, “Design as a Reflective 
Conversation with the Materials of a 
Design Situation,” Knowledge-Based 
System 5, no. 1 (1992): 131–47, https://doi.
org/10.1016/0950-7051(92)90020-G; See 
also Annie Gentes and Giulia Marcocchia, 
“The Forgotten Legacy of Schön: From 
Materials to ‘Mediums’ in the Design Ac-
tivity,” Design Issues 39, no. 2 (2023): 3–13, 
https://doi.org/10.1162/desi_a_00713.

16  Richard Coyne, Hoon Park, and Dorian 
Wiszniewski, “Design Devices: Digital 
Drawing and the Pursuit of Differ-
ence,” Design Studies 23, no. 3 (2002): 
286, https://doi.org/10.1016/S0142-
694X(01)00038-2; Alice Comi, Suha 
Jaradat, and Jennifer Whyte, “Construct-
ing Shared Professional Vision in Design 
Work: The Role of Visual Objects and 

https://doi.org/10.3384/VS.2001-5992.2023.10.1.167-197
https://doi.org/10.3384/VS.2001-5992.2023.10.1.167-197
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sheji.2023.04.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sheji.2023.04.001
https://ephemerajournal.org/keywords/designers
https://ephemerajournal.org/keywords/designers
https://dl.designresearchsociety.org/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1003&context=design-research-quarterly
https://dl.designresearchsociety.org/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1003&context=design-research-quarterly
https://dl.designresearchsociety.org/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1003&context=design-research-quarterly
https://dl.designresearchsociety.org/dmg-journal/6/
https://dl.designresearchsociety.org/dmg-journal/6/
https://doi.org/10.1016/0142-694X(92)90268-F
https://doi.org/10.1016/0142-694X(92)90268-F
https://doi.org/10.1016/0950-7051(92)90020-G
https://doi.org/10.1016/0950-7051(92)90020-G
https://doi.org/10.1162/desi_a_00713
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0142-694X(01)00038-2
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0142-694X(01)00038-2
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proposition that creative work — such as that of designers — is a mere product 
of “competitive or complementary relationships among individual producers, 
artistic genres, cultural intermediaries and cultural institutions.”25 For them, 
the brand of cultural sociology26 that has become influential in the study of 
creative work27 leads the analyst astray: Instead of exploring the actual prac-
tices of designers, such perspectives only study everything going on around 
such practices — that is, “milieus, professions, institutions, markets, politics,” 
and so forth.28

Some of Farías’ work on the devices used in architectural design has been 
published in the context of valuation studies.29 This field is of particular in-
terest for the purposes of this argument: As we shall see, valuation studies 
scholars have also debated the relative influence of cultures and devices and 
sought ways of moving beyond it. 

The Debate on Cultures and Devices in Valuation Studies

Valuation studies is an interdisciplinary field that gained traction in the 2010s. 
The common denominator is the study of valuation practices, defined as “any 
social practice where the value or values of something are established, as-
sessed, negotiated, provoked, maintained, constructed and/or contested.”30 
As yet, valuation studies scholars tend to study actors in a wide range of orga-
nizations that make judgments about quality and value. As such, it does not 
necessarily focus on the practices of social actors engaged in aesthetic pursuits 
or creative industries. Nevertheless, it has been used for understanding such 
practices, and scholars have indeed used it in the context of design practices: 
Aside from Farías’ work on architectural practice, it has also been applied in 
the study of design schools,31 industrial designers,32 urban planners,33 as well 
as to economic actors’ valorization of design studios.34 

One major strand of valuation studies involves a close examination of the 
devices used in valuation practices, and this tendency can be traced back to 
ANT-based work on how socio-material devices shape economic action.35 
Here, as we have seen in the previous sub-section, scholars tend to object 
to sociological accounts that use culture as an explanatory factor when ac-
counting for social or economic action. However, the field of valuation studies 
also incorporates another major strand that grants more explanatory power to 
cultural and institutional factors when exploring how valuation is practiced.36 
This strand emphasizes that there are more general, socially accepted “orders 
of worth” that social actors tend to adhere to when justifying actions and 
evaluating situations.37 For these valuation scholars, cultural and institutional 
factors may explain why some modes of valuation are more likely than others 
and why some evaluation devices are used in the first place.38 

