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WHAT’S UNIQUE ABOUT 18TH & VINE? I "

To capture the essence of Kansas
City’s 18th and Vine neighborhood,
IDEOD explored the area by foot,

interviewed people on the streets,
and photographed sites of par-

ticular interest. Left: the cover of
IDEQ’s book for the neighborhood.

Step
2 Eighteenth and Vine—Kansas City’s historic but down-

and-out jazz district—had a vision problem. “I always
heard people say, ‘The vision for 18th and Vine is this, the
vision for 18th and Vine is that,”” says Daryl Williams,
director of research and policy for minority entrepreneur-
ship at the Kansas City—based Kauffman Foundation.
But whenever he asked people in the community what
the vision looked like, nobody could ever
produce a picture. “It was just people
talking,” he says. “But a vision is not
something you talk about, it’s something
you look at.”

The Kauffman Foundation, with $2 bil-
lion in assets, bills itself as “the foundation
of entrepreneurship”; but 18th and Vine,
right in its backyard, had for decades been
struggling to reinvigorate its storied past as
a center for both jazz and black-owned

Can its “Smart Space”
practice shake up the
lumbering world of
infrastructure, zoning,
and public process?
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IDED’s books try to communicate the essence of a

shared space or community. Clockwise from top left:

a page from the firm’s downtown Los Angeles study,
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the book’s cover, a book for Uptown Oakland, and a
page from their Oakland Children’s Hospital study.
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Books photos, Evelyn Dilworth; graphics Mary Foyder/courtesy IDEO
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Photographs from research in the
field depicting, from left to right:
an interview, “man on the street”
conversations with members of
the Zodiac Club, neon signs within
the American Jazz Museum, the
sign for a landmark neighborhood
restaurant, and a close-up of a

jazz mural.

businesses. In the late 1990s the American Jazz Museum opened, but rather than
revitalize the community it seemed to turn a living place into a museum. For
nearly a decade the Jazz District Redevelopment Corporation (JDRC) had been
struggling to attract commerce back to the neighborhood without much success.
So over lunch with now former JDRC president David Whalen at Peach Tree, the
Vine’s famous soul food restaurant, Williams offered to “bring some resources to

bear” to help develop a vision for the neighborhood—essentially to create a mar-

IDEO’s Smart Space practice identifies both

the emotional and functional aspects of

the planning process as a way to move forward
with development. For 18th and Vine, the design
consultancy tried to define the issues at stake
in very simple terms.

EVEN THOUGH WE
KNOW THERE IS
SOME OVERLAP, IT'S
IMPORTANT TO KEEP

THESE INITIATIVES
SEPARATE.
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keting brochure to attract future development.
“We want to see the neighborhood be success-
ful,” he told Whalen, “not by dictating what it
has to be but what it can be.” Eighteenth and
Vine had already tried the if-you-build-it-they-
will-come approach with the jazz museum.
What Williams envisioned instead was a set of
possibilities rooted in the history of the neigh-
borhood: “A straw man—something to give the
community a jumping-off point to really do
something else.” He had an idea how to get it.

A few months earlier Williams had visited
IDEO—the California-based design consul-
tancy eternally famous for designing the

Because, in the end, the story of 18th &
Vine is the story of ...

THE INTERSECTION.

THE 18TH & VINE OF

THE FUTURE SHOULD

BE A STORY OF HOPE AND
REVITALIZATION AND EMBODY
THE CREATIVE AMERICAN
ENTREPRENEURIAL SPIRIT.

mouse and the Palm Pilot—for help restruc-
turing Kauffman’s internal organization. But
he was also thinking about 18th and Vine.
In 2000 IDEO had begun supplementing its
industrial-design work with a growing inter-
est in designing spaces, including hospitals,
schools, and hotels. A couple of years ago
that scale shifted again, to the point that the
work of IDEO’s Smart Space practice, led
by architect Fred Dust, now looks a lot like
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IDEO deliberately dodges

all the “technical” parts

of urban planning. Instead

they practice it as

Step a form of branding.
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“Developers are turning to consulting and marketing
firms because they're not getting what they need
from traditional planning,” says Neil Kittredge.
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urban planning—but not in any conventional sense. Instead
of doing massing studies or land-use plans, laying out infra-
structure, writing zoning codes, or proposing blockbuster
museums, IDEQ’s Smart Space group articulates the spirit of
a place but leaves its realization to the clients: developers,
park conservancies, hospitality companies, and—Williams
soon determined—the JDRC, with the Kauffman Foundation
footing the bill.

