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1. Urban representations
The city of today appears an evermore vague and indistinct object, and is hard
to define univocally. This short article aims at describing, or maybe ‘narrating’ the
city through two qualitative research techniques: shadowing and qualitative Gis.
These may appear two very different topics: shadowing is a qualitative research
method that implies following someone (Sclavi 2003, 53), with the goal of building reflexive and dialogic narration on the move (McDonald 2005; Czarniawska
2007); it belongs to those on-the-move ethnographic methods called “go-along”
(DeLyser, Sui 2012, 297). A Gis, on the other hand, is by tradition located within the
field of quantitative and technical analyses, and even the expression ‘qualitative
Gis’ may appear an oxymoron.3 By referring to qualitative Gis we mean the use of
qualitative data (coming from mental maps)4 within a Gis, as will be thoroughly
discussed in section 4.
The goal of this paper is to show the trait d’union between the shadowing technique
and qualitative Gis. We believe this lies in the ability to know, tell and ‘act’ the city
through multiple and inclusive points of view, in order to empower new participatory
planning tools (DeLyser, Sui 2014).
By discussing some examples taken from research experiences, we will evaluate the
limits and possibilities of these techniques.5 We want to show how practicing qualitative and participatory methods can generate plural representations, useful to act in
different urban contexts.
The conceptual framework of this paper is located within the broad field of urban
studies, but the techniques presented here also come from urban anthropology,
organizational studies and geomatics. They are now common assets for the several
disciplines dealing with territories, and have proved to be essential for building “biographies of places” (Magnaghi 2001).
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Some critical Gis scholars have defined participatory and qualitative Gis an “oxymoron” (Abbot et Al. 1998;
Harvey et Al. 2005). See Cope, Elwood 2009.
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Mental maps would deserve a whole article by themselves. For reasons of space, we will just recall the
works by Lynch 1960; Gould, White 2002; Coverley 2006.

In this paper we are referring in particular to a field research experience in Palermo whose main topic
was a new proposal of decentralization (Picone, Schilleci 2012), and another experience in Tunisia on the
spatial transofrmations due to the coming of textile manufactories from Veneto (Alaimo 2010).
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2. Passwords
Influenced by feminist epistemology and the ‘cultural turn’, contemporary methodologies have been increasingly focused on the importance of the researcher’s subjectivity, his/her involvement in the study’s environment and the growing need of
active participation in urban contexts (Sclavi 2006; DeLyser, Sui 2014). Some scholars
define this shift as a “participatory turn” (Kindon 2010). Considering human and idiosyncratic elements of knowledge (Cope 2010, 23), together with the nature of situated
knowledge (Haraway 1988), this turn reveals the centrality of the researcher and the
focus on the context of knowledge production. All these achievements contribute to
the development of the so-called Qualitative Methods (Crang 2002; 2003; 2005; Bailey
2006; DeLyser et al. 2010; Sui, DeLyser 2012; DeLyser, Sui 2014).
This is particularly true for Urban Studies, where researchers deal with a complex and
intricate spatialized system of human relationships, and where the situated, bordered
and delimited nature of the context of action, which encloses the researcher, is the
starting point to develop a critical and reflexive approach. Today the historical and
controversial division between quantitative and qualitative methods seems to be
over: there is a general claim for a mixed methodology, and for a hybrid and smoothly
“case study oriented methodology” (Peck 2003, 730; Johnston 2009), which is able to
offer new creative developments relying on the differences between quantitative
and qualitative approaches themselves (Sui, DeLyser 2012). Nevertheless, at least two
issues are still open and both linked to field-working: the first one deals with how
to meet changing, contradictory and fluid human realities, characterized (as the urban ones are) by ceaselessly evolving binds and interconnections; the second deals
with how to reproduce the multiplicity of voices collected on the field (experiences,
personal remarks, group meetings, urban flânerie, shadowing, mental maps, etc.), in
order to give room and legitimacy to all the concerned actors.