The latter position has been put forward by sociologist Marion Fourcade.39 
In her critique of the ANT-inspired position on valuation devices, she argues 
that the “mere availability” of certain devices “does not guarantee” that they 
will actually influence the behaviors of actors.40 In order to do so, devices must 
“muster enough institutional and political support” and “resonate” with the 
established cultural order. Such cultural orders heave into view when making 
cross-cultural comparisons of valuation practices: As she shows in her study 
of the economic valuation of nature, France and the United States have wildly 

Their Material Mediation,” Design Studies 
64 (September 2019): 91, https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.destud.2019.06.003.

17  Hamish McAlpine, Philip Cash, and Ben 
Hicks, “The Role of Logbooks as Mediators 
of Engineering Design Work,” Design 
Studies 48 (January 2017): 1–29, https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.destud.2016.10.003.

18  Linden J. Ball, Bo T. Christensen, and Kim 
Halskov, “Sticky Notes as a Kind of Design 
Material: How Sticky Notes Support 
Design Cognition and Design Collabo-
ration,” Design Studies 76 (September 
2021): 101034, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
destud.2021.101034; Bo T. Christensen 
and Sille Julie J. Abildgaard, “Kinds of 
‘Moving’ in Designing with Sticky Notes,” 
Design Studies 76 (September 2021): 
101036, p. 1, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
destud.2021.101036.

19  In ANT, the capabilities and the interests 
of a social actor are determined by the 
networks of other human actors and 
non-human devices that the actor has 
enrolled. Thus, an actor’s capabilities 
and interests are merely “temporarily 
stabilized outcomes of previous processes 
of enrolment.” See Michel Callon and John 
Law, “On Interests and Their Transforma-
tion: Enrolment and Counter-Enrolment,” 
Social Studies of Science 12, no. 4 (1982): 
622, https://www.jstor.org/stable/284830.

20  Yaneva, “Making the Social Hold,” 283.
21  Farías and Wilkie, “Studio Studies: Notes 

for a Research Program,” 5.
22  In such studies, devices have alternatively 

been called “material inscriptions” and 
“artifacts.” See Karl Palmås and Otto von 
Busch, “Quasi-Quisling: Co-Design and 
the Assembly of Collaborateurs,” CoDesign 
11, no. 3–4 (2015): 236–49, https://doi.or
g/10.1080/15710882.2015.1081247; Alice 
Comi and Jennifer Whyte, “Future Making 
and Visual Artifacts: An Ethnographic 
Study of a Design Project,” Organization 
Studies 39, no. 8 (2018): 1055–83, https://
doi.org/10.1177/0170840617717094; Comi 
et al., “Constructing Shared Professional 
Vision.”

23  Yaneva, “Making the Social Hold,” 178, 180.
24  Here, Yaneva is in alignment with the eth-

nomethodological proposition of Rachael 
Luck, “‘Doing Designing’: On the Practical 
Analysis of Design in Practice,” Design 
Studies 33, no. 6 (2012): 521–29, https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.destud.2012.11.002; see 
also Peter Lloyd, “Editorial: Designing in 
Context,” Design Studies 24, no. 3 (2003): 
195–97, https://doi.org/10.1016/S0142-
694X(02)00051-0. 
–

25  Farías and Wilkie, “Studio Studies: Notes 
for a Research Program,” 6.

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.destud.2019.06.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.destud.2019.06.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.destud.2016.10.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.destud.2016.10.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.destud.2021.101034
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.destud.2021.101034
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.destud.2021.101036
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.destud.2021.101036
https://www.jstor.org/stable/284830
https://doi.org/10.1080/15710882.2015.1081247
https://doi.org/10.1080/15710882.2015.1081247
https://doi.org/10.1177/0170840617717094
https://doi.org/10.1177/0170840617717094
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.destud.2012.11.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.destud.2012.11.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0142-694X(02)00051-0
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0142-694X(02)00051-0
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different cultural settings. In other words, as Kaszynska puts it, an ANT-inspired 
focus on merely “mapping the actants [devices]”41 may cause scholars to miss 
the big picture and end up “stranded with lists and not stories.”42 

