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ABSTRACT  

The intention to promote local economic development through place marketing and urban 

design based interventions is linked to the commodification of the city, a trend emerging 

parallel to a new milieu for intercity competition. The aim with this paper is to highlight how 

urban design is used as a tool by the municipality to sell the city as a place to live, work and 

invest in. The focus is on the physical characteristics and function of two urban renewal 

projects and how the municipality has looked into these neighbourhoods in connection to the 

image that it wants to promote for the city. The analysis focuses on official plans and 

documentation, and on expert interviews. It distinguishes between product-oriented and 

process-oriented interventions. The reabilitation of the physical space is used to promote 

discourses on sustainability, innovation and creativity and, throught these discourses, 

generate an appealing image for investments. The paper aims to contribute to the 

discussions on the transformation of the role of the urban design and planning in contexts of 

entrepreneurial urban governance, place-marketing strategies, and the neoliberalization of 

planning 
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URBAN DESIGN IN NEIGHBOURHOOD COMMODIFICATION 

 

 

Abstract 

The intention to promote local economic development through place marketing and urban design 

based interventions is linked to the commodification of the city, a trend emerging parallel to a new 

milieu for intercity competition. The aim with this paper is to highlight how urban design is used as 

a tool by the municipality to sell the city as a place to live, work and invest in. The focus is on the 

physical characteristics and function of two urban renewal projects and how the municipality has 

looked into these neighbourhoods in connection to the image that it wants to promote for the city. 

The analysis focuses on official plans and documentation, and on expert interviews. It distinguishes 

between product-oriented and process-oriented interventions. The reabilitation of the physical space 

is used to promote discourses on sustainability, innovation and creativity and, throught these 

discourses, generate an appealing image for investments. The paper aims to contribute to the 

discussions on the transformation of the role of the urban design and planning in contexts of 

entrepreneurial urban governance, place-marketing strategies, and the neoliberalization of planning 
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Introduction 

The intention to promote local economic development through place marketing (Kearns and Philo, 

1993, Gold and Ward, 1994, Grodach, 2009) and urban design based interventions is linked to the 

commodification of the city, a trend that has been emerging parallel to the emergence of a new 

milieu for intercity competition (Duffy, 1995. Jensen-Butler et al, 1997). The development of 

cultural and leisure amenities and the enhancement of the city’s image through transformations in 

its urban landscape gain importance within policies to increase the economic attractiveness of the 

city. (Beriatos and Gospodini, 2004) Researchers have been developing studies of this trend in cities 

across Europe, namely in cities that have been undergoing local economic transformation from 

industrial-based to a service-based economy. In these cases, commodification means that urban 

design is used to refashion and better sell the image of the city to outside investors, and it can be 

seen in the branding of a city (Ashworth and Kavaratzis, 2009), in the promotion of distinct cultural 

assets and leisure areas (Gospodini, 2006), or by developing businesses and R&D districts within 

the city (Gospodini, 2006). Commodification by urban design is more than just the standard urban 

renewal intervention focused on improving the infrastructural characteristics and quality of life in a 

certain neighbourhood. It is an active strategy to sell a product, the designed landscape of the city as 

a place to live, work and invest in (Ward 1998). 

 

In a policy approach that invests on developing a certain urban image for competitive and 

marketing purposes, urban design becomes an integral aspect of urban economic policies, due to its 

emphasis on urban form and physical characteristics of the place. Transformations in the physical 

environment will lead to transformations on the perceived image of that place (Gutman, 1966). This 

type of reasoning has been underlying the transformation strategies pursued by policy-makers and 

stakeholders looking for a change in the perceived image of their city, from industrial decline 

towards an exciting, attractive and creative place to live and invest, with specific socio-economic 

and place qualities that distinguish it from other cities in the world. In this context, urban design 

becomes a political issue, influenced by public and private actors and initiatives, expressing broader 

socio-economic and political changes, and playing its part in the internal and external promotion of 

the city.  