Two answers could be shadowing techniques and qualitative Gis applications. Let us
see how.
3. Ethnography ‘on the move’: shadowing the urban
Among all the existing ways of approaching the field (neutral observation, participant
observation, active participation, action-research), shadowing particularly endorses
movement, since it traces some selected actors and follows them throughout their
daily routine for a given span of time (within a range going from one day to several
months).6 This methodology needs time and listening skills; it allows the researcher
to go through places and spaces of relationships, while taking the selected actor’s
narratives and thoughts as a guide and meeting other social actors.
It not easy to say who ‘invented’ shadowing, since it has appeared across different disciplines and research contexts (Gobo 2005), but its emergence underlines the general dissatisfactions towards the techniques used so far in ethnographic observation. Its applications to fieldwork have been heterogeneous, going from social exclusion (Capote 1975)
It is not easy to retrace the origin of shadowing because different form of mobile observation, spread
in distant disciplines, used ‘following in movement’ without using the specific term ‘shadowing’; think,
for instance, to Schein’s (1999) “empathic walk” . In Italian social sciences, shadowing was introduced by
Marianella Sclavi (2003; 2005; 2006), who contributed to disseminating and practicing this technique in
urban anthropology. For an in-depth analysis see Gobo 2005 and Czarniawska 2007.
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to consumers’ practices (Miller 1998), students’ life (Sclavi 2005), family practices (Lar2003) and much more. So that some speak about different forms of ethnography
on the move, exerted in diverse research contexts (DeLyser, Sui 2012).
We can consider shadowing as an evolution of participant observation, expressing
new sensitivities that are often related on one side to the specific requirements of
multi-located surveys (Marcus 1995; Delyser et Al. 2010) and on the other to the need
for more adequate ways of assessing the growing complexity of contemporary social
practices, which are often misunderstood by traditional methods (Czarniawska 2007).
If Malinowski’s participant observation (Evans 1988; Corbetta 1999; Bailey 2006; Semi
2010) aimed at opposing the traditional ‘observe and report’ process, by promoting
the idea that the researcher should become part of the observed system, shadowing
tries to restore a symmetry, through a dialogue focusing on the necessity of “outsidedness” (Bachtin 1981).7
It is not a matter of establishing whether it is the internal point of view (the one of the
social actor and of the autochthonous) or the external one (the researcher-observer’s/stranger’s one) that is the most worthy, but to highlight the dialogue between
the two. The diversity of points of view allows catching different perspectives, whose
gap permits new possibilities of knowledge. Hence, symmetry is re-established in the
reciprocal respect of involved actors. Shadowing becomes then not only a technique,
but a knowing attitude (Czarniawska 2007, 21).
In different fields of application, shadowing allows the exploration of the space in motion, by following ‘special guides’ observed within their main daily interactions. This advantage, which is a limitation at the same time, gives the opportunity to share a particular point of view, while observing from one’s own perspective. Dialogue is extremely
important: researchers do not pretend not to be there, but ask for explanations through
questions which can make the ‘shadowed’ assume a reflective attitude towards their
own habits, producing interesting analytical hints that make their self-representation
part of the observation activity (Czarniawska 2007, 2). The repetition of these observations and the long time lapse spent together are a guarantee against possible misunderstandings. Moreover, to study urban contexts, this activity is often repeated by
choosing different people belonging to comparable contexts (Sclavi 2005).