Similarly, Amalie Martinus Hauge points out that devices never operate in 
an organizational vacuum but in the context of institutional practices. Thus, 
“the course of a valuation device is not defined only by the design of the device 
but also by how it is itself valued by the prevailing or coexisting modes of valu-
ation.”43 However, this does not mean that cultures or institutional habits may 
in themselves explain valuation practices. Instead, she suggests that cultural 
and institutional factors should be understood through the notion of “cultural 
repertoires.”44 Such repertoires are like “tool kits,” consisting of “symbols, 
stories, rituals and world-views […] from which actors select differing pieces 
for constructing lines of action.”45 Thus, from this perspective, actors are not 
wholly determined by the cultural context but choose which cultural “tools” 
to use. As such, culture and devices are construed as tools, and neither deter-
mines the other.

In this way, valuation studies have facilitated a discussion that seeks to 
transcend the divide between culturally oriented accounts and materialist and 
device-oriented ones. Arguably, the collective scholarly endeavor to transcend 
this opposition between culturalist and materialist approaches is one of the 
key contributions emerging from valuation studies. The field has produced a 
compromise position in which “the familiar culturalist versus materialist op-
position becomes meaningless.”46 In other words, actors that make judgments 
on value are neither “cultural dopes” (determined by culture) nor “technical 
dopes” (determined by socio-material devices).47 Therefore,  Teun Zuiderent-
Jerak and Stans van Egmond suggest that the study of valuation practices 
must amount to a study of the “dynamic intertwinement” of particular devices 
and broader cultures.48 The analyst should never start from either analyzing 
cultural traits or the devices used, assuming that one can explain the other. 
Instead, the exploration must start in actual practices and construct a story 
of how the cultures and devices are intertwined in a processual and dynamic 
manner.

In what follows, the idea of “dynamic intertwinement” between culture and 
devices will be applied to the study of particular moments in an urban design 
process — situations when the process of valuation involves coordination 
among different stakeholders. The remainder of this article will demonstrate 
this approach in the context of the above-mentioned case of the redesign of a 
public square in Gothenburg.

Valuation Devices and Valuation Cultures in 
Brunnsparken

This section will review the empirics of the case and thus address the question 
of the role of cultural practices and devices in the design. Using the valuation 
studies approach, it will highlight how the dynamic intertwinement between 
devices and cultural factors unfolds, and how such practices of valuation shape 
the design process. The argument will focus on valuation practices conducted 
among different stakeholders49 during three phases of the design process: The 
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pre-design phase, the design proposal phase, and the technical design and 
programming phase. However, to introduce the overall project, the section 
will first provide some background about the site and a note on the method.

Background and Method

The public space that serves as the site of this study bears the name Brunn-
sparken and is situated in the historic center of Gothenburg, Sweden. The 
name refers to a well and adjoining spa building that was located on this 
site in the mid-1800s. These facilities were put in place alongside a French 
 baroque garden built in 1822. Toward the end of the nineteenth century, the 
well building was demolished, but the tranquil park remained. In the 20th 
century, the park went through some changes, with English influences at 
times usurping the original French park properties. However, due to its central 
location, it increasingly became a central node — and a bottleneck — in the 
emerging transport infrastructure. Thus, the park-like qualities have gradually 
faded away, and for the past few decades, the site is less of a park and more of 
a square and transport node.

After a major renovation in the early 1990s, the site was subject to decades 
of piecemeal efforts to maintain the design. Nevertheless, during the mid-
2010s, there were increasing calls for a new renovation. These calls came from 
politicians, police officers, business owners, as well as members of the public, 
and the main point of discussion was a perceived lack of security. Thus, after 
considerable public debate about the site, a new renovation process was set in 
motion, starting in early 2017 and ending in 2020. 

