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ABSTRACT

Urban Genes, a creative project in lieu of thesis, was prompted by my observation 
of the endless online arguments about the many dietary habits, dialects, and cus-
toms in China. They exemplified not only people’s attachment to local culture, but 
exposed their concern that it would fade away, eclipsed by the rapid changes of 
cities in China. This is, in part, because, today, we are seeing more urban devel-
opment and migration occur than ever before. City dwellers hardly have time to 
notice their urban spaces while they are kept constantly busy with their faster pace 
of living and working. Meanwhile, these changes begin to erode our rich cultural 
traditions and sense of local identity.

In this project, I explored ways to identify signifiers of local culture in urban spaces 
and created a system for participants to contribute to the larger project so that 
they, and others, might understand, appreciate, and embrace local culture — in 
essence, as we begin to map urban genes. 
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INTRODUCTION 
(PROJECT BACKGROUND)

In June 2011, a post on the Chinese social network, Sina Weibo1 claimed that it was 
unbelievable to eat salty tofu jelly and would never give it a try. This post led peo-
ple from the Southern part and the Northern part in China (divided by the Yangtze 
River) into an argument on this social network based on different tastes (Figure 1). 
There are generally two kinds of palates in China, sweet and salty. Someone later 
showed the photo of spicy tofu jelly online later on to show the diversity of how 
people eat this. I was also curious about later posts that were added, such as "I 
only accept salty (sweet) one”or “ I can't believe someone has it in salty (sweet).” 
These opinions made the argument hard to stop when each side faced such “prov-
ocation.” After that people started arguing about other dishes or food (Figure 2) 
when there is difference of how to eat them. Soon more people joined in these ar-
guments. Meanwhile, they divided into two factions, and the sweet or salty parties 
represented different tastes, and they argued the same topic on certain festivals 
or dates every year following. 

Figure 1
Salty tofu jelly (left) and sweet tofu jelly (right)

1. Sina Weibo, www.en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sina_Weibo
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Figure 2
Postings from these online ar-
guments show the difference of 
how to eat the same food ingre-
dients. These postings on the 
social network Sina both show 
and argue the different ways to 
eat the same food ingredient.
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The typical example is about how people eat Zongzi2 during the Dragon Boat 
Festival3. In past three years, when most people enjoyed the Dragon Boat Race 
and ate Zongzi, “sweet party" and “salty party" were busy arguing online about 
how the southern part eats salty Zongzi, while the northern part eats the sweet. 
In 2013, posts of this topic on Weibo reached over 1,500,000. “Maybe it is the 
attachment to local dishes”, as suggested by Xiangyou Wang, an expert from 
the Folklore Department in Anhui Province, “this kind of difference is mainly 
decided by geographic location (Figure 3), which affects the climatic condition. 
Then the varied climate zones impact people’s food ways and culture.”

For instance, bound by the Yangtze River, people are used to pickling vegeta-
bles and meat for storage in the southern part since the weather there is humid. 
While lots of sweet fruits grow in the northern part, it influences dietary prefer-
ences in general.

Figure 3  (right)
From Baidu Baike. Different terrains in 
different geographic locations in Chi-
na showing the initial reason to differ-
entiate local cultures

Plains in east China

Hills in southeast China

Mountains in central 
north China
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2. Zongzi, www.en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Zongzi
3. Dragon Boat Festival, www.en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Duanwu_Festival

Salty Zongzi Sweet Zongzi



Plateau in west 
part of China

Desert in northwest China

Plateau in central
north China

Plateau in west China

Basin in northwest China

Basin in southwest China



There were people who always claimed that there was no purpose in argu-
ing since most people would not change their preference or accept differ-
ent tastes, instead they only confirmed their own points. Some people also 
pointed out these arguments showed more about people’s attachment to 
their dietary culture. Later on, more arguments (Figure 4) about different 
dialects, habits, and customs emerged. For instance, in what region do peo-
ple have more ability to bear the cold? Would you prefer using coins or pa-
per currency? When to celebrate your birthday on Lunar or Solar Calendar? 

