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Introduction 
 
In this paper we account for an ongoing interdisciplinary and industry-funded research project that offers an 
innovative form of ‘living lab’, exploring its generative, creative potential. We begin by describing the project’s 
context, structure and themes, and then outline how these have provided a set of conditions that have given 
rise to an emergent model that relies on particular spatial, social and institutional configurations to work. Such 
a model, we argue, has been a productive approach to thinking about complex urban challenges, and can 
provide a useful starting point for others to adapt to their own location in site-specific configurations.  
 
The Exchange is a year-long partnership between RMIT University and Lendlease, a major Australian property 
developer, located in Victoria Harbour, in the Docklands area of Melbourne. The project is based in a site 
called the Knowledge Market, a shopfront in Victoria Harbour which had been inhabited by a previous group 
that ran education and engagement programs. The Exchange team took over the space in July 2017, with a 
remit to ‘prototype community engagement in high density urban environments’ with new ways of working in 
and through the space. The research program is organised into four themes: zero carbon futures, social 
diversity, digitally enabled infrastructures and urban memory and imagination. These form a scaffold for RMIT 
student design studios, community workshops and public talks, and other research and engagement projects 
that have been developing and feeding into each other over a twelve month period.  
 
Victoria Harbour itself is a masterplanned precinct of Melbourne’s Docklands being developed by Lendlease 
that is mainly focused on constructing high-rise apartments, large office buildings for corporate clients and 
retail spaces at ground level. It is scheduled for completion by 2025. The area is on the edge of Melbourne’s 
central business district (CBD), and is about a kilometre from the major regional Southern Cross train station; it 
is also connected to the CBD by regular trams. About 1,000 residents live in the area, with this projected to 
grow to just under 4,000 by 2021. Several thousand workers commute to the corporate offices every weekday.  
 
The Docklands, of which Victoria Harbour is but one section, has been thoroughly critiqued as a ‘lifeless’ urban 
precinct that has failed to deliver the engaging urban lifestyle it promised, and despite its substantial 
waterfront and its proximity to the city centre, it has historically failed to attract visitors in the same numbers 
as the more central areas of the CBD. However, although our own ethnographic research confirmed this to 
some degree, there is also evidence that people enjoy its waterfront location and growing public amenities. 
The demographics are also changing, with more young families moving into the area over recent years and a 
state school planned following a 2015 community consultation process. All this points to an area in transition, 
and as we will describe, has encouraged ways of working that account for processes of change. 
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Practice-based research and design ethnography 
 
The Exchange is in broad alignment with the approach to design research and teaching at RMIT, a form of 
integrated scholarship that combines the two activities. In this model, students respond to design briefs that 
arise from real locations and conditions that are of interest to governmental, institutional and commercial 
stakeholders. At The Exchange, we have developed this approach to integrated scholarship by formulating 
design studios that respond to the perceived future needs of Victoria Harbour and its residents. From 
qualitative observations and analysis of quantitative data, students from the Masters programs in Design 
Innovation and Technology and Landscape Architecture, and from the Bachelors program of Interior Design 
have developed proposals for the design of “urban systems” that address issues of urban resilience and 
sustainability, communication and interaction, and environmental sensing. These semester-long studios have 
been run in The Exchange space and have involved the input from specialists in these fields of practice as both 
guest lecturers and tutors.The outcomes of the studios have then been presented to panels of invited 
academics and industry partners and exhibited in the space for the broader public to view and comment upon. 
In this way, we have built on an existing pedagogical model within RMIT, but extended it by locating the 
students’ working and exhibition space in the site that is the focus of their studies. Furthermore, the students’ 
work forms the basis of the research we are all doing together on the four themes mentioned above. 
 
This approach to teaching reflects how we have conceptualised our way of working in The Exchange as a series 
of overlapping and entangled relationalities that, we argue, have engendered outcomes that would not have 
been possible in more conventional research projects. This means that we usually cannot foresee specific 
outcomes, or drive towards particular goals, but rather that these have emerged from our lab’s conditions and 
location. In this sense, the uncertainty of the project has become generative of possibility. Indeed, following 
Akama et al (2018: 3), ‘we acknowledge uncertainty as being core to our existence, a dimension that cannot be 
removed’, and in fact actively value this aspect of the project. Accordingly, we have begun to think of The 
Exchange as a set of emergent configurations that has arisen from and is located in the spatial and material 
qualities of the site in Victoria Harbour, our various institutional and industry partners, and each other as 
researchers from different disciplines.  
 