More specifically, the process was set in motion when the ruling majority 
of the city decided to initiate a pre-design assessment for a physical redesign 
of the square. The objective was to make it more secure and welcoming to the 
public while reducing criminality and social problems.50 During the summer 
of 2017, this pre-design assessment was conducted by a small team of civil 
servants at the Parks and Nature municipal department. The study included 
an inventory of the trees, a sound study, and a cultural-historical assessment. 
It also involved a stakeholder dialogue consisting of workshops with experts 
and an online citizen survey. This pre-design report was then handed over to 
the architectural office commissioned to conduct the design work. 

The work of the architectural office ensued in 2018 and lasted throughout 
that year. First, the office used the material from the pre-design report to 
construct three design proposals, which were assessed during stakeholder 
meetings. Secondly, on the back of that feedback, the final design was pro-
duced, paving the way for technical design and programming in late 2018. 
During the fall of 2019, the new Brunnsparken was built, and in 2020, it was 
revealed to the public. The following is a description of this process, focusing 
on the work of the architectural professionals involved. Thus, the late stages 
of engineering and construction are outside the scope of this investigation.

The empirical material presented below is designed as a single case study51 
consisting of nine 2-hour thematic open interviews52 with public servants, 
consultants, and representatives of businesses and property owners who had 
participated in the redesign of the square. In addition, the study includes 
secondary sources in the form of public and internal documents related to 
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the scheme. This includes websites, news reports, plans and designs, studies, 
policies, workshop documentation, and raw data from the above-mentioned 
citizen survey. The empirical data thus consists of 500+ A4 pages of text and 
images formatted in a uniformly. 

This material was analyzed through four cycles of abductive coding and 
analysis,53 eventually resulting in broader categories and themes used to write 
the paper. The data was analyzed through iterative cycles of manual coding. 
For each cycle, the raw data from the interviews were clustered into higher-
order theoretical codes. The analysis was conducted by a two-researcher team: 
The researcher who conducted the interviews also initiated the coding, and 
the second researcher assisted in the analysis.

The Pre-design Phase: Assessing the Views of the Public

As mentioned above, previous research on the devices used by designers tends 
to focus on practices related to architectural sketches, plans, renderings, 3D 
simulations, and models, often within the confines of a studio. This description 
of the design process, however, will focus on the coordinating interactions 
among stakeholders in the design process. The first set of such interactions oc-
curred during the pre-design phase when the municipal project management 
team created the pre-design document. In that early phase, there was one key 
valuation practice — that of assessing the views of the general public. How did 
citizens and everyday users rate the place, and what was the preferred rede-
sign according to the average citizen-user?

These views were assessed by the use of an online survey featuring 199 re-
sponses. This was structured as an anonymous online survey, and as it involved 
three open-ended questions, it “invited” participants to speak their minds in an 
uninhibited manner.54 Remember, Brunnsparken had previously been subject 
to public debate, which had revolved around issues of security, criminality, 
drug-pushing, and loitering. Moreover, public interest intensified around 2015, 
when Gothenburg became the new home for an increased number of refugees. 
Thus, a non-neglectable share of the responses in the survey expressed opin-
ions on the interrelation between security, criminality, loitering, and refugees.

When reviewing these responses, the project management at the munici-
pality deemed that some of the responses were outside the bounds of accept-
able speech. Thus, project management excluded these assessments from the 
final pre-design report. Crucially, this means that the device did not have the 
last word when judging the mood of the public. Some of the responses gen-
erated by the device were devalued with reference to the cultural norms and 
institutional logics of the municipality. Nevertheless, the re-interpreted survey 
results did make it into the pre-design report, representing the public view of 
the site, and thus shaping the subsequent design process. This, then, is one first 
instance of how a design process involves valuation practices that interweave 
cultures and devices in a dynamic manner.