Compared with a decade ago, social media helped spread people's posts in 
short time, and they get more public attention. From what I observed and 
collected online, these arguments exposed people’s worry towards disap-
pearing local culture in urban space. From a cultural perspective, whether 
the arguments were about taste, dialects or customs, they actually prompt-
ed people to consider local culture behind these difference. In fact I appre-
ciated these arguments for bringing up the fact of difference to remind us 
to consider local culture again. Lucy Lippard writes about the attachment 
towards one place always hides in small details (Lippard, 1997). Sometimes 
these details represent the authentic part in one place. Unlike visiting well-
known spots or highly recommended place, seeking these details from peo-
ple’s daily life might offer better knowing of one place.

Figure 4
Postings from these online arguments 
to show the difference on dialects, 
habits on social netwoking, Sina
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PROBLEM STATEMENT

QUESTION
How can we use design to embrace local culture in urban space?

Underlying a country (China) with a large population and landmass, difference 
has been created by dwellers and through daily life such as dietary, spoken di-
alects, customs, and etc. From these online arguments, people’s attachment 
towards one place’s local culture has been uncovered since the difference was 
pointed out. Besides emphasized the uniqueness in local culture, these argu-
ments encouraged people to reconsider the meaning of local culture, as well 
as to consider how to the discover local culture buried under the exponential 
changed cities’ landscape in the last 10—20 years. I believe every time when 
such argument happens, once again it will be the best proof that local culture 
holds significance.

In this project, I explored how to encourage people to embrace local culture 
in urban space and ways to learn their local culture. Specifically the city or the 
place with rapid change (Figure 5, 6). In other word, how can local culture be 
noticed? How can we stop it from disappearing, and continue existing in cities? 
In order to achieve that, I also considered how people share the local culture 
they have known? How local culture related with a city’s future (Thorns, 2002)?
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Figure 5  
Shanghai in 1990, 1996 and 2012 with rapid change.  Photo from http://dailynewsagency.com/2010/11/24/evolution-of-shanghai/
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Figure 6  
Rapid change in other cities 
in China buries local culture 
beneath the skyscrapers.
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INSPIRATION

1  FROM A BITE OF CHINA TO EMBRACE LOCAL CULTURE

About three years ago, A Bite of China1 was released and soon became quite 

popular in China. This documentary broadcast attracted extensive attention 

with its elaborate scenes of tons of dishes. It also showed the traditional dietary 

habits and situation of people living in China today. What I was impressed about 

most was the commentary in each episode (from Douban, 2012). I remember the 

one in season one, fifth episode, Secrets of the Kitchen, they said that cities look 

so similar right now, it seems the smell in the air is the only distinguishable fea-

ture. This referred to the situation of cities in China undergoing rapid changes. 

That made me wonder about other distinguishable features among cities. Mean-

while, there were endless posts online about this documentary. Whether these 

comments are positive or not, It is clear that the documentary has got people’s 

attention on different dietary cultures. From this perspective, the documentary 

is a success. For myself, I always think about the commentary and try to dig more 

meaning behind. This inspired me of doing similar thing to inspire more people 

in urban space. So I developed this project, trying to raise people’s awareness 

of local culture, from the cities in which we are living.

4. A Bite of China 1, www.zh.wikipedia.org/wiki/%E8%88%8C%E5%B0%96%E4%B8%8A%E7%9A%84%E4%B8%
AD%E5%9B%BD
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1    2

3    4photo: A Bite of China I

“These days, cities look pretty similar to each other. It seems only dietary habit and the smell 

that fills the air can distinguish them.”

A Bite of China I / Secrets of the Kitchen

Documentary Poster & Screen capture from the documentary

Poster of A Bite of China 1
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photo: A Bite of China II

"A jar of local taste from home, will be traveling to Zhongshan, Guangdong (a city in Southern  

part of China) that is 1000 kilometers away. Maybe one day this kind of taste will be reproduce 

in other different places with a new form. For thousands of years, the dish has migrated with

people, changing along the way. No matter how far away it gets, the taste from home will 

always be familiar, keep existing in people's minds, and hold one’s memory of home.”

The Bite of China II / Footsteps

"The things we pass down from our culture are not only the poem or opera, but the details 

of daily life. From this perspective, the chef inherits culture and is the author of it as well. ”

The Bite of China II / Heart's Message

photo: A Bite of China II

1    2

3    4

1    2

3    4
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“Like teaching native language, mom has embedded the tastes in kid’s memory with her 

unconscious instinct. It will always remind kid the direction of home once the taste has 

grown in her heart.”