Roshi Givechi, a frequent collaborator in the Smart Space
practice, first came to Kansas City in April 2005. Soon after, she
and her team, including IDEO designer Joe Graceffa, immersed
themselves in “the Vine,” applying the multidisciplinary
method they bring to nearly all their projects, whether bath-
room cleaners or hotel rooms. They hosted “whine and dines”
(focus-group dinners), walked the streets, ate in the restaurants,
did historical research, took photographs, and interviewed
dozens of people about the neighborhood, sometimes on vid-
eotape. Part anthropology (with IDEO’s trained anthropolo-
gists), part site exploration (with IDEQ’s trained architects),
part documentary filmmaking (with IDEO’s trained media art-
ists), their approach is to seek the qualitative essence of the
community from the perspective of the community.

Givechi likes to tell the story of the Saturday night in Kansas
City when she took a little disco nap and then headed out alone
to watch an all-night jazz jam session. She clearly relishes the
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experience—its combination of soaking up the
atmosphere and blending into the background,
toeing the line of the outside observer. “It’s
like serving as a mirror,” Givechi says. “We
were speaking to the people in the community,
but we didn’t have a lot of investment in what
exactly happened because we're not going to
profit in any given way.”

Williams puts it another way: “They don’t
have a dog in the fight.” Unlike most urban
planners (a term IDEO resists), not only does
IDEO avoid the appearance of parachuting
in with a vision, but their success—and bill-
ings—isn’t measured by the place that’s even-
tually built, or even if anything ever gets built
at all. The firm deliberately dodges all the
“technical” parts of urban planning: arrang-
ing infrastructure, determining financing, and
navigating the public process. Instead it prac-
tices urban planning as branding: define the
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Step

IDED tries to reflect the textures

and tones of a given neighbor-
hood in a way that’s true to the
space, and to design around
behavior by understanding who
lives there. A collage of build-
ings in IDED’s study for Uptown
Dakland [above) references
Oakland’s defining traits to
understand who might choose
to live in the area.

For a breakdown of the Uptown
Dakland project, see this
month’s online exclusive at www.

metropolis mag.com.

By focusing on Sunday morning, the team discov-
ered a large group of people attending services
who were not supported by local amenities.



IDEO’S URBAN PREPLANNING

There's another level to IDEO’s approach.
“We design for time instead of designing for

space,” Dust explains.

spirit of a place and then let others articu-
late that spirit—whether in bricks, mor-
tar, tax breaks, or billboards. IDEO claims
accountability only for its ideas.

It’s not clear that works, mostly because it’s
too early to tell—but also because the team at
IDEO is messing with the DNA of the plan-
ning process. Theyre changing it from a
concrete process of infrastructure and build-
ing to an imagined one of narrative and iden-
tity; they’re exchanging the idea of a place for
place itself. In an urban realm already threat-
ened by privatization—not just by developers
but by a broader trend toward place-making
as marketing—IDEQ’s approach could be
seen to further erode the idea of city-building
as a democratic process (if it ever was)
because of the way it applies the shiny lan-
guage of marketing to the gritty mixed-up
world of the city. As IDEO emphasizes, its
communication skills have been honed in the
corporate world, and its “user centered”
approach is often cast as a particularly empa-
thetic version of market research.

IDEO’s approach could be seen as a des-
perately needed fix to the broken instrument
of urban planning, a way to energize a public
process that too often skews places to the low-
est common denominator. Some leading plan-
ners are willing to give it a shot. “Developers
are turning to consulting and marketing firms
because they’re not getting what they need
from the traditional planning process,” says
Neil Kittredge, partner in charge of planning
and urban design at Beyer Blinder Belle.
Dennis Pieprz, president of Sasaki Associates,
the large Boston-based urban-planning and
design practice, believes that “it’s critical
that the poetry of cities and the potential
for urban life be taken well beyond problem
solving and issues of engineering.” And Phil
Enquist, a partner in Skidmore, Owings &
Merrill’s urban-design practice, finds IDEO’s
approach “refreshing in a way, because by not
running that deep, by staying on the surface,
it gets people excited about taking on the very
complex challenge of rebuilding or redefining
a neighborhood or district.”