 

The aim in this paper is to highlight how urban design is used as a tool to sell an urban image, by 

looking into the urban renewal projects that focus on the pictorial mode of representation of two 



4 
 

neighbourhoods. It uses a structured, focused comparison, elaborating on a set of general questions 

that are then posed to each of the cases (George and Bennett, 2005), focusing on the traditional 

graphic representation of the space with respect to its different functions and uses present, and how 

the municipality has looked into that neighbourhood in connection to the image that it wants to 

promote for the city. The analysis used comprehensive and existing detailed plans and official 

documentation and was complemented by expert interviews. The urban form was analysed by 

looking into the buildings and their related open spaces, plots and streets. One of the cases- Bo01- 

illustrates the use of urban design in a product-oriented intervention - the housing exhibition area, 

meant to promote Malmö as a sustainable City of Tomorrow. In the second case- Norra Sorgenfri- 

the intervention is process-oriented, focusing on the use of this district by current city inhabitants 

and with a stronger focus on the promotion of social and spatial integration within the city of 

Malmö. The formalized intentions for the intervention are social and economic and less concerned 

with, primarily, a rehabilitation of the urban form per se. But the rehabilitation of the urban form is 

understood as enabling a new image to develop for the neighbourhood, to contribute to the new 

image of the city, and to ultimately promote improved economic activity and quality of life. The 

reabilitation of the physical space is used to promote discourses on sustainability, innovation and 

creativity and, throught these discourses, generate an appealing image for investments. 

 

The relevance of the urban design activity in policy making is interesting to analyse further as it has 

been the focus of growing interest by policy-makers, practitioners and academics dealing with 

issues of urban policy (Madanipour, 2006). This paper also aims to contribute to the discussions on 

the transformation of the role of the urban design and planning in contexts of entrepreneurial urban 

governance, place-marketing strategies, and the neoliberalization of planning. 

 

 

II- Urban design rising as a tool in local economic development  

The strategies pursued in urban regeneration and transformation of the city’s image often place the 

emphasis on transformation through changes in the urban form and ask planners to focus on 

aesthetic and architectural aspects of local urban environment, on local area development and 

neighborhood upgrading, and to explore the potentials it has to offer in a strategy that aims to 

promote social, cultural and economic goals. This asks urban planners to look into urban design and 

the characteristics of the urban form, a concept that has been a core concern of urban design 

(Lynch, 2008; Sitte, 1986). Changing perceptions of space and place have contributed to a shift in 
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planning practice to recognize places as something that adds value to economic development, 

resulting in an increased concern over the qualities of the place (Davoudi and Strange, 2009). This 

has contributed to an increased attention over the urban design characteristics of a planning 

proposal. Instead of referring to planning, which has a regulatory undertone, the projects focus on 

urban design, with a clearer link to aesthetic concerns and thus more suitable to use in strategies to 

promote the image of the city.  

 

Urban design projects can have two distinct attitudes towards the urban renewal strategy and its 

reach. Product and Process are concerns present in any intervention. However, when the prime 

concern is placed on artistic and visual aspects of urban design, there is a greater focus on the 

resulting product. Here the important relationships to preserve or create are those between the 

visually attractive buildings (operas, city halls, museums) and the areas around them. The 

communication between these elements is essential to promote an intended image of the city, i.e. 

flagship developments (Bianchini et al. 1992) or when the city is hosting a certain world event. 

(Jansson, 2005. Hubbard, 1995) However the process of creating a place can be more important 

than the product, especially when the intended final product is less clearly defined, or when the area 

of intervention is less attractive for private speculation and thus requires more time to develop into 

an attractive area to invest in.  

 

To the creation of the physical place and its meaning for the community that is expected to use it, 

these urban development strategies add the responsibility for the physical environment to revitalize 

the economic and social spheres. The urban design intervention is the element of grace that will 

achieve what clearly focused socio-economic strategies have not been able to. (Hubbard, 1995) 

 

Gospodini (2006) refers to a change of paradigm. Major design schemes and place design, and the 

investment in major architectonical landmarks are seen as a way to promote economic development 

in the city, instead of reflecting a city that is enjoying a good economic momentum and uses urban 

renewal to reflect it. Hubbard (1995) and Harvey (1989) argue that there is a shift from a 

managerial to entrepreneurial urban governance, where in the first city governments were 

concerned with the provision of welfare and basic services, and in the later urban policy makers 

take on responsibilities in the field of local growth and economic development. One could argue 

that although policy-makers dedicate more attention to issues of economic growth, this does not 

denote a complete change in governance style. Instead, welfare and service provision remain central 

aspects for municipal intervention, retain the biggest share of the municipal budget and are central 