This notion of emergence as we understand it is thus a response to our existence in a world that is ongoing, 
never fixed in a particular moment but rather in a constant state of change. This recognises potential and 
possibility in every moment. As a team seeking to understand and perhaps make change through our work, it 
has meant adopting a stance towards research that recognises our object of inquiry, the future of an urban 
precinct, as dynamic, slippery and always changing, as Akama et al (2018: 3) allude to: 
 

We cannot make changes in isolation to the present because the present will not stay still long 
enough to be changed; it is always slipping away as the past. When we recognize that we are part of 
such a world, our only option is to participate more attentively in its changing. We can think of 
ourselves as moving forward with it, in ways that are open, responsive and with care. 

 
This has pushed us towards ways of working that attend to change, uncertainty and complexity as inherent in 
the site and our engagement with it. It is, as Ingold (2008: 8) says, a way of being and working in the world that 
seeks to ‘contribute to its ever-evolving weave’, recognising its specific configurations and using these to make 
sense of our experiences and perceptions of our surroundings. Indeed, as Maurer (2005 : 4) puts it, ‘The point 
of emergence is that you do not know where it is going ... but to go along for the ride, in mutual, open-ended 
and yet limited entanglements.’ Such an orientation is particular suited to the open-ended and interwoven mix 
of questions that our living lab explores, the multidisiciplinary perspectives that we have brought to it, and the 
precinct itself as buildings rise around the lab’s site.  
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Accordingly, our approach can be understood as a design ethnography, treating Victoria Harbour similarly to 
how (Pink 2014: 413) describes the home as a ‘project...that is ongoing, never finished and involves imagining 
into the future’. In practical terms this has meant that what we ask of the precinct, and how we ask it, is 
always changing as we work, building on and iterating from what has come before - while this is not a new 
research approach, particularly in design, what is important is that we do not seek to ‘solve’ a problem, 
because this would mean attempting to freeze a set of site-specific configurations that are always emerging. 
Rather, we use the embedded and practice-based approach of design in combination with ethnographic ways 
of trying to understand other people’s ongoing experiences and ways of making meaning in their worlds, 
which in turn informs new questions for studios to interrogate.  
 
A practical aspect of this was the short ethnographic project with which we began our year in the space. This 
saw a dedicated researcher interview 17 residents, workers and visitors to Victoria Harbour about how they 
perceived and understood the precinct, with particular attention to the sensory and experiential aspects. This 
use of sensory ethnography (Pink 2015) attends to how people actually make use of places and objects and 
how they understand their relationships with the material and immaterial world. The methodology helps the 
researcher to enter into the often less tangible experiences of individuals and communities which may 
otherwise be difficult to explore, using the research encounter as a means to attune to and discusses the 
meanings of the spaces through which researchers and research participants move together. Where possible 
we walked alongside participants and video recorded interviews, so that they could actually show us significant 
aspects of the spaces they were talking about. In terms of the design of objects, buildings, or shared spaces, 
this kind of research can give insights about how people perceive and make sense of their surroundings, which 
can, in turn, yield new information about how design might better meet the needs and aspirations of the 
people who use it. 
 
Our early findings, for example, indicated that the weather is crucial in how people experience Victoria 
Harbour both physically and socially, impacting on how they dress, move and inhabit spaces. Whilst this is 
obviously not unique to Victoria Harbour, the fact that it was raised by participants in virtually every interview, 
meant we wanted to attend to it more closely. Moreover, rather than being understood as necessarily 
negative (or positive), it was simply recognised as a factor in planning for moving around the precinct as 
people made everyday decisions about what to wear, whether it was worth it to carry an umbrella (because 
the wind often rendered these useless), and how to plan their walking route to remain undercover as much as 
possible. In short, our research participants reported that careful thought was necessary to manage the 
(sometimes harsh) anticipated climatic conditions, including for wind, rain or changeability. We augmented 
these accounts with our own observations that resulted from being in the precinct ourselves. For example, we 
noticed that people took advantage of the built environment as a resource and place of shelter when it rained 
(see Figure 1), and that the wind was more noticeable than in other parts of the city, perhaps as a result of the 
proximity to the waterfront and the predominance of multistory buildings. These sorts of research materials 
began to build a picture of Victoria Harbour which could then inform more practice-based design research. 
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Figure 1: People sheltering a building entrance, waiting for the tram to arrive. Photo: Joanne Mihelcic. 
 
