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In recent years, historic levels of mass migration  
have transformed the political and urban landscapes  
of cities throughout Europe. In response, the New  
York-based design NGO Van Alen Institute and its  
partners organized Opportunity Space, a pilot project  
in Malmö, Sweden that addressed the question: How can 
design help promote social and economic inclusion?
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DESIGN FOR MORE INCLUSIVE 
CITIES: OVERVIEW
In fall of 2015, Van Alen Institute 
began developing a project  
addressing Europe's migration crisis 
through public space interventions. 
Through conversations in spring  
2016 between David van der Leer,  
Executive Director of Van Alen Institute,  
Monica Von Schmalensee, CEO of 
White Arkitekter and Christer Larsson, 
Director, City of Malmo Planning Office, 
Van Alen and its partners decided to 

 
realize the project in Malmo, Sweden 
—a gateway city to Scandinavia, and 
a key arrival city for Sweden, which 
received up to 10,000 refugees a week 
in 2015.
 
Working with dozens of local partners, 
Van Alen ran the Opportunity Space 
international design competition  
to create a temporary pavilion in  
Malmö’s Enskifteshagen Park, and then  
organized a twelve-day festival in the 
pavilion that engaged refugees and 
long-time residents to meet each other, 
build skills, and prepare to enter the  
job market. 

At a time when civic discourse  
increasingly takes place online, in 
anonymous forums that have become 
viciously polarized, it is more important 
than ever to design public spaces that 
encourage open exchanges between 
people who might not normally meet 
each other. Opportunity Space  
offered a prototype for how cities  
anywhere can use design to support 
more socially and economically  
inclusive neighborhoods. 

A SITE AND CITY IN TRANSITION: 
THE CONTEXT
Malmö is a city in transition:  
It is growing rapidly and the site of 
major development projects and  
initiatives to accommodate the city’s 
large number of refugees, asylum 
seekers, and migrants—often referred 
to as “new arrivals.” In the summer of 
2017, Enskifteshagen Park stood at the 
heart of many of these changes, with a 
new commuter rail station set to open 
in 2018 and ambitious long-range plans 
for new housing in the area. The park is 
located between Malmö’s Möllevången 
and Rosengård neighborhoods,  
well-known immigrant hubs with  
some of the city’s most diverse  
populations. Directly adjacent to the 
south is the Sofielunds Industrial Park, 
which is home to a wide range of small 
businesses and other uses. 

Europe’s migration crisis highlighted 
one of the toughest challenges that 
cities around the world will face for 
decades to come: In an era of great 
uncertainty, how and where can people 
find economic opportunity? Analysts 
estimate that the average age at which 
people in Sweden find their first “real” 
job (one that allows them to qualify for 
a mortgage, for example) is 29, and that 
it takes new arrivals up to seven years 
before they are gainfully employed.  
At the same time, Malmö and  
hundreds of other cities and towns 
throughout Europe that are dealing 
with the opportunities and challenges 
of mass migration are shifting from a 
reactive, crisis-management response 
to long-term initiatives to promote 
social inclusion.

 

Project partners gather for an opening thank-you event.

 Festival visitors check out the online program.

Photo: Werner Nystrand 
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Cities around the world have learned the value of creating temporary installations to  
activate underused or important public spaces. The City of Malmö took this approach one 
step further: By selecting Enskifteshagen Park to host the Opportunity Space Festival and 
pavilion, the City of Malmö was able to bring citywide attention to the area surrounding the 
park, and highlight its ongoing planning and social inclusion efforts there. 
 
For instance, city planning officials and their partners offered several programs during  
the festival, including a virtual reality workshop that allowed visitors to see future visions  
for the area and walking tours that described both the history and future plans for  
surrounding neighborhoods. Van Alen mobilized dozens of local organizations to  
participate in the festival, in the process bringing these organizations into closer contact  
with government officials.
 

LESSONS LEARNED: 
Engaging local stakeholders in planning

City planners—here showcasing virtual reality technology—were able to reach people at the festival who normally wouldn't attend official meetings.

Photo: Nazim Benli
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DESIGNING AN INCLUSIVE PROCESS: 
GOALS AND PARTNERS
Van Alen Institute, which develops 
cross-disciplinary research, public  
programs, and design competitions, 
conceived of Opportunity Space as 
part of its broader exploration of how 
the built environment shapes behavior 
and well-being. With cities around the 
world grappling with the consequences 
of mass migration and economic 
inequity, Opportunity Space was a pilot 
project to demonstrate how design can 
change people’s attitudes and support 
a stronger civil society.
 