6 
 

concerns for inhabitants/ voters. However, in political rhetoric, the focus shifts to place- marketing 

strategies that will attract potential investors to the city and the Media interest. The municipality 

acts more as a facilitator for the meeting of different stakeholders, it adds to its managerial role- it 

tries to coordinate the involvement of different stakeholders within a context of urban renewal 

strategy.  

 

Strategies of urban transformation tend to focus on the fabrication of physical spaces that will be 

associated with what are seen as the characteristics of new economic activities that want to be 

attracted: innovation, creativity and knowledge. (Gospodini, 2006. Hubbard, 1995) The city’s 

authorities are confronted with the existence of physical objects that do not reflect the ambitioned 

socio-economic goals, simply because the factory is no longer a central element in the socio-

economic life. Additionally, there is a growing literature and research that argues for the promotion 

of cultural and leisure activities and the provision of consumption amenities in both quantity and 

quality (Florida, 2002, 2005), and the promotion of more ecologically sustained cities (Kenworthy, 

2006). Their message for policy-makers is to focus policies in these fields and the city will be in a 

more competitive position to attract the people and activities supporting the Knowledge Economy. 

Hubbard (1996) concludes that the image promoted by the fabricated landscape can potentially alter 

the image that the local citizens have of their city, by rebuilding the urban landscape to be 

associated with an image of success, even thought this new image does not necessarily result in 

increased local economic development. 

 

The use of urban design as a tool in the commodification of the city can be seen in the two cases I 

turn to next. The use of urban design to convey a homogeneous idea for the development of the 

district is addressed, as is the importance placed on the development of the public areas, revealing a 

concern over the use of public space for leisure and consumption activities and to sell the image of 

the district itself. 

 

 

III- A new image for Malmö 

Malmö is a Swedish municipality that has been consciously constructing a new image for the city. 

There are two competing images to Malmö: one that took shape associated with industrialization, 

another that is emerging now, connected with the socio-economic restructuring of the city. The 

urban fabric reflected the symbols of the industrial era and is now being transformed: the shipyards 
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dominating the city during the industrialization; the Turning Torso, the new university-colleage and 

the Öresund Bridge reflecting a new Malmö for the XXI century. The new image is being carefully 

profiled towards the Knowledge Economy, with sustainability and creative urban environments as 

associated discourses. The discourse of the municipal planning department promotes the 

Knowledge city in the descriptions accompanying the advertising of its urban development projects, 

by using expressions such as “From Industrial city towards Knowledge city”2 (Planering i Malmö, 

2010:2. 30). 

 

The need to strenghthen a specific profile for the city is linked with the growing intercity 

competition for attracting inward investment and companies, and the discussions about the visions 

for Malmö are driven by the question “What says more about what is unique – or can be unique- for 

Malmö?” (Planering i Malmö, 2010:1. 4). The sustainable city is a vision often supported by the 

municipality in its urban development projects in the city. Sustainability is also an overhead theme 

under which other discourses are built and justified, namely Innovative/ Creative Malmö, the 

densified city, the attractive city. The economic profiling of the city for the Knowledge Economy is 

linked with this sustainable city profile (Planering i Malmö, 2009:2). Municipal urban planning is 

presented as one of the tools to build a new profile for the city within the realms of sustainable 

development, innovation and the urban qualities of the city that will strengthen its attractivity for 

residents, visitors and investors.  

 

The municipality has signalled the two neighbourhoods in analysis here as central to the urban 

renewal efforts of the municipality, but with different emphasis placed on the role that the district is 

to hold for the rest of the city. The emphasis on transformation is strong. In the Bo01 area in 

Western Harbour, the old shipyard gave way to housing areas, businesses and commerce, combined 

with architectural value and located in a high-value area. Placing the Turning Torso in the new 

urbanization adds to the symbolic value of Western Harbour- an example of a flagship development 

(Bianchini et al., 1992). This was a redevelopment project that promoted the city to outsiders, and 

continues to be used by the municipality as an illustration of its efforts to develop Malmö as a 

Knowledge city, with an emphasis on sustainability.  