The Bite of China II / Daily Domestics

photo: A Bite of China IIphoto: A Bite of China II

"There is rapid change in China, people are immigrating faster than anytime. No matter how 

fast it would be, no matter how the sorrow and happiness would come, there is always a taste, 

reminding people three times a day to notice the future direction, and never forget about how 

we have got here in its way.”

The Bite of China II / Footsteps

1    2

3    4

5    6

1    2

3    4

5    6
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2  DIFFERENCE IN CULTURE

I explore different cultures not just to learn about the differences, but also 
to know how these differences has been formed (Figure 7, 8). Meanwhile, 
I keep looking for the better approach to know these difference. In re-
cent years, I noticed the rapid changes of cities in China, and gradually 
developed a strong sense of responsibility to discover the culture of cities 
before they disappear (Lippard, 1997). More important, is to get people’s 
attention on local cultural contexts. Both as a designer, and as a part of the 
generation viewing local culture disappearing in the city.

030

3  IDEA FROM INDEPENDENT BOOKSTORES

Independent bookstores are becoming more and more popular in recent 
years in different cities in China. Formed in different ways with their own 
uniqueness, they also help promote the city where they are located. Book-
stores like Bananafish Books5 in Dalian, Maomi Cafe6 in Suzhou, Librairie 
Avant-Garde7 in Nanjing, Forlive Bookstore8 in Yangzhou are gradually be-
coming iconic spots in each city. 

Independent bookstores are more about sharing than selling books. More-
over, they are inviting local people to come and engage. For instance, 
there are always talks going on to share experience about traveling, study 
abroad, or even about the speaker’s life experiences. Meanwhile, indepen-
dent  bookstores are also selling postcards, hand drawn maps, and badges 
to help promote the cities (Holland, 2006).

The idea of independent bookstores inspired me to create a space spe-
cifically to share local culture. People can experience, communicate and 
participate in local culture.

5. Bananafish Books, www. a-perfect-book-for-bananafish.com
6. Maomi Cafe, www.kotrip.com 
7. Librairie Avant-Garde, www.zh.wikipedia.org/wiki/%E5%85%88%E9%94%8B%E4%B9%A6%E5%BA%97
8. Forlive Bookstore, www.site.douban.com/223666
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Bananafish in 
Dalian, China

032

Forlive Bookstore
in Yangzhou, China
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Librairie Avant Garde 
in Nanjing, China

034

Kafkas Books
in Hefei, China
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4  HOW DESIGN THINKING IN JAPANESE DESIGN 
INFLUENCES MINE

Japanese design inspires me in that it starts in details and is human centered 
all the time. The principle of “less is more” enacts the sense of simplicity. 

Based on the situation of limited landscale and resources, Japanese de-
signers always try their best to recycle the materials used for design. One 
example from Kōchi (Figure 9), a small town in South Japan. When they 
started selling their local products nationally, the designer chose to use 
the local newspaper to package the products (from Chuansongmen, 2015). 
They think when these products come to the cities, people there will have a 
chance to check the content from the newspapers to learn about this place. 
Since the technology of online communication hasn’t been well developed 
in this small town, this could be a great, and simple way to promote the 
special qualities of Kōchi.

Kenya Hara, the art director of MUJI, believes the design process is to 
search for the wisdom from object and life rather than making products. 
For MUJI products, he chooses not to over package but chasing a simple 
way of living (Hara, 2007). Now MUJI is not only popular with their products, 
as well as been the representative of aesthetic in people’s daily life.

036

When designers in Japan solve problem from daily life, their objective is for 
better use than look. Naoto Fukasawa, a Japanese industrial designer, start-
ed an idea of design based on people’s unconscious behavior. He calls the 
concept Design Without Thought9, which means the behavior that people al-
ways do but they haven’t realized it while they are using design products. This 
concept (from Udec, 2013) has helped me when I focused on user experience 
research in application design. In order to achieve this, I found target users 
test for me to make the application easier to use (spend less time learn how 
to use).