The Design Proposal Phase: Assessing Alternative Designs

Having received the pre-design report from the municipality, the architectural 
office proceeded to work on the actual designs. This design process was bound 
up with another practice of valuation — that of evaluating different design 
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4. Blommande fältskickt under krontak
5. Leicester square
6. Laserskuret planteringsskyd med inspiration från barrocka planritningar.
7. En blandning av olika markmaterial med olika taktilitet. 
8. Generöst regnskydd och en plats att passera under tak.
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1. Fristående tak ger väderskydd samtidigt som det ramar in platsen. Genom att luta taket kan regnvatten användas som bevattning till de bakomliggande planteringsytorna. 
Transparenta material skapar ljusa och luftiga rum. 
2. Lång sittyta skapar plats för mycket folk (Jubilee gardens)
3. Sittslingan som löper längs planteringen belyses underifrån med mjukt varmt ljus och bidrar med trygghet. Integrerade bänkar i trä ger sköna sittmöjligheter.
4. Effektfull belysning kvällstid skapar ger Brunnsparken en trygghetskänsla (Uppsala Resecentrum).
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concepts by prompting the views of the stakeholders in the project. These 
stakeholders included representatives from the public, private, and civil 
society sectors, including the police. 

Following the firm’s standard, institutionalized practice, the architects 
sketched three alternative designs and presented these in the form of a 
design proposal document. The three designs represented different “ap-
proaches” to the design brief, proposing a range of solutions and drawing on 
a multitude of references. Each design was represented by computer-based 
sketches and by a series of reference images with captions that outlined the 
meaning of the reference. Thus, the first design was presented along with 
images of French Baroque gardens as well as London’s Leicester Square, and 
the third design referenced images of generous seating arrangements from 
London’s Jubilee Gardens, as well as extensive night lighting solutions used 
at a previous project designed by the office. (See Figures 2 and 3.)

Thus, the design proposal document acted as a conveyor of ideas, put to-
gether so that stakeholders could judge and evaluate them. As such, it acted 

Figure 2
References in the first proposal included in 
the design proposal document. © 2018 White 
Arkitekter.

Figure 3
References in the third proposal included in 
the design proposal document. © 2018 White 
Arkitekter.
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as another form of valuation device. Much like the online survey, the practical 
use of this device was bound up with cultural and institutional realities. Here, 
too, the responses from the stakeholders became subject to a second layer of 
judgment exercised by the architects and municipal project management team. 
For instance, the police representatives reacted negatively to the proposed 
expansive seating arrangements of the third design, pointing to their extensive 
police experience of how such designs encourage loitering. 

On the other hand, the police supported the idea of the extensive lighting 
solutions displayed in the same proposal. So, in the evaluation of the design 
proposals, responses relating to the issue of security were high on the agenda. 
Moreover, the police representatives were seen as the legitimate evaluators 
of such security-related issues, even though the valuation device itself did 
not imply such a valuation of the evaluators. As the project manager from the 
Parks and Nature municipal department stated in an interview: “The security 
issue is paramount, and the police is the key authority on that issue.” 

Following this evaluation of the design proposals, the architects went on to 
synthesize the feedback into one final design. This featured elements from all 
three of the alternative designs, including the baroque structure from the first 
design approach, as well as the lighting and seating arrangements displayed 
in the third approach. The final design featured elements that the police 
favored (such as strong lighting). Nevertheless, it also featured elements that 
the police representatives objected to (such as generous seating). So, while 
the design proposal document was recognizably influenced by the police 
input — reflecting the social standing of the police in the project — this valu-
ation device also functioned as a vehicle for negotiating a shared settlement 
among several stakeholders.

Technical Design and Programming Phase: Valuing 
Construction Options

As the project moved onto the technical design and programming phase, 
another valuation-related problem emerged: How can different options for 
realizing the final design be assessed? Here, the economic realities of bud-
geting and procurement emerged as central to the process. The budget docu-
ment — put together by the Parks and Nature department and approved by the 
political officials — specified relatively generous funding compared to that of 
other similar redesigns. Nevertheless, this mundane design constraint explains 
why the new, redesigned Brunnsparken ended up looking more austere and 
pared down than the old Brunnsparken. 