Talking on the move, following a person, gives the opportunity to activate non-verbal
communication, analogical code and emotional language (Alaimo, Picone 2009, 75)
while observing practices, relationships, power relationships and conversations while
unfolding in space. Shadowing is an exciting activity for the flurry of feelings and
achievements given all at once. During a shadowing experience, it is possible to collect a variety of information, such as written notes on dialogues and situations, to
participate in formal and informal meetings, to interview persons met on the road,
to collect different documents, to engage in informal conversations. This activity can
also concern the personal life of people. For these reasons, researchers must be flexible, they need listening skills and an open-mind attitude in observation. During a
shadowing survey the daily relationship creates a deep, closed and profound knowledge and gives the chance to observe the multiple human, social and territorial aspects of the investigated issue. At the same time, this proximity has to be watched
over with reflexivity, in order to be aware about personal involvement and to avoid
being overwhelmed by a wave of uncontrolled inputs (Alaimo 2012).
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This term is the translation of the Russian word “vnenakodimost”, composed of “out” and the verb “stay”,
used by Bachtin to indicate the principle of externality or exotopy. “Staying outside” points out the importance to be in “another place” to understand, not by identification, but by recognition of differences
and dialogue (Todorov, Bachtin 1990).
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The choice of who should be shadowed depends on different rules related to the
research objectives, but it has also a strong uncertain element, because not everybody accepts to be shadowed. In our experience, shadowing opportunities have
often stemmed out from unexpected opportunities that we decided to seize upon
once we felt the person was willing to interact. If a group of youth we approached
in a neighborhood in Palermo easily accepted our shadowing proposal, as if it was a
game, we found more difficulties in bolted research contexts, where information is
accurately safeguarded. In such cases , shadowing can allow a strong and unexpected progress in the research process, as it happened in a fieldwork in Tunisia, when an
entrepreneur, bored by the interviewing, stopped the conversation and asked the
researcher to follow him, pretending to be his assistant. This was the beginning of
one of the most productive shadowing activity we ever experienced, that allowed
us to understand in a very short time (only three days) the structure of social and institutional networks intertwined in diverse productive and urban spaces; to observe
the way in which the entrepreneur deals with other stakeholders in his context, to
understand uneven power relationships, to feel discomfort in some situations, having
to do with emotions that such swirling days produced. In other words, it has been
possible to deepen different topics that had been kept out of the interview and the
participant observation. The reason is that being together for a long time got the interviewed and the researcher much closer, even if they both had different positions,
to which they finally returned once they ended the shadowing experience. This type
of exploration was certainly hard, but it allowed us to reach out the unknown world
of entrepreneurs, usually not open to investigation.
Obviously, the presence of the researcher introduces a foreign body in a common
situation and the risk is to fudge the normal development of daily activities. But since
it forsakes the paradoxical myth of an impossible neutrality, the researcher’s presence can be used to stimulate reflections and produce new interpretations. Thus, as
Czarniawska (2007) stated, the researcher’s presence can only partially divert from
normal daily activities, just like the sound recorder, which, after the first embarrassed
moments, is easily forgotten.
Shadowing can be considered as a useful technique to collect urban tales on the
move: the shadowed person can introduce stops in space as a form of punctuation
on the research route, however the sharing of ideas, reflections and emotions produces a dialogic story that puts in deep contact the researcher and the shadowed
person in the survey’s context. The long time spent together forces both to move
closer (physically, mentally, ironically, symbolically) creating extraordinary knowledge
possibilities.
4. Conceiving a qualitative Gis
As we have stated at the beginning, it may sound strange to place shadowing, which is
a mobile method (DeLyser, Sui 2014), side by side with Gis, and for a basic reason: Gis are
generally linked to quantitative analyses, since they have been developed to highlight
the presence or absence of distinctive spatial traits (presence of facilities, infrastructures,
etc.), or to quantify the dimensions of spatial data (buildings, green spaces, etc.). As goes
for all maps, being just their most recent and perfect manifestation (Harley 1990), a Gis
follows the “cartographic logic” (Farinelli 1992; 2003) and seldom leaves space to the
plurality of points of view; rather, it superimposes a single and clichéd thinking to reality.
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Whatever is represented in a Gis (Lodovisi, Torresani 2005), as De Martonne said for traditional maps, must be real: if something is not present in a Gis, it is not present in reality.