 

                                                      

2 All translations by the author 
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The industrial district of Norra Sorgenfri is being transformed into residential, commerce and 

offices area. Instead the discourse for commodification is built around the potential of this area to 

develop attractive urban like characteristics. 

 

 

Figure 1- Location of Bo01 and Norra Sorgenfri in relation to Malmö’s city. Source: malmo.se/karta 

 

 Creating an extended city centre in Norra Sorgenfri 

When the industrial area of Norra Sorgenfri started to develop, in the late 1800’s, it was located in 

the outskirts of the city. Nowadays, with the expansion of the city, it is a central area with the 

potential to serve as a transit corridor and bring together the central and the eastern parts of Malmö 

(Malmö Stad 2008). Originally, the area was occupied by gasworks, different manufacturing 

companies and used for tram depots. Today there are still some industries in the area, but 

manufacturing is no longer an important activity. There are many abandoned and underused 

buildings and plots, a situation unusual to find in such a close proximity to a city centre. 

Additionally, the area was never an important residential or service/ commercial area. As such, the 

building and infrastructure existing in the area are characteristic of a specific use and history. They 

transmit the image of the industrial city that Malmö was. 

 

In 2006, the municipality organized a series of lectures related to community and city planning and 

the relationship between urban design and social and economic settings. The lectures highlighted 

the link between urban design, public space and how to promote meeting points within a city that 

Bo01 

City Center 
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has been trying to deal with issues of segregation and integration of its high population of 

immigrants. The links between a competitive and economically successful city, a tolerant and 

inviting urban environment, and the richness of its urban life were discussed, closely following the 

ideas proposed by Florida (2002, 2005). There were two main strings of thought presented. One had 

a clear social focus and was concerned with the integration of inhabitants in the city, the creation of 

“democratic spaces” (Peter Elmlund, in Malmö Stad, 2007), and the promotion of meeting points 

where people from different socio-cultural and ethnic backgrounds could meet and interact. The 

second string was mainly economic and saw the promotion of open, inclusive and mixed urban 

districts as contributing to the city’s attraction to the Creative Class (Florida, 2002).  

 

The result of the discussions and workshops was a planprogram adopted by the municipality to 

guide the spatial development of the neighbourhood. The function of the renewed district is 

defined- a place for integration, and for the promotion of small scale economic activities. This 

integration is understood as physical- the connection between the eastern and central parts of 

Malmö, and the extension of the city centre towards the eastern Malmö-, and social, a new meeting 

place for the city inhabitants. The potential for Norra Sorgenfri to develop into a district with 

“center-like characteristics”, can be promoted through the use of urban design to build this 

“innercity character” into this semi-abandoned industrial district (Planering i Malmö, 2008:1)  

 

The municipality commissioned an evaluation of the value of the buildings and urban morphology 

of the area, where it was argued that the area has an architectonical and historical value linked with 

its industrial history and that this feature should be explored during its reconversion. The buildings 

vary in style, materials used, epoch and size, granting diversity to the neighborhood and increasing 

the flexibility of potential uses. (Schlyter, 2006) Therefore the existing buildings will mainly be 

maintained and new constructions will respect certain guidelines regarding materials used so that 

the area can retain its original character.  

 

The municipality defined other broad guidelines for how urban design is to be used to convey the 

desired innercity character, leading the private developers into a specific design for the buildings, 

and defining guidelines for streets and green areas. The facades are to be designed facing the 

existing street network that is to be maintained. The buildings should have between 3 and 5 storeys, 

to add the center-like density to the neighbourhood. The floor level facing the main streets is to be 

reserved for shops, cafés and other services to settle in (Figure 2). A wide range of developers and 

builders is expected to ensure that there is a great diversity of housing and commercial solutions 
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that will invite different forms of living, people from different ages and backgrounds, and different 

economic and leisure activities.  