But they also stress that it’s only half the
battle, if even that much. “You may attract an
investor, but you may not have the necessary
infrastructural support to make sure that
investment is going to work,” Enquist says.
Alexander Garvin, Yale planning professor
and former lead planner of the Lower Man-
hattan Development Corporation, offers a
more direct assessment: “Planning is not
just about an image, it is about a place to
live.” But Garvin is also quick to point
out that planning has always been about
image—whether New Urbanism’s picket
fences, Le Corbusier’s towers in the park,
or Daniel Libeskind’s glimpse of the Statue
of Liberty as he arrived in New York Harbor
as an immigrant (the narrative that won
him the commission for the master plan of
Ground Zero). Like political propaganda,
each image transcended the pros and cons
of the plan itself—not that the line between
the two can ever be clear. As Marshall
Berman puts it, “The city is a symbolic
expression of modernity.” We are the places
we make. But what is clear is that the deft-
ness of IDEO’s communication illuminates
how inadequately urban planners typically
convey their ideas.

IDEO’s visions may not always be pro-
found, but they’re certainly alluring. The
eight-inch-square bound book they pro-
duced for the 18th and Vine community is,
by most any standard, a beautiful thing—
well designed and elegantly written. Its
voice is equal parts travel guide, self-help
book, and manifesto—as if Oprah took a
semester at the Bauhaus. Unlike an annual
report or a university’s “view book,” it is
self-conscious enough about the challenges
the neighborhood faces to feel sincere and
authentic; unlike many planning documents,
it ducks dogma of any stripe. The specific
design suggestions may come straight from
urban planning’s current toolbox, but IDEO
synthesizes them into snappier slogans:
Create borders to create bonds. Communicate
community. Densify and diversify. Unpack
the museum.

But there’s to IDEO’s
approach, which Dust often cites as the

another level

thing that makes it unique as architecture
rather than just presentation. “We design
for time instead of designing for space,” he
explains. At 18th and Vine, the Smart Space
team imagined different encounters with
the neighborhood—a first-time visit, going
out on Saturday night, going to church on
Sunday morning, a regular weekday—and
only then considered what places would sup-
port those “moments.” They then presented
the ideas with written vignettes, imagined
stores and restaurants, and unusually clear
axonometric diagrams, like the kind you’d
find in an illustrated guidebook. One vision
was to create a set of after-church activities:
a bookstore, florist (“Petals”), and brunch
spot. By populating the area with relevant
eateries and shops, we can serve more than
their soul.

For many firms all this blue-sky think-
ing would be embraced as a means to drive
business to the back of the house, where the
construction documents could be cranked
out. But IDEO—which long ago gained a
reputation for being expensive—rejects the
idea. “I could have thirty interns in the back
hacking out drawings,” Dust says, “but that
would be fundamentally disruptive to the
entire way we work as a culture. It’s not
just finances, because we could do it. And
there’ve been moments where we’ve said,
‘What if we bought a such and such.” But
it would start to set up a tier system. We're
accountable to the people who work here to
make sure their work is interesting.”

IDEO’s sense of empowerment, its holistic
world-changing ambition, is a key part of its
character—and precisely the thing that makes
people wonder how it gets away with it all.
The answer lies partly in the Smart Space
practice’s origins in the ashes of the dot-com
boom. It was the same moment that IDEO
began working extensively with hospitals,
rethinking patients’ entire progress though the
health-care system. “We realized we didn’t
have enough experience to actually go in and
design the space,” Dust recalls, “so what we
decided to do was tell a story about what the
space could be that would help guide every-
one else to do it.” This was no small insight:
if IDEO was going to make spaces it had to
act like IDEO, which inherently meant not
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acting like architects. “Up until then we had
just acted like our own thing, doing space like
space has always been done,” Dust contin-
ues. “But then we said, ‘If we’re going to be
a space practice at IDEO, we’re going to act
more like the rest of IDEO. We're going to do
the in-depth research, tell really compelling
stories, find really remarkable moments; we’re
going to prototype.””