037

9. Design Without Thought, www.domusweb.it/en/news/2014/01/23/naoto_fukasawa_cha.html



Figure 9  (below)
Project “Newspaper promote the village” in Kōchi Japan



PROCESS

1  METHODOLOGY

1)  Observe and collect people’s post from online arguments.
2)  Refine key concepts by reviewing literature. 
3)  Experience different urban space (in United States) for testing.
4)  Design a system for people interacting in urban space.
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2  PROJECT

1   CONCEPT / URBAN GENES

The concept of “urban genes” came into my head when I was walking in 
Gainesville. I was thinking that to be in a place is just like meeting a person. 
They both require initial exploration between you and the other person or 
other place. You can tell the uniqueness when you compare with the other 
experience. Like every human who carries different genes that makes each 
of us different, so is every urban space. We are shaped with different fig-
ures, colors, voices, appearances, and personalities. And the urban space 
has its own customs, history and weather. 

From my experience of walking in Gainesville, I noticed that urban genes 
exist everywhere in different forms (Nas, 2011). We can see some of them 
directly (Figure 10), like foliage in urban space, symbols from architectures, 
local places on sides of street, and etc. There are also the genes we cannot 
see directly, like the history, local taste, dialect, and local lifestyle. Together 
they form a city with uniqueness in every aspect. All these genes are origi-
nated from the details of our daily life and related with a city’s local culture.

We inherit our genes from our parents. This gives us a general idea about 
how we might look in the future. In this project, I believe if more local urban 
genes can be discovered, it will help us know about how a city might be 
formed in the future. In order to achieve that, I focused on designing differ-
ent ways of interacting in urban space to get people’s awareness to notice 
the urban space, and join this movement of discovering and documenting.

042

CONCEPT / WALKING THE CITY
Walking the City helps us notice the urban space we are living in by observ-
ing surroundings through walking. It also helps us to see changes over time, 
and notice about the uniqueness on urban genes in different cities.

CONCEPT / INTERACTION SPACE
Interaction Space offers people a space in a city to interact with the intan-
gible part of local culture such as history, preferences, customs, dialect, 
lifestyle, and so on.
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Figure 10
Urban Genes I discovered in
Gainesville through walking
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2  PROJECT PHASE I   APR. 2014—JUN. 2014

1  Observe and collect people’s post from online arguments.
2  Refine key concepts by reviewing literatures.
3  Refine Problem.

The initial phase derived from the online arguments about different dietary 
habits in China. I started observing people’s posts since it turned into endless 
arguments (Figure 11) with other difference, and trying to look for the reason 
behind them. By reviewing people’s posts, I saw people’s attachment from a 
kind of taste to a city or a place, along with their worries of disappearing local 
culture in cities.

In May 2014, I went back to China, and reviewed CITYZINE and MING (Figure 
12). These two Chinese based magazines focus on urban space from the world-
wide in different aspects. Through different cases, I refined the key concepts 
for my project, such as urban experience (Reader, 2004), urban culture, local 
culture (Agnew, Mercer, & Sopher, 1984), and city promotion (Perry, 2003). 
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Figure 11
Some of the postings from 
these online arguments in 
2014 and 2015 on social 
netwoking, Sina
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Figure 12  Literature review from MING Magazine
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I have also became aware of Airbnb (Figure 13) from MING Magazine. It is a 
website for discovering amazing local places to stay when traveling. I believe 
this is a great opportunity to know more different local cultures contexts from 
staying with local people, talking with them, and learning from them.

Figure 13  Airbnb web page, www.airbnb.com
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Figure 14  Literature that inpired walking

052

In this phase, I refined the problem to consider, how to interact in urban 
space to embrace local culture? I believe linguistic landscapes (Metro-Ro-
land, 2011) are always connected with the contexts of local culture in one 
city, which is not hard to notice through walking (inspired by Figure 14). 
Michel de Certeau writes about local culture reflects from the practice of 
our everyday life (Certeau, 1984). Walking, eating, reading, dwelling and 
cooking. These everyday practices can create experiences and memories 
that tie us to one place, and finally accumulate into attachment of one place. 
especially when they are disappearing. Also from Rebecca Solnit, 

So I started walking in Gainesville. Although I’ve spent two years in Gaines-
ville when I started this project, I barely spent time walking here or time 
noticing this place. I also want to know whether the rapid changes in one 
place matter in this project. Will walking work for all the places? I believe 
this experience could be a test of starting this project.