 

 

Figure 2- Proposal for a street in Norra Sorgenfri. Source: Plan program Norra Sorgenfri 

 

Since most of the plots are currently owned by private owners, the municipality is free to act mostly 

on the street level. The demands over the characteristics of the public space are thus guided towards 

the creation of opportunities for private developers to partake of the objectives of the area plan. The 

municipality takes the lead, subdividing plots and opening new streets and an interconnect grid of 

green areas at the heart of each original block. This aims to create a network of main arteries 

(Industrigatan, Nobelvägen and Östra Farmvägen, Figure 3) that respects the original grid-plan and 

where shops and commerce are to be supported, a network of new, smaller streets that breaks the 

original street grid in smaller parcels to increase accessibility for cyclists and pedestrians to and 

across the neighbourhood, a network of semi-private green areas, and totally new residential areas.  
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Figure 3- Main street layout. Source: malmo.se/karta 

 

In the case of Norra Sorgenfri, the redevelopment of the district is guided by intentions to build an 

extension of the city center, marked by the goal of marketing the city that is an attractive place to 

live and invest in. To achieve this perception of an attractive urban environment, three auxiliary 

concepts are used that direct the interventions from the urban design proposal: Stadsrum (a room for 

the city), stadsliv (city life) and nätverk (network). The endorsement of the Stadsrum concept 

focuses on developing an area that will attract visitors from within and outside Malmö, through the 

promotion of the original main streets of the district as lively areas for working and leisure, in the 

ambition to strengthen the culture and arts scene that is blossoming already, and in the development 

of a network of green spaces, cycle paths and pedestrian areas that builds on the wider discourse of 

Malmö as a sustainable city. The Stadsliv concept is linked with the small-scale projects and 

variation, understood as contributing to a lively urban atmospheret and landscape and promoting the 

participation of different stakeholders at different stages of the project. Each small plot can be 

developed as the stakeholders directly interested in its development come to agreement. There is no 

single grand-scheme for the final product, other that the abstract idea of what an attractive city 

center looks like. The industrial heritage is used to add character to the neighbourhood. Finally the 

concept of Nätverk is built in the proposals for the creation of a totally new network of green spaces 
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and pedestrian and cycle paths, in the promotion of the existing street network as attractive areas to 

live, shop and invest in, and in the idea of the neighbourhood to be a corridor between the center 

and eastern parts of Malmö, promoting the integration of socially and geographically segregated 

districts. 

 

These three concepts and the urban design interventions associated with them, are ultimately used 

to promote the image of the Knowledge city in Norra Sorgenfri, by elaborating on the idea of the 

redevelopment of a district with creativity and urbanity in its character. Building on the discourses 

of the tolerant and creative city and how these two aspects can contribute to local economic 

development, the urban design interventions are guided towards the development of an urban 

environment that will serve to bring forward the image of an exciting and tolerant Malmö. 

 

 The Housing Exhibition- Bo01 

Western Harbour grew in size and importance parallel to the development of one of its symbols: 

Kochums. As Kochums grew into a world leader in shipbuilding, the harbour expanded by new 

infill. However, production was hit hard with the oil crises. Kochums was bought by the State in 

1979 and in the late 90's the production of military ships moved to Karlskrona. Malmö retained the 

headquarters for Kockums, focusing on design, planning and development.  

 

With the turn of the century and parallel to the remaining industrial activity, new industries in the IT 

and R&D have emerged. A university college was established in 1994/95 and the international 

housing exhibition Bo01 was held, in what can be seen as steps towards the reconversion of the 

Western Harbour into a mixed residential and services area. The area’s potential for the organizers 

of Bo01 laid in its prime location - proximity to the sea and closely located to the centre. 

Additionally, the area where Bo01 grew was characterized, in the 1990s, by abandoned and empty 

plots, and the remnants of a past industrial golden age. Finally, Svenska Bostadsmässa and the 

municipality were actively engaged and willing to invest in the quick redevelopment of this area, 

for the occasion of Bo01, in 2001. The urban renewal was aimed at creating the City of Tomorrow 

in an allusion to its innovative, sustainable and environmental character, and to the new city that 

would begin to take shape. 