This insight gave us a line of inquiry to take forward, including a workshop at a council-sponsored community 
day that invited participants to make a kite with us as a means to attune to and discuss their experiences of 
the weather in Victoria Harbour. This workshop met the larger goals of the project to engage with the 
community about the experience of living in the precinct, to uncover new knowledge about how those 
experiences were made sense of and valued, and to start to reveal new information that could feed into future 
student projects or design interventions in later stages of the project. These observations of the wind also led 
to commissioning a design studio that explored potential design approaches to public space within the area. 
The studio was run by an RMIT Phd student who is studying microclimates created by high-rise buildings in 
dense urban environments, and whose research project is embedded in Aurecon, a firm of engineers situated 
in Victoria Harbour. This looping and folding back of the evolving concerns of the larger research project has 
become a hallmark of the working model of the research team. 
 
This brief example starts to explicate how design and ethnography has comes together in The Exchange in 
practical terms, but these sorts of outcomes, as we have begun to argue, have been enabled by an conceptual 
orientation to what might emerge from set of spatial, disciplinary and institutional conditions that thread 
together and entangle in various ways. In the next section we detail some of the particular configurations that 
we have touched on so far, drawing links among them that show how they have affected each other. We then 
provide a longer example of the development of the visual identity of The Exchange and what it made possible, 
some aspects of which have come to moments of resolution (although still with ongoing connections and 
developments to the rest of the project) and some which continue to unfold.  
 
 
The Exchange at Knowledge Market, Victoria Harbour, Melbourne 
 
Spatial configurations 
 
The Exchange emerged from particular relationships and conditions, and crucially this included its 
emplacement in the Docklands site, a location which has allowed us to assemble a nuanced understanding of 
Victoria Harbour, its social rhythms, the affordances of its landscape and infrastructure and the institutional 
and organisational structures that affect it. Although the space had been occupied by an organisation running 
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workshops and classes before we moved in, our industry partner explicitly asked us to ‘activate’ the site and 
attract more people to it more regularly. 
 
Through The Exchange we have been able to connect to local workers, residents and visitors as they encounter 
the space and come and talk to us about it, and through the initial phase of qualitative ethnographic research 
discussed above. It has also acted as a hub for student design studios, public events and gallery installations, 
and is open to the public on weekdays from 10.00 - 17.00. Our mode of being in the space is highly visible and 
branded with a distinctive visual identity, which we discuss in more detail below, and was only made possible 
by the shopfront being made available to us by the industry partner. Our use of it for a range of activities, 
including regularly drawing dozens of students there during the teaching semesters, helped to change the 
space and its surroundings almost immediately. In this sense, in our embeddedness in The Exchange, we have 
been advening in Victoria Harbour, adding something to it that subtly changes not only how people think 
about and use the space, but what possibilities might emerge in the future (see Figures 2 and 3). 
 
This way of thinking about The Exchange as a site which might make new things possible by its visible presence 
connects to concepts in human geography as space as a ‘sphere of dynamic simultaneity, constantly 
disconnected by new arrivals, constantly waiting to be determined (and therefore undetermined) by the 
construction of new relations. It is always being made and always therefore, in a sense, unfinished’ (Massey 
2005: 107). As with our way of thinking about The Exchange as emerging from a set of spatial, disciplinary and 
institutional configurations, the site itself is composed of moments of ‘throwntogetherness’ that coalesce from 
encounter, negotiation, and separation, a tangling together and decoupling of different elements, all shaping a 
distinctive ‘here-and-now’ (Massey 2005) and opening new future possibilities. Moreover, and as we discuss 
next, the project was animated by disciplinary and institutional elements that similarly contributed to its 
ongoing and relational character.  
 

 
Figure 2: The Knowledge Market site prior to the installation of The Exchange visual identity. 
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Figure 3: The new visual identity being applied, and installed with The Exchange prominently featured. 
 
Disciplinary configurations 
 
If the site lends The Exchange a particular set of empirical conditions, another important aspect of the 
character of the project is its interdisciplinarity. The three research leaders (and co-authors of this paper) each 
have a different disciplinary background and set of professional experiences which conceive research 
methodologies and outcomes in quite distinct ways. Charles Anderson is a practicing landscape architect and 
artist; Ross McLeod trained as an industrial designer and interior designer and is committed to pedagogy as a 
form of research; Shanti Sumartojo is a human geographer interested in how public spaces feel and are made 
meaningful to those in them. All three consider questions of spatiality and human (and non-human) 
encounters and modes of interaction in them, but from very different perspectives. The team had worked 
together in the early, conceptual stages of previous projects, and shared a common commitment to 
consultative, conversational and non-hierarchical ways of working. We also recognised that getting to grips 
with the potential offered by The Exchange required an approach that was collaborative from its constitution, 
and that the themes of inquiry could only sensibly be addressed in an interdisciplinary mode. 
 