A Gis actually projects all data into an Euclidean, geometric space, which is ill suited to
represent the qualitative aspects of places (narrations, life experiences, etc.).
Thus, Marianna Pavlovskaya’s (2009) statement that every Gis is always qualitative
might seem quite defiant. This argument would require a long explanation,8 but
in short a Gis can and must include qualitative data: ethnographic interviews, participant observations, planning for real (Sclavi 2002; Picone 2012), etc.. Moreover, a
qualitative Gis must support qualitative analyses of data, i.e. hermeneutic models
connected to the grounded theory (Elwood, Cope 2009, 2-4). This will help in founding a collective and inclusive construction of geographic knowledge.
The challenge linked to the creation of a qualitative Gis, therefore, leads us farther
than the writing of some lines of code in software programming. It is not just about
creating a toolkit that can take qualitative data into account and insert them into
a Gis. On the contrary, we have to rebuild the scientific and cultural paradigm of
digital cartography itself, by pursuing an integrated and mixed approach between
quantitative and qualitative methods (Sui, DeLyser 2012, 115). This means creating
a Gis that is able, in line with the criteria of qualitative methods, to generate plural
representations of the same place. But how?
Amongst the several sources of qualitative data that can be used within a Gis we
have chosen, as stated in the introduction, to use mental maps. These are inevitably
the results of individual perceptions and cannot - nor should they - represent reality
as it is. Rather, each mental map tells the tale of a different city, as seen through the
lenses of his or her drawer. Can we insert mental maps into the rigid and quantitative structure of a Gis and connect these two apparently antithetic systems (the
quantitative and the qualitative)?
In order to practically illustrate how mental maps, being qualitative data, can help
modifying the Gis paradigm, we will now briefly discuss a recent research experience on the neighborhoods of Palermo (Picone, Schilleci 2012). Within the course of
5 years we have collected hundreds of citizen- sketched mental maps; these citizens were asked to represent their own neighborhood as they saw fit.
The next step, which was tricky but essential for our work, was to merge the various mental maps into a single, collective drawing full of the most recurrent traits
according to the citizens (Giannola 2014). For instance, if most mental maps of a
neighborhood would stretch the role of the central market square, we have tried
to emphasize that role by enlarging the dimensions of the square, even in contrast
with the scale ratio. If most citizens perceived the boundaries of a neighborhood
in a similar way, our drawing would highlight these boundaries instead of the
administrative limits, imposed by the Municipality. The output of this process were
some maps that, although drawn by a pool of experts9 who were perfectly aware
of the scientific rules governing Gis, would radically differ from standard digital representations.
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The literature on qualitative GIS is abundant. For reasons of space, we cannot analyze all these works
as they would deserve, but see at least Dennis 2006 (on the use of qualitative GIS with children); Ferretti
2007; Cope, Elwood 2009; Wilson 2009; Aitken, Kwan 2010 (bridging a gap with broader considerations on
qualitative methods); Elwood et Al. 2011. For a more thorough analysis of qualitative GIS, see Picone, Lo
Piccolo forthcoming.
8

Some geographers and urban planners have played a key role in this work: amongst them we would at least
mention Bruno Buffa, Chiara Conte, Elena Giannola, Maria Luisa Giordano.
9
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We have subsequently inserted our redrawn mental maps into the Gis (fig. 1). Our aim was
to push the boundaries of that traditional representation so that it was forced to comply
with the points of view of the citizens. If, in the former case, the square had to be enlarged,
our Gis would have to warp the standard representation to include the new dimension of
that element. We have tried several technical deformation tools (Ballas, Dorling 2011), and
have finally chosen the Cartogram add-on for ArcGis (Gastner, Newman 2004; fig. 2). The final
representation would differ from the original one, as we requested (fig. 3).
