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Executive Summary
In this project, I examine and analyze people’s responses to place-based questions, and investigate specific perceptions and values as they relate to land use and development, conservation, and identity in a New England community. Through understanding what people are thinking and feeling about their environment and its potential future, it then becomes possible to look at the current planning and development process and determine where such values are considered, if at all, and how they may be incorporated to improve the practices already in place. 

Sense of place begins with a series of personal experiences, which leads to the creation of memory, establishing a relationship between a person and a place, thereby building commitment and personal investment. Sense of place is crucial to informing how we create and understand space, public and private, in terms of nature, design, aesthetic, character and culture, as well as to how we see ourselves in that space and our relationship with nature. A diverse range of literature explores this subject extensively. However, much of this literature remains situated in the theoretical and philosophical. This study bridges the gap between the philosophical literature and practical application of a sense of place philosophy, investigating and addressing what has not been explored before. It seeks to begin the process of creating “place makers”, people who take into account their experience of environment and community, and actively seek to be part of the process of what happens to their place.

Much of our land use and current development in the US is often exceptionally unsuccessful in a variety of ways—by not taking into account people’s basic values, environmental concerns and sense of place, we often end up with design that is sterile, lacking in creativity and aesthetic, oblivious to the character of its surroundings, and rarely considering ecological and environmental impact. I argue that a strong component of sense of place values incorporated into any planning process is essential to transforming this development to complement its community, as well as to embarking on successful urban and suburban revitalization efforts. 

I decided to choose just one site as a case study where I could go into great depth and follow through on the particular methodology I knew would be essential to such a study of sense of place, values and perceptions. This site ultimately became Tiverton, Rhode Island, ideal because of its current controversies related to land use.
Through oral histories and ethnography, I conducted in-depth interviews with residents of Tiverton to discover and understand their relationship to their place. My most prominent findings included:

Attachment and Challenge 

I found in many of my interviews that people who had never been politically involved before had become suddenly involved because of a particular issue that affected them personally, which became the catalyst for that person being involved consistently after that. Once involved and committed to a place, people will remain involved and become empowered by their involvement in order to create the change they consider essential, fueled by their personal attachment and investment. This was true for almost all of my participants who were actively involved with town and land use issues.

Change Makers


I wanted to know what it takes to create a “change maker” ; that is, someone who experiences a significant level of empowerment through local activism and action, and genuinely believes it is possible to have an impact. For unique reasons, I found that most of the people I interviewed replied consistently that they believed they, or any one person, could have a significant impact on a local concern. This finding also examined responses to a local contamination issue.

Inauthentic Representation


People had a strong investment in how development would look or turn out. They articulated an unhappiness with what they found to be inauthentic design, which later impacted their experience of place.

People wanted development to reflect their values and how they saw themselves.
Self Expression


People had a lot of trouble talking about sense of place. They often could not articulate what it was about place that drove some of their thoughts and feelings. I concluded that place was a missing element in most people’s expression. It took a lot for people to access their thoughts and feelings about place, and therefore they had trouble expressing it—but that when they did, they ultimately had a great deal to share on the subject.

These findings led to some new questions that I explore in the Findings section of my thesis.

Based on the findings, I recommend:

· Assembling a group of town visionaries

· Discussing the future at town planning meetings, including build out scenarios, alternatives to development

· Defining unique characteristics and incorporating into Comprehensive Community Plan

· Overarching vision/mission statement for land use

· Revising zoning, site reviews, design reviews

· Interactive design standards and planning workshops

· Educational activities sponsored by Tiverton Land Trust, Conservation Commission

· Utilizing historical and ecological resources for place-based education

· Extended outreach for place-based activities to uninvolved community members all over Tiverton, especially North Tiverton

· Devising alternatives for land use and revenue (extensive list compiled in Recommendations chapter)
The goal of this study is to begin to transform the way we are thinking about development and the process that accompanies it, and lay the groundwork for an improved approach to balancing human values, ecological integrity, and potential development, an approach that begins by considering and understanding sense of place and its impact on how we define ourselves and our environment. 