Toward the end of the project, devices that guarantee the responsible use of 
public money and proper economic conduct were instrumental. These effectively 
eliminated some features that had previously made it into the final design. For 
instance, the third proposed design (mentioned above) featured partial roofing 
of the park, as well as a tiered seating arrangement. Arguably, these were the 
signature features of that design proposal. Even though they were seen as im-
proper by the influential police representatives, again with reference to security 
concerns, these features did make it into the final design. In the end, it was the 
budget document that eliminated these design elements. If there was one thing 
that mattered even more than security, it was the issue of staying on budget.
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Along with budget documents, devices used for public procurement proved 
influential, notably an online product catalog. Thus, the evaluation of a par-
ticular design solution was highly contingent upon whether that solution met 
certain codified procurement standards and could be procured through suit-
able channels. For instance, the architectural team had originally proposed the 
use of a distinct form of stone flooring, but this did not meet the municipality’s 
standards for ethical conduct and environmental friendliness. Similarly, the 
exact design of seating and plantations was determined by the fact that the 
procurement system featured one specific supplier of linear benches and edge 
isles. This supplier had previously been used by the architectural firm in pre-
vious landscaping projects.55

While these devices for budgeting and procurement come across as highly 
consequential for the final outcome of the design process, it is also the case 
that the practical use of these tools was bound up with cultural factors. As we 
will see below, these factors become more evident when making cross-cultural 
comparisons with other contexts. The next section will discuss the case in the 
context of the previous literature.

Discussion

The literature review outlined previous accounts that suggest that valuation 
practices feature the intertwining of cultures and devices, and the case study has 
demonstrated how such intertwinement played out during the Brunnsparken 
redesign. During the pre-design phase, the results from the online survey device 
were subsequently subjected to a second layer of valuation based on cultural 
and institutional norms. Thus, as Hauge points out, “the course of a valuation 
device is not defined only by the design of the device but also by how it is itself 
valuated by the prevailing or coexisting modes of valuation.”56 Similarly, the 
valuation practices conducted during the design proposal stage show how the 
cultural and institutional standing of the police influenced the use of the design 
proposal document. Even when it comes to the overbearing presence of bud-
geting and procurement devices in the technical design phase of the process, 
one may construe their very influence as indicative of broader cultural traits.

That is not to say that the devices — online citizen surveys, design proposal 
documents, budget documents, and procurement devices — do not matter 
in this story. Indeed, the project could not progress without the aid of these 
devices. Hence Farías’ suggestion that design projects do “not exist in an ideal 
space, but only through material mediators which enact the project in different 
ways.”57 Nevertheless, the case study corroborates the previous research that 
suggests that such devices do not tell the whole story. As the literature study 
suggests, a scholarly exploration of how design professionals make judgments 
about value cannot solely be a matter of listing the devices used by the profes-
sional. Cultural and institutional factors influence the actual uses of these de-
vices, and the challenge is to describe the intertwining of cultures and devices 
in particular settings. 

Beyond these general observations, the empirics also point toward further 
analytical points. These can be summed up through three propositions. First, 
the intertwinement of culture and devices in design processes illustrates how 

55  Hence the architectural critic’s comment 
about the use of “standard products” 
(see introduction).
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57  Farías, “Epistemic Dissonance,” 283.
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inconspicuous acts of valuation and devaluation can slip into the design process. 
Second, valuation devices assist in the search for compromises among different 
stakeholders that articulate diverging values. Third, the valuation studies ap-
proach is a promising framework for comparative studies of design cultures. 

The first proposition about inconspicuous acts of valuation and devalu-
ation emerges when examining the municipal project management team’s 
pre-design inquiry into the views of the citizens and users of Brunnsparken. At 
stake here is the question of citizen participation in the “co-design” of urban 
spaces. ANT-influenced accounts of co-design suggest that as new participants 
are drawn into a participative design process, “there is a risk that one’s goals 
are being betrayed or translated away through successive enrolments.”58 This 
might not be the result of deliberate attempts to exclude certain voices, as the 
agency that ignores a certain viewpoint is not necessarily human. It can be a 
device — a sticky note, PowerPoint presentation, or poster — that registers and 
amplifies some ideas, while failing to capture others. Thus, “the devil really 
is in the details.”59 Micro-level power is hardwired into the devices and not 
necessarily exercised by human actors. 