As we set up and developed our activities in The Exchange, we arrived at a set of principles that animate how 
we work and how we work together. This underpinned the sense of emergence in the project, because rather 
than setting a set of goals or outcomes, we built from our individual scholarly and practice backgrounds, 
brought them into contact and combination with each other, and worked to remain open to what these 
encounters could engender. Accordingly, our starting principles included: 
 

- Using what we were already practiced and skilled at doing: practice-based pedagogy; practices of 
making; skills in manipulating space, both in a literal and material sense, and as a narrative device; 
ethnographic research; and scholarly writing; 

 
- A commitment to a collaborative and iterative process that draw in others’ skills and perspectives - 

this extended to students; other designers and teachers; collaborators in industry and other 
institutions; and our extended team that included an ethnographic  researcher, a creative producer, a 
curator, and photographers. 

 
- A commitment to working in the site ourselves, and thereby attending to its material and immaterial 

affordances by experiencing them first hand. By setting up our own offices and meeting spaces in The 
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Exchange, the site has been incorporated into our ways of working together and we have come to 
know its particular configurations for ourselves. We have also been able to better understand what 
can be opened up conceptually through embedded working, insights that we can take to other 
contexts and projects in the future. 

 

 
Figure 4: RMIT students in the Phase Change 2.0 studio, led by Charles Anderson and Michaela Prescott at The 
Exchange at Knowledge Market site in Victoria Harbour.  
 
Institutional configurations 
 
The final aspect of the project’s configuration is how it has brought together different institutions, their 
structures and their ways of working. Developing an ongoing and productive relationship between individual 
researchers from different academic backgrounds, a large university with well defined research criteria and a 
multinational industry partner with its own specific goals, agendas and ways of working has been a challenge. 
The genesis of the relationship began when Lendlease approached the RMIT School of Architecture and Design 
with a commission for a small scale temporary public artwork project, which eventually became Frame 
Melbourne. Within the confines of this small project, the university team was able to introduce the idea of 
industry-partnered design-based research that involved academic researchers and masters and undergraduate 
students in its undertaking. While the quality of the finished outcome was seen as an essential part of the 
project, it was stressed to the industry partner throughout the design process that the project needed to be a 
collaboration (rather than a commission) and was viewed as an act of research into an idea that Lendlease 
originally framed as “prototyping community engagement”. This descriptor of the project proved to be a 
foundation from which RMIT, with its teaching and research agendas, and Lendlease, and its client centred 
business model, could find common ground. 
 
After working on this project in a close and collaborative manner for a period of several months, the two 
teams from RMIT and Lendlease began to develop a shared dialogue and discovered similar concerns in 
relation to the urban environment and how to conceptualise it in the articulation of a public artwork. To take 
the project forward, a design studio based on Lendlease’s new development Melbourne Quarter was 
undertaken that expanded the scope of the relationship between the two institutions and brought in a more 
speculative and exploratory dimension to design propositions presented by students. As these projects 
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wrapped up, we discussed potential future directions, including the idea of integrating design and ethnography 
in an industry partnered project. A raft of possible projects and approaches were considered, with no 
guarantee that they would be realised, although with a shared interest and orientation towards thinking about 
design as a way to somehow shape ways of attuning to and valuing urban space. Accordingly, in early 2017 
Lendlease asked RMIT whether they would be interested in taking over the Knowledge Market space for a 
year, which was the beginning of The Exchange. 
 
It is important to note here that the initial artwork project paved the way in sorting out the complex 
contractual and legal issues involved when universities work with corporations. The inordinate amount of 
energy put into clarification of terms and responsibilities on the smaller artwork project acted as the armature 
for drafting the new contract for The Exchange. In this way, the institutional relationships that began with an 
earlier project created the conditions that allowed something unexpected to emerge, and for new 
relationships to form that in turn are likely to give rise to future possibilities. The configurations that typify The 
Exchange include the explicit practice of building relationships between institutions and amongst individual 
researchers and their counterparts outside academia, a lengthy and uncertain process without outcomes that 
are necessarily predictable, but that instead rely on the development of trust and recall Sennett’s (2012) 
observation that it requires time and practice to become good at cooperation. This pulls against more 
conventional ways of conducting research that may be commissioned by private industry, which often includes 
outcomes or targets determined from the beginning of a contractual relationship. Instead, RMIT and Lendlease 
have entered into a ‘Research Collaboration Agreement’ which is a partnership based on aligned interests in 
the future of urban living that are continuing to emerge in The Exchange, but that began with a somewhat 
serendipitous and much earlier process of the Frame Melbourne public artwork.  
 