In order to encourage more people, “city” in this project can be any place 
where people also want to embrace local culture identity. I also treat walk-
ing (Solnit, 2001) as the initial probe between a person and a city. For it of-
fers us chance to observe the space, and discover its authentic part, whether 
we are familiar with or not.

053

“A city always contains more than any inhabitant can know.” (171) 

“In her day, walking the streets of the city was as organized an entertainment as a 
modern excursion to the movies.” (172) 

“We walked and walked and still something kept happening afresh.” (173) 



3  PROJECT PHASE II   JUN. 2014 - NOV. 2014

1  Experiments In Gainesville
2  App Prototype
3  Testing Prototype In Ybor City, FL, Savannah, GA and Washington D.C.
4  Website Prototype
5  Conceptual Design For Whole System

After walking in Gainesville several times (Figure 15, 16), I noticed more lo-
cal things like the street, signage, and store including the changing in this 
places (O’Rourle, 2013). This made my main objective to encourage people 
to walk and notice the contexts of local culture. Plus more interaction with 
people to share the local cultural contexts (Figure 17). 

I decided to design a way to document part of the walking process. For 
instance, documenting what you have discovered through walking (Figure 
18), whether you are local or tourists. It is more about sharing your discovery 
through walking. If there are more people walking, sharing and discussing, 
then more “genes” would be discovered and known by people. In this way, it 
would definitely help people know more about a city. I encourage people to 
do this since I believe the point of what people discovered and documented 
are the things they feel interested about. It could be the things you have 
never seen and feel interested about, or the thing you feel interesting and 
want more people to know about. The only precondition is what you have 
shared is from the city you walked and can only be found in this city based 
on your experience. Through this sharing process, the urban genes could be 
more completed and precise in each place.
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Figure 15  Posting on social media websitefor sharing the walking map
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Figure 16  Map I finished after second time walking in downtown Gainesville Figure 17  Organize the concept of Urban Genes
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Figure 18  The changes I found in a month from walking in downtown Gainesville

058

While I was walking on the sidewalk in Gainesville I noticed that, besides 
some national chains, the rest of things I could see are all special to Gaines-
ville. The doors, windows, signs, neighborhood, walls, streets, stores, and 
so on. All of these could only be discovered here which is the unique part 
(Fincher & Jacobs, 1998). This reminded me of the attributes of our human-
ity. We each are unique since our genes are unique. Then I borrowed the 
concept of genes from human genes and applied it as the metaphor to name 
what we can discover in urban space: urban genes. I believe there are more 
attributes that can be shared between human genes and urban genes.

Meanwhile, I started developing the app prototype (Figure 19) to encour-
age people to walk (Arvidsson, 2006), then find urban genes and share. So 
I decided to walk in some other cities in United States (Figure 20, 21) for 
completing the application on categories of genes. I walked in Ybor City 
(Florida), then move towards the northern part, Savannah (Georgia). By the 
end, I went to Washington, D.C. During all these testings, I noticed the dif-
ference on urban genes that make each place different. For instance, the 
color, texture, material, shape, and etc. Based on that, I finalize the urban 
genes categories to make the objective of walking clearer and completed 
the function to document the genes.
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Figure 19  Structure of application
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Figure 20  Testing Prototype In Ybor City, Savannah, and Washington D.C.
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Figure 21  Testing Prototype In Ybor City, Savannah, and Washington D.C.

062

With these questions, I had a plan on developing the website to collect 
and categorize the “genes” I discovered. Before then, I kept my photos on 
Instagram for documenting and testing on people’s feedbacks (Figure 22-
24). Meanwhile, I started completing the idea of interaction space which I 
intended to let people interact with intangible part in local culture. I started 
with the icon design to represent different aspects of local culture, then 
kept working on designing the whole system.