The case study presented hints at another way of understanding the design 
process. Here, institutional norms of acceptable speech weighed heavily 
on the value placed on individual responses from the survey. So, while the 
“filtering” of ideas in a design process may emerge through the material 
media used, scholars must also pay attention to acts of filtering conducted by 
human actors. Granted, this filtering was relatively innocuous in the case of 
Brunnsparken, but there is an additional point here: The case not only sug-
gests that the cultural valuation of the valuation device must be considered 
when studying design processes. It also suggests that inconspicuous human 
acts of valuation or devaluation may reorient or distort the supposedly objec-
tive and accountable valuations produced by devices. While there is such a 
thing as a micro-level power exercised by devices, such power is also exercised 
through human acts of valuation. These acts of valuation and devaluation 
were also in play during the design proposal stage. It was clear that some val-
uators (police representatives) and some modes of valuation (security-related 
ones) were deemed more significant. 

Second, the design proposal phase of the process leads us toward the 
second proposition, which concerns the resolving of value conflicts. Again, val-
uation devices assist in the search for compromises among different stakeholders 
that articulate diverging values. This is evident when studying how the design 
proposal document was used. 

Research on the use of devices within advertising agencies shows how 
reference objects (such as clippings from earlier campaigns) may assist in the 
development of new creative concepts. Thus, references guide the emergence 
of the idea of a new campaign, give it a material form, and make the concept 
easier to comprehend for clients.60 In the case of the redesign of Brunnsparken, 
the design proposal (and the references it assembled) also served one further 
purpose: It constituted a basis for finding negotiated settlements among con-
verging perspectives on what constitutes value. Previous studies of valuation 
practices in urban design suggest that value conflicts can be resolved in several 
ways. Sometimes, actors simply agree; other times, an outside actor must be 

58  Palmås and von Busch, “Quasi-Quisling,” 
240.

59  Ibid., 242.
60  Tomás Ariztía, “Bringing the World into 

the Creative Studio: The ‘Reference’ as 
an Advertising Device,” in Studio Studies: 
Operations, Topologies and Displace-
ments, ed. Ignacio Farías and Alex Wilkie 
(London: Routledge, 2016), chapter 3, 
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315756523.
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brought in to settle the dispute. Sometimes compromises follow from acts of 
persuasion; other times, resolutions are simply postponed into the future.61 
While these acts tend to be construed as human-to-human interactions, the 
case of Brunnsparken shows how such practices are intertwined with valuation 
devices.

Finally, there is the third proposition, regarding the suitability of this 
approach for comparative studies of design cultures. The case study above 
showed that as the project moved toward technical design and programming, 
devices related to budgets and procurement became increasingly paramount. 
These devices emerged as the primary tools with which judgments were made 
regarding the realized design. Again, note that even though some design 
features — the roofing and tiered seating arrangement — made it into the final 
design against the will of the influential police representatives, they were sub-
sequently scrapped when budget and procurement devices entered the story.

Here, it is worth bearing in mind that the influence granted to such devices is 
culturally contingent. While budgeting and procurement are likely to matter in 
any cultural setting, it is, nevertheless, tempting to situate the case in the context 
of Swedish building culture, in which construction engineering rationality holds 
significant influence. In this setting, staying on budget and following proper pro-
curement procedures will likely trump architects’ intentions. Indeed, previous 
research suggests that during the past few decades, the clout of architects has 
gradually been undermined by a building culture dominated by the concerns of 
construction companies.62 Given that culture can be understood as the ensemble 
of stories we tell ourselves about ourselves,63 it is also important to recognize 
that the Swedish building culture is partly maintained by architects and other 
professionals who re-tell this very story of dominant engineering rationality.