The institutional configurations also included our own university, bringing some of its structures into The 
Exchange site while also navigating the difficulties of setting up a research and teaching site off campus. We 
have sought to reach out to colleagues in different areas who might consider Victoria Harbour a productive 
site for their own teaching and research, and over time would like to build The Exchange into a place where 
students and researchers can learn from and build on each other’s projects, particularly as findings or working 
materials are displayed and discussed in open conversation there (Figure 4). We also seek to draw the local 
community into these discussions by encouraging people to stop in and see exhibits and attend public talks. 
 
Overall, one of the qualities of this project that has emerged is our ability to be responsive to the site as we 
continue to learn more about it. This has put us in a position to shorten the long responses times of university-
based research, but lengthen the corporate time frame and deepen the research insights that they might 
usually expect. However, navigating a path amongst these institutional differences has required a long start-up 
process and we were only able to launch the project in October 2017, four months into a 12 month program. 
 
 
Configurations in practice - The Exchange visual identity 
 
The seminal role of design in synthesising concerns and action at The Exchange can be seen in the approach 
taken to the development of the project’s visual identity. Sean Hogan from Trampoline was brought on board 
to work with the team and develop branding for the project, with the germinating idea for the graphics based 
on the original Knowledge Market logo whose form was extended and extrapolated into The Exchange logo. 
From here a graphic “language” of circles, triangles, squares, lines and crosses was developed and a myriad of 
ideas for posters and window facade graphics evolved (Figures 5 and 6). With this alphabet in place, the 
graphics’ meanings were then reinvented through their use to represent different links and buttons on the 
website. These two-dimensional forms also became the guiding principles for the design of the exhibition 
display system, which mirrored the strength and clarity of the graphics as three-dimensional elements and 
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fixing details (Figure 7 and 8).The combined effect of this interweaving of two-dimensional and three-
dimensional visual identities into a high quality and consistent aesthetic established a mode of communication 
that informed and guided discussions on the direction of the project and the marketing protocols adopted for 
it. 
 
In this way, the visual identity, and the collaborative relationship with its designer, became interwoven with 
the ongoing configurations at the heart of the project. The alphabet that Sean Hogan developed could itself be 
reconfigured in multiple ways, and be built up, layered, reinterpreted and put to new uses as both 
representation and articulation of the project and our way of working with it. Studio groups took inspiration 
from it, and we expect this work will continue to evolve and inspire as the project continues. 

 
Figure 5: The Exchange visual identity, by Sean Hogan from Trampoline. Image: Sean Hogan. 
 
 

 
Figure 6: Details of The Exchange visual identity. Image: Ross McLeod. 
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Figure 7: Drawings of the exhibition system in The Exchange, inspired by the visual identity graphics and 
developed by students in the Transformative Apparatus studio, 2017. Image: Aya Albarqi and   Akshaya 
Kathiresh  

            

Figure 8: Exhibition system in The Exchange at opening of Urban Surfaces - Master of Design Innovation and 
Technology design studio exhibition, 2017. Image: Joanne Mihelcic 
 
 
Conclusions 
 
Our location in the precinct that our studios, adventions and qualitative investigations focus on has emerged 
as central to our way of working at The Exchange. As we have argued in this paper, we are developing and 
pursuing a process of experimentation that follows what unfolds by way of different configurations of spaces, 
people and institutions. This way of working, we suggest, makes possible productive insights and outcomes, 
such as those exemplified in the example of the visual identity, that relies on a way of engaging with the world 
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in which ‘the conduct of thought goes along with, and continually answers to, the fluxes and flows of the 
materials with which we work’ (Ingold 2013: 6). The configurations in The Exchange, however, exceed the 
material, as they also take in social engagement with local people, cohering a community around and through 
the site that continues to inspire and animate our research there. Moreover, our lines of inquiry and findings 
are ongoingly buildings and iterating with each new research question, studio group or collaborator that joins 
us, prompting the emergence of new insights. Overall, the project’s deep interdisciplinarity has pushed each of 
the research leaders to consider new approaches to common questions, and has encouraged a creative and 
dynamic way of working with and into each others’ practices.  
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