The name for Smart Space emerged from
a related ambition: to tap IDEO’s clients’
often generous marketing budgets instead
of their often strapped facility allowances.
Dust explains by drawing two circles on a
sheet of paper, one labeled “smarts” and
the other “space.” “The whole point,” Dust
says, “was connecting the smarts of an orga-
nization to the space part”: management to
facilities, strategic thinking to design. That
should sound familiar; it’s the insight that
has defined the design profession’s move
toward the mainstream over the last ten
years, and it’s easy to give IDEO a chunk of
the credit. In corporate America today you
may hire an architect to design a building or
an industrial designer to design a product,
but you go to IDEO to innovate.

Greg Vilkin, president of Forest City
Residential West, became interested in IDEO
after reading a Business Week cover story
about the firm. (The com-pany’s New York
wing, Forest City Ratner, is currently roiling
Brooklyn with its Frank Gehry—designed
plan for Atlantic Yards.) Soon after, Vilkin
pitched Dust the idea of applying IDEO’s
customer-research methodology to multi-
family real estate development, a business
that he felt had not evolved with the times.

“We didn’t go to IDEO and say, ‘Draw the
building,” ” Vilkin says. “We let them do
what they do better than anyone in the coun-
try that we’ve found, which is conceptualize
who the customer is and what is going to
drive them.” In practice that meant IDEO
began with its customary research, pound-
ing the pavement and sucking it all in, then
synthesizing their observations in two ways:
defining “mind-sets” (as opposed to demo-
graphics) of potential renters, and suggest-
ing ways the Forest City built spaces could
support those mind-sets. IDEO was setting
the stage for development, except in this
case the developer was already in place.

IDEO’s approach was startlingly fresh, if
only for its honesty. “Once you sign them up
they forget about you, and they’re just out
there. They don’t give a damn about you,”
says Adam Siegal, vice president of strate-
gic marketing for Forest City’s residential
developments.

The firm’s research in Oakland, California,
conducted to aid Forest City in the plan-
ning of a 665-unit housing development, is
remarkable for how well it captures the grit of
the place. The combination of talking heads,
facts, and photographs—all expressed in a
snappy book with a strong graphic voice—has
a humanity and emotion unheard of in a plan-
ning analysis, much less one sponsored by
a developer. IDEO makes no apologies for
that. “At IDEO I always consider myself a
social worker for the consumer,” says Amy
Leventhal, who worked with Forest City but
has since left IDEO to pursue a career as a
vegan chef. “I just really wanted to make sure
we were respecting the communities we were

moving into, respecting the people who may
move in, and respecting the client and helping
them to understand.”

Siegal loved it. “They’re an amazing
interpreter of the voice of the people,” he
says, raising his voice in excitement. “You
can yell about the fact that they’re not urban
planners and they haven’t studied the sepa-
ration of transportation nodes. But by the
same token, the extent to which they misfire
in their recommendations because of that,
they make up for in freedom of thought.” But
is it urban planning? Not really. Is it about
making places? Certainly. But does that free-
dom of thought translate into new kinds of
place-making or a new process for urban
planning?

At the end of a long day talking in IDEO’s
San Francisco office, I rode the BART train
to Oakland with Givechi and Andy Williams,
an IDEO de-signer. We peered at the size 11
platform shoes in the window of a store that
serves the local transvestite community and
had coffee at Mama Buzz, a café where the
team conducted interviews. At the build-
ing site bulldozers were busily scraping the
land flat for the foundations. A billboard
advertised the project. Its watercolor render-
ing showed an utterly conventional-looking
apartment complex—the kind of unorna-
mented, decently proportioned colored-stuc-
co housing block rising all over Northern
California. It was hard not to be disappoint-
ed. For all the nuance of IDEQ’s sense of
Oakland and all its success at communicat-
ing that to Forest City, the project looked like
any other project. Its reality was still just an

idea. O www.metropolismag.com @@
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