This mode of analysis chimes with Fourcade’s observations of how different 
cultures can place different amounts of value on the use of a certain valua-
tion device.64 Cross-cultural comparisons tend to spotlight the importance of 
culture-based modes of explanation.65 Yet, the valuation studies approach to 
study the intertwining of culture and devices does so in a manner that starts 
from practice. Asking the simple question of “what matters?” in a particular 
situation does not rely on pre-existing categories of what is at stake in design 
processes. Rather than assuming that design processes can be understood 
through broad cultural-sociological categories (such as “class” or “cultural cap-
ital”), the analyst can trace the influence of culture through the cultural rep-
ertoires (such as stories or world-views) drawn upon when actors account for 
how an act of valuation was performed. Again, this suggests that a valuation 
studies-inspired approach may serve as a framework for comparative studies of 
design cultures.66

Concluding Remarks

In the introduction, this article asked the question of the extent to which 
designers are determined by the surrounding culture. This final section 
will return to that question, and discuss it in the context of the redesign of 
Brunnsparken. It will then discuss how the valuation studies-inspired ap-
proach introduced in this article contributes to the study of design practices.

61  Molnar and Palmås, “Dissonance and 
Diplomacy,” 420. See also Karl Palmås and 
Stefan Molnar, “Peace Piece: On the Machi-
avellian Moment in Organizational Innova-
tion,” in Debating Innovation: Perspectives 
and Paradoxes of an Idealized Concept, ed. 
Alf Rehn and Anders Örtenblad (Cham: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2023), 339–55, https://
doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-16666-2_17.

62  Kristina Grange, Arkitekterna och bygg-
branschen: Om vikten av att upprätta ett 
kollektivt självförtroende [The Architects 
and the Construction Industry: On the 
Importance of Establishing a Collective 
Self-Confidence] (Gothenburg: Chalmers 
University of Technology, 2005); Kristina 
Grange, Att förtjäna sin roll? [To Deserve 
His Role?] (Stockholm: Arkus, 2013).

63  Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of 
Cultures (London: Hutchinson, 1973), 448, 
452.

64  Fourcade, “Cents and Sensibility.”
65  Zuiderent-Jerak and Van Egmond, “Ineffa-

ble Cultures or Material Devices,” 66.
66  Here, “design culture” denotes an object of 

study focusing on design practices enacted 
in “agglomerations of interconnected 
things, people, institutions and interests, 
as well as material and immaterial infra-
structures that connect them.” See Guy 
Julier, “Design Culture as Critical Practice,” 
in Critical by Design?: Genealogies, Prac-
tices, Positions, ed. Claudia Mareis, Moritz 
Greiner-Petter, and Michael Renner (Biele-
feld: Transcript Verlag, 2022), 213, https://
doi.org/10.1515/9783839461044-013.
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So, to what extent is the design of the new Brunnsparken a reflection of a 
public sphere — perhaps a cultural condition — increasingly concerned with 
security? If so, how does broader culture matter? As demonstrated by valu-
ation studies scholars, professionals in contemporary organizations can be 
studied by paying close attention to the ways in which they make judgments 
regarding value. This article describes design practices in similar terms. In 
doing so, it has been shown that security concerns did indeed play a crucial 
role in the redesign of Brunnsparken. However, the empirics also highlight 
that the final, more austere-looking design was the outcome of more mun-
dane judgments relating to budgeting and procurement.

The idea of a dynamic intertwinement between devices and culture, bor-
rowed from valuation studies, provides the analyst with a way of negotiating 
previous debates on the relative influence of devices and cultural factors. Thus, 
in response to recent ANT-inspired approaches that front-stage the role of de-
vices, this approach shows that cultural factors matter — though in contingent 
ways that can only be discovered by close examination of the practical work of 
the architects. So, while the surrounding culture may have an impact on design 
processes, that impact is never given in advance. Something is at stake in the 
creative practice of design — designers are not merely cultural dupes.

Thus, the broader point made in this article is that a valuation studies-
inspired approach holds the prospect of transcending the divide between 
culturalist and materialist approaches to design practices. As such, it may 
also — as suggested in the previous section — provide a framework for com-
parative studies of different design cultures. Further, the study of the inter-
twinement of devices and cultures also complements previous accounts of 
power and negotiated settlements in design processes that feature different 
stakeholders.
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