Figure 22  Posting on Instagram for sharing
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Figure 23  Earlier feedback on this project and posting online
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Figure 24  Earlier feedback on this project and posting online
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4  PROJECT PHASE III   DEC. 2014 - MAR. 2015

1   Finalizing
2   Storytelling

During this phase, I focused on the App design (Figure 25-31), applying the idea 
of walking, documenting, sharing, and collecting. This included user experience, 
and interface with a lot of testing. In the initial phase, I played the role of user and 
designer at the same time to ensure this process could be completed. As a user, 
I offered feedbacks to myself to make every step simple and understandable. As 
a designer, I had to organize information architecture for using the app. So by the 
end, I could apply this structure to my design on the app prototype.

For the website (Figure 32-34), I have tried different concepts, starting with chain 
genes, then used a box to represent the space, and by the end, focused more on 
urban space itself. I also received different comments on the necessity of the web-
site. Some suggested since the website has the same function as the app, it is not 
very necessary to build one since people are already used to checking images on 
cellphones. Others suggested the website could help promote the project, and 
we need to consider the people who are not using smart phones, so they can view 
through the website. Based on this feedback, I kept the website.
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Figure 25  Application develop process
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Figure 26  Application develop process
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Figure 27  Application develop process
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Figure 28  Application develop process
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Figure 29  Application develop process
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Figure 30  Application develop process
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Figure 31  Application develop process
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Figure 32  Website development process, from chain genes to box
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Figure 33  Website develop process
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Figure 34  Website development process, back to the urban space itself
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Figure 35  Visual system develop process

Meanwhile, I completed the visual system (Figure 35-39). I first started with the 
concept of perspective on a cube since I considered to use the space of cube to 
represent urban space. Then I tried to add more sense of genes into it based on the 
feedback. So I applied the genes pattern to the logo, connecting with the bulidings 
in urban space. I also applied the logo to the application icon.
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VISUAL DEVELOPMENT 2014. 10 - 2015. 02

use cube to rep resent space. then d i f fe rent 
per spec t i ves c reates d i f fe rent space which
represent d i f fe rent u r ban space.

used the p lane fo r med by cube, then 
fo r m a sense o f space.

u r ban        genes           space
br ing more sense o f genes’  
v i sua l  e lement ,  and space.

t r ans fo r mat ion o f le t te r “U” w i th g r aphic s f rom genes .

d i f fe rent ex per iment on us ing 
genes’  g r aphic .

v i s ib le u r ban 
genes we c an see.

in t ang ib le u r ban 
genes h ide in c i t y.

s k ysc r aper s in c i t ie s

use more genes g r aphic s .  

t r y to make the sense the 3d d imens ion on genes . so l id and out l ine. cons ider which par t  to be se lec ted.

too un i fo r m.

got the feedback , looks s imi la r  w i th sound wave

genes in u r ban space.

Figure 36  Identity mark prototypes
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Figure 37  Visual system development process

079



Figure 39  App icon design process
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I also updated the user’s profile to make the whole experience simple. I set the 
users in two groups. The contributor and the rest of the users. 

If people choose to contribute, they must have an account to the app and up-
load their walking experience and photos. The rest of the users can still view 
the photos, and topics this project is doing through the website but cannot 
access the app since they do not have an account. So, in a word, users need an 
account to access the app, while the website can be viewed by everyone. The 
list is below:

Contributors

    
Rest users

Application & website; 
need account;

Website; 
do not need account;

Upload walking experience

Check posting on website

Role Access Purpose
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5   OUTCOMES

1)   The booklet of inspiration - Project departure (Figure 40)
This booklet summarizes the story behind this project, documented how
I got inspired, why I decided to focus on this project, and how I reached
to the end in this phase. 

2)   Visible Urban Genes (Figure 41)
App (for iPhone) to walk the city;

The application is used for people dto iscoveg urban genes, under 
different categories through walking in urban space. Then share the 
urban genes to encourage more people notice contexts of local culture
in urban space.

Website (prototype) to present urban genes;

The website is used for presenting people’s posting of urban genes they
discovered in categories. Everyone can access to check the photos 
through the websites.

3)   Intangible Urban Genes (Figure 42)
Conceptual Design for Interaction Space; 

Icon design for different section of interaction;

My objective is to build an actual space to encourage people to 
experience and communicate local culture in different aspects. I 
come the the conceptual design for different aspects (like local
taste, local history, local lifestyle, local customs, local dialects, and etc) 
in local culture, as well as the icon design to represent these aspects.