What is the use of a Gis that is deformed according to the points of view of the citizens? According to our theoretic framework, they can cartographically represent the
city from non-standard points of view. They can therefore spread a non-hegemonic
vision of reality and multiply urban narrations, by enriching them with innovative
visions. This aim, however, is not purely rhetorical. On the contrary, it implies that,
by looking at deformed mental maps, Gis experts and users (technicians and politicians first of all) may realize how important it is to adopt heterogeneous and multiple
points of view. In other words, qualitative Gis can represent a city that is very real, but
does not exist in maps: they are part of the imaginary of citizens, and take life in social
interactions. They help defining what a city is, in an epoch which seems to be abandoning the idea that only a single way of thinking may exist.
5. Conclusions
In this brief paper we aimed at revealing the joint potential of two different research
tools that, when combined, offer a deep comprehension of urban transformations and
of their plural narratives. These techniques are radical, since they involve all social actors in order to develop several dialogical practices of representation and to experience
new forms of urban narratives. In this framework, each narrative has its own value, and
becomes plural as soon as it encounters the other narrators. The mutual intersection
between various listening phases and their continuous redesigning create the scores
of a unique polyphony, which can lead to new creative forms of representation, just like
in shadowing or in the mental maps of qualitative Gis. These two forms of qualitative
analysis, which are only apparently dissimilar, have actually a strong contact point: they
encourage to conceive the city from a polyphonic and inclusive point of view.
Using these qualitative techniques is important not only in a conceptual and a theoretical way, but also for urban planning. For example, a planner who is designing a spatial
transformation (in our case on a neighborhood) could take a great advantage from data
collected in a qualitative Gis, because this strong technical instrument would allow him/
her to mix the traditional representation with alternative views proposed by the inhabitants. Similarly, shadowing some important stakeholders could allow to know crossing
and urban life practices from inside, highlighting a more complex perspective than the
one provided by a static tool like interviewing. Moreover, shadowing offers new expressive opportunities that are also suitable for those inhabitants who are not at ease with
verbal expression, but whose point of view is nevertheless indispensable.
To be understood, conceived and transformed, the city needs to develop creative experimentations, to foster new tools which can approach some sort of hybrid knowledge and overtake the hegemony of dominant and authoritarian representations that
grant no space to dialogue and encounter. Even more radically, these kinds of experimentation are in search for a break to get out of unevenness, to make the research leave
the “working on” and embrace a “working with” perspective (DeLyser, Sui 2014, 299).
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This issue is crucial as it stands for a continuous mediation process which characterizes any scientific study dealing with territorial transformations, in line with what
feminist theorists have been widely discussing (McDowell 1992; Katz 1994; Rose 1997;
Valentine et Al. 2001) and whose fulfillment is committed to each researcher’s choices.
Actually, a critical approach to such choices deeply refers to the political nature of
fieldwork and is worth being debated.
Much is still to be done, but even though the presented tools have got deficiencies,
the challenge is to engage in new shared and open forms of plural representation,
which make it possible to reconnect with places and with the people who inhabit,
live in and transform them day by day through various expressive forms.
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Captions

Science in action

Fig. 1. Comparison in ArcGIS 10.0 between a mental map of Arenella neighbourhood in Palermo (left)
and an orthophoto of Palermo corresponding to the same area (right; source: Esri Map Service).
Processing by Bruno Buffa, Chiara Conte and Elena Giannola.
Fig. 2. Superposition of mental map and orthophoto obtained by using the ‘AutoAdjust’ command. The
orthophoto points used as anchor elements were previously moved to correspond to the related
points represented on the mental map; then, through the ‘Adjust’ command, the two maps have
been overlapped according to the corresponding points. Processing by Bruno Buffa, Chiara Conte
and Elena Giannola.
Fig. 3. Comparison between the original orthophoto (left), in which the administrative boundary of the
district is marked, and the deformed one (right). Processing by Bruno Buffa, Chiara Conte and Elena
Giannola.
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