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The last decades have seen a distinct “narrative” turn in urban planning practices and theory (Ameel 2016,
Sandercock 2010). At the same time, planning has become increasingly reliant on digitalization in the way it
carries out the participation of citizens. In planning practices, digitalization appears as a set of various
instruments that can be understood as ecosystem of digital tools (Wallin et al 2010; Saad-Sulonen 2014).
Amongst the most established methodologies developed to communicate with local participants and to gather
information as part of participatory planning are public participation geographic information systems
(PPGIS) (e.g. Brown & Kyttä 2013). These methods tend to result in a wide range of place-related
information, often structured in the form of stories. The digitalization of planning processes, and the view of
planning as a form of “persuasive story-telling” (Throgmorton 1996) have resulted in a number of
challenges. How to aggregate the data gathered through PPGIS into meaning-making knowledge that can
have effective impact on planning and policy? How to develop PPGIS that incorporate and activate storytelling mechanisms? In our paper, we will examine the potential of narrative approaches from literary and
narrative studies for developing new methodological frameworks for digital participatory planning practices.
The relevance of this paper lies not only in its interdisciplinarity, but also in the way it addresses key
questions concerning the status of different kinds of knowledge (experiential and “soft” knowledge, in
particular), as well as, more implicitly, the issues of democracy and inclusion in planning and policy.
We will focus on two specific concepts from literary and narratives studies: plot and metaphor; i.e. the causal
chain of events that drives narrative, and the rhetorical tropes used to describe these changes. These concepts
could further enrich the analysis and development of PPGIS in two distinct ways. First, by providing a
framework with which to systematically evaluate the material gathered in PPGIS methods, drawing on a long
expertise within narrative studies in analysing narrative topographies. And second, by offering new narrative
approaches with which PPGIS methods could be developed in ways that strengthen the narrative
characteristics of both the methods themselves, the responses given, and the way these feed into the overall
planning practices in a particular project. This includes reconsidering the questions asked and responses
elicited in PPGIS, as well as linking responses to broader narrative frames and the way in which
metaphorical language (city as “body”; district as “oasis”) is used to describe a planning area.
We will examine narrative approaches in the context of PPGIS in two specific case study: “Enjustess”
(http://www.syke.fi/projects/enjustess) and “Hanko of Memories and dreams”
(http://maptionnaire.com/en/393/). The first case, which studied the use and management of aquatic
environments in the Helsinki region, could be considered as a more traditional approach to PPGIS. In the
case of Hanko, the traditional PPGIS was enlarged and participants were invited to provide information in a
variety of forms: written texts, structured answers, and audio material (using PPGIS methods including an
innovative media-installation) as well as photographs.
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