This booklet summarizes the story behind this project, documented my 
inspiations, why I decided to focus on this project, and how I reached to 
the end in this phase. 

The application is used for people discover urban genes by the different 
categories through walking in urban space. Sharing the urban genes en-
courages more people to notice contexts of local culture in urban space.

The website is used for presenting people’s posting of urban genes 
they discovered in categories. Everyone can access to check the photos 
through the websites.

My objective is to build an actual space to encourage people to expe-
rience and communicate local culture in different aspects. I completed 
the conceptual design for different aspects (like local taste, local history, 
local lifestyle, local customs, local dialects, and so on.) in local culture, 
as well as the icon design to represent these aspects.
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Figure 40  Booklet of inspiration
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Figure 41  Application & Website for visible Urban Genes
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KITCHEN LAB

A place focuses on 
collecting local tastes. 

People can sign up 
for experiencing the 

lab, learning from the 
recipes in the lab, and 
have a try on cooking 
food with local flavor.

READING SPACE

Collecting local stories, 
and documenting local 
history which is a little 
different from library 
of a city. People could 
know about almost all 
kinds of knowledge 

related with the city.

RECORDING ROOM

Everyone can get the 
chance to participate 
You can record, share 

with other people, 
check the difference, 
and even question if 

you are not sure about  
the word in dialect.

URBAN THEATER

We are all film makers 
of our life. You can 

upload documentary 
of your own in cities, 

sharing what you have 
discover every day. It is 
the way to know about 
the real part of a city.

URBAN WORKSHOP

A platform for people 
sharing local customs 
on special days, ideas 
of local events, crafts, 
and etc. It will offer 

workshop and lecture 
to help people blend 
into the city they live.

URBAN STORE

A studio could help 
promote local culture 
with design products 
in a whimsical way.

INTERACTION SPACE
INTANGIBLE URBAN GENES COLLECTON

Figure 41  Interaction space for intangible Urban Genes
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6   EXHIBITION

The public exhibition (Figure 43—51) took place in the Focus Gallery at the Uni-
versity of Florida. My intent was to exhibit the collected data, my walking experi-
ence to engage more audience to this project. It also included a video to present 
the process of the whole project to my audience along with the outcomes.

Figure 43  Exhibition 1
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Figure 44  Exhibition 2
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Figure 44  Exhibition: Poster 1
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Figure 45  Exhibition: Poster 2
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Figure 46  Exhibition: Poster 3
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Figure 47  Exhibition: Poster 4
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Figure 48  Exhibition: Poster 5
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Figure 49  Exhibition: Poster 6
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Figure 50  Exhibition: Poster 7
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Figure 51  Exhibition: Poster 8
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CONCLUSION

In this project, I used design methods to observe, document, and collect 
data. After refining the problem, I started with field research then led 
to the experience I have created. Meanwhile, I studied user experience, 
and in the end, developed a system for people to interact in urban space 
through walking, communicating, and sharing. 

Following my personal interest about the difference of cultures, I realized 
the importance of embracing local culture (Healey, Cameron, Davoudi, 
& Madani, 1995). With the rapid changes of cities in China, huge prog-
ress on technology under this era, and these endless online arguments, I 
concerned about the disappearing local culture in cities. I inspired by the 
documentary, A Bite of China, and decided to do similar thing with the 
same influence to embrace local culture.

I know this project is just a start, and in prototype phase. I still hope 
what I have done in this project might contribute to raising awareness of 
people to care about local culture in an urban space that keeps changing. 
Either in the city we are living in or visiting, we can always learn and know 
more about the place through walking. Also how design processes and 
products can help people have better understanding on this project.
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FUTURE DIRECTION

The past year has offered me time to focus on the project that I felt interested 
and concerned about. We can learn the past of a city from the things we see 
at this moment. We can also contribute on a city’s future from the things we 
see at this moment. I believe they are all connected, and I want to figure out 
these relations in the future .

I plan to complete the application and website, and upload the urban genes 
resources I have collected from my walking test. For the interaction space, 
I want to apply this idea back to my hometown, testing in a selected public 
space with people who care about local culture. 

I will also explore these questions that I have kept asking myself in the future.
- How to use the genes to help a city’s forming in the future (Evans, 2002)?
- How to explore a city? How we should go when we first visit a city?
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