 

This new city district, as labelled by the Municipality, would combine living, education and work 

functions, world class-architecture, leading edge-technologies in sustainable building and design 

and provide an international example for how to promote the long-term sustainability of buildings 
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and cities- a marketing area for ecological and sustainable solutions for cities around the world, 

while simultaneously showing visitors and the world the image of a new Malmö that was leaving 

behind its past of industrial decline and embracing the opportunities offered by new technologies, 

trends and ideologies. The guidelines for how to develop the area were stipulated in a 

planprogramme defined by the municipality and the representatives of the developers. (Bo01 

Framtidesstaden. 1999) 

 

The plans for the transformation of the area worked preferably with the natural and geographical 

features of the site instead of existing structures. The sea was used as a central element to the public 

areas, complemented by the sight of the recently inaugurated Öresund Bridge that illustrated the 

link to the continent, the connection to Copenhagen and the integration of the wider Öresund 

region. Along the sea, a promenade area was designed, aligned by new buildings in a new 

architectural style, contemporary and innovative. (Figure 4) 

 
Figure 4- Sundspromenaden 

Sundspromenaden and Ankarparken formed the basic network for the district and offered different 

settings. Sundspromenaden, running parallel to the sea, is exposed to the winds and offers an 

alternative beach area to the city’s dwellers. At the street level, cafés and shops were meant to 

ensure the livability of the promenade. Ankarparken is more sheltered and the greenery is its 

distinguishing feature. The contrast that marks these two main arteries is a theme encountered 
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throughout the district. The buildings heights ranged from 1 to 6 storeys’ high, expect for the 

Turning Torso, with clearly distinguishable 54 storeys. (Figure 5) 

 

 
Figure 5- View of Ankarparken and Turning Torso 

 

Developers were given a colour scheme for buildings, and the blocks were never more than 100 

meters long, so as to ensure both accessibility in the area and a certain coherence of theme. 

However, the diversity of the architectural companies working on the area guaranteed great 

diversity in the architectural solutions and styles encountered. The blocks also reveal this attention 

to contrast. The inner facades protect the inside of the blocks and create a network of little squares 

and spaces for private gardens, with abundant vegetation. Life within this squares and gardens 

develops in-between the public and the private realm, similar to the network of new gardens and 

streets proposed for Norra Sorgenfri (Figure 6). The public areas were planned to strengthen the 

water and green environment and to ensure that the area would develop as a leisure area for the rest 

of the city. A network of canals was designed crossing the area, allowing inhabitants and visitors to 

be in constant sight of water.  
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Figure 6- Green areas in the interior of the plots 

 

The urban form taking shape in Bo01 pays compliment to contemporary ideals regarding what a 

city of (and for) tomorrow should look like, and represents a completely different approach to urban 

planning and design from what had been the trend in Swedish planning in the last 30 to 40 years. 

The new area refers not to the history of the district in particular, but to a mixture of contemporary 

styles, sizes, and influences. Who can the intended target be except for the new inhabitants of a new 

city that municipal expectations hope are choosing Bo01 to settle in? 

 

 

IV- Commodification by design 

The cases analysed here provide a perspective over the close connection between the 

commodification of the neighbourhood promoted through design focused interventions, with the 

goal of creating a new image. The new image developing in Malmö is of a Knowledge City and 

Bo01 contributes to this city image by focusing on the sustainability discourse, while Norra 

Sorgenfri promotes an image of a tolerant and creative urban district.  

 

The cases illustrated an intervention that is product-oriented - Bo01, and a case which is process-

oriented - Norra Sorgenfri, to illustrate different attitudes towards the use of urban design in urban 
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commodification. Both cases use urban design to convey a new image for the district. However in 

the case of Bo01, the municipality and the investors were pressed for time to finalize the exhibition 

area. Bo01’s geographical location, pointed to the success of investments in the area which helped 

to secure the interest of private investors. The image to develop was also concrete- a physical 

structure where new buildings and structures are reference free and appeal to the idea of the 

sustainable (with an emphasis on environmental solutions) City of Tomorrow. 

 

In Norra Sorgenfri the intention was to rehabilitate a neighbourhood by drawing on its industrial 

heritage. The existing buildings and street layout are preserved as reminders of the activities that 

once existed in the area and are part of the shared history of the inhabitants of Malmö. The 

preservation of the old image is compatible with the emergence of a new role for this district, 

transformed into a new residential and leisure area, and promoted as a natural extension of the 

traditional centre. The concern is on the function of the neighbourhood for the wider city, with a 

thematic emphasis placed on promoting spatial and social integration of the city of today. There is 

still a product to be sold - the urbanity of the area, its tolerant and creative environment, are the 

elements that might attract investments to the area. However, Norra Sorgenfri does not have the 

same locational advantages of Bo01 and there is no specific event serving as a deadline for the 

execution of the project. Also the image to promote is less mediatic than in Bo01. This means that 

the urban design intervention has to be more phased in time and scale, to allow for interest in the 

area to grow over time and for investors to appear. The image that the renovated district will 

develop will likely be different from the initial intentions of the municipality. However, this case of 

a more organic and ad hoc image creation does not necessarily mean that the district will not be 

attractive for investment in 25 years’ time. Also learning feed-backs can be flexibly included along 

with the involvement of the stakeholders and the wider public. 

 

Norra Sorgenfri can also be seen as a case of reflexive learning, a reaction to the critiques to Bo01, 

accused of being an enclave for the better-off minority in Malmö, of not responding to the pressing 

needs of the city for new housing, and of trying to attract new inhabitants to the city without 

concern for the existing inhabitants and the increase segregation between the more affluent western 

part of the city and its eastern neighbours.  

 

One might question why Bo01 grew in an area with no usable remains from the industrial era while 

Norra Sorgenfri is marketing its industrial past. Norra Sorgenfri is closer to a poorer and working 

class area. There is an ambition to create an ethnic and cultural district, shown by the intentions to 
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use of the old tram depot as a cultural and leisure center, and the urban design characteristics 

adopted for the main streets. The intervention makes use of the industrial heritage to create an 

environment that links back to the inhabitants of Malmö. On the other hand, Bo01 is closer to 

wealthier areas (the west and the city center) and has higher environmental and scenic value. The 

urban design intervention was used to attract wealthy tax payers that had moved from the city 

precisely during the industrial heydays.  

 

Finally, this paper set out to discuss the role of urban design seen by public and private investors as 

a tool to fabricate an image that will help to sell the location to investors, generate the ambitioned 

economic reconstruction of a city hit by industrial decline, and to help local populations overcome 

the sentiment of decline brought forward by rising numbers of unemployment, generating a sort of 

social lifting. 

 

Urban design as a concept has a closer connection with creativity and innovation, while urban 

planning is associated with regulatory frameworks and legislation. The importance of urban design 

on these urban renewal projects could be seen as contradictory, since by arguing for less regulation 

in policy-making and a more market-oriented planning, it would be expected that urban planning 

and design would subside. This appears to not be the case due to three main reasons: 1) 

Commodification of the city – urban design is used as a tool in the marketing of an experience of a 

city and to shape the landscape that developers and policy-makers want to sell. 2) Urban design is 

used to promote the integration between different developments occurring throughout the city, to 

add spatial coherence and a sense of meaning and identification to the whole. 3) The municipality 

can use urban design interventions in the public realm to define areas for private developers to 

invest. By creating or upgrading streets, parks and squares, public actors identify the next focus of 

potential development and help to visually guide investments towards a specific area in the city.  

 

Urban design is another tool to add to the a different managerial style adopted by the municipality, 

in its quest to sell the city to investors, attract the public and the media’s attention to the city, and 

secure public-private partnerships, essential to secure the success of the city’s projects. 
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Figure 7- Location of Bo01 and Norra Sorgenfri in relation to Malmö’s city. Source: malmo.se/karta 
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Figure 8- Proposal for a street in Norra Sorgenfri. Source: Plan program Norra Sorgenfri 
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Figure 9- Main street layout. Source: malmo.se/karta 

 



24 
 

 
Figure 10- Sundspromenaden 
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Figure 11- View of Ankarparken and Turning Torso 
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Figure 12- Green areas in the interior of the plots 
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