Van Alen engaged dozens of  
stakeholders to help guide and  
implement the project. These included: 

COLLABORATORS  
This core group of project partners 
provided significant financial and  
in-kind support to realize the project,  
and helped make key decisions about 
the project’s goals and process.   
 
CONTRIBUTORS 
This group of private companies 
 provided financial and in-kind support.  

 

ADVISORY COMMITTEE  
Consisting of representatives from  
government, NGO, and business  
sectors, the committee met  
monthly from June 2016 to June   
2017 to help guide decision-making 
about the competition and festival. 
 
PROGRAM PARTNERS 
More than 25 local NGOs, government 
agencies, and businesses offered  
a wide range of  programs during  
the festival.   
        

COMPETITION PROCESS AND TIMELINE

                            Spring 2016:    Project development
                         October 2016:   Opportunity Space competition launch
                    November 2016:    Competition deadline and jury meeting
                        January 2017:    Winning design team selected
                                 May 2017:    Opportunity Space Festival preview event, a press  
                                                      conference announcing the festival and showcasing the  
                                                      pavilion design; a public program including a workshop led 
                                                      by newly arrived and established designers to reimagine  
                                                      Enskifteshagen Park 
August – September 2017:   Opportunity Space Festival
  

Images by the Folkets House design team
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LESSONS LEARNED:
Activating design

Even the most breathtakingly designed temporary structures risk becoming empty spaces 
without programs to activate them.  

Van Alen and its partners envisioned that the temporary pavilion could be a highly visible 
platform for organizations and individuals, and recruited a diverse network of program  
partners who offered more than 60 programs during the Opportunity Space Festival.  
Opportunity Space demonstrated that marrying innovative design with robust social  
programs amplifies the impact of both.

Job seekers attend a seminar on writing a CV. Photo: Nazim Benli
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DESIGNING A 21ST CENTURY 
GATHERING SPACE:  
THE OPPORTUNITY SPACE PAVILION
To design this site-specific pavilion, Van 
Alen and its partners launched a public 
competition that attracted more than 
300 pre-registrants from 45 countries 
around the world. The winning proposal, 
Folkets House, was a six-meter-high 
pavilion whose expansive, silver  
waterproof canopy (made from  
material typically used in hospitals) 
sheltered a 150 square-meter  
flexible, programmable space for a wide 
range of public events. The pavilion’s 
asymmetrical shape created wider and 
narrower openings, a bigger, more open 
“front” space for larger gatherings, and 
a smaller, more enclosed space for 
intimate or private programs. Folkets 
House refers to Swedish labor union 
buildings that originated in the 19th  
century as venues for public meetings
and cultural activities. Drawing  
inspiration from these open,  
democratic spaces, the winning team 
proposed an iconic prototype for  
temporarily activating public space  
to address the challenges and  
opportunities of 21st century cities. 

The design team was led by Rik 
Ekström, ARExA (New York, NY);  
Gustav Fagerström, Walter P Moore 
(New York, NY); Milad Barosen, Milou 
Group (Stockholm, Sweden); and 
Nathan King, Virginia Tech School 
of Architecture + Design, Center for 
Design Research (Blacksburg, VA). The 
team members brought to the project 

both Swedish and American cultural 
influences and networks, backgrounds 
in design and engineering, and  
experience with temporary  
installations. As Baronsen, himself  
an immigrant to Sweden, explained,  
one of the team’s goals was to  
reimagine social integration as  
something less like medicine and  
more like a playful, creative activity. 

The team worked closely with 
Skanska Öresund, which donated the 
labor to build the pavilion and played a 
lead role in designing, engineering, and  
constructing the pavilion. After initial

tests with the originally proposed  
material (fiberglass rods) failed, 
Skanska ultimately built the pavilion in
steel and wood, while preserving the 
form and function of the original design. 

For five months leading up to the  
festival, staff at White Arkitekter helped 
mentor a group of migrants who are 
architects, landscape architects, 
and engineers to create temporary 
improvements for Enskifteshagen  
Park. The mentors met regularly  
with the group of migrant designers,  
helping them to run a public workshop 
with local stakeholders to solicit ideas 
for park improvements, guiding their 
design proposals, and reviewing their 
portfolios. The group ultimately  
produced a set of temporary benches 
made from shipping pallets that were 
extremely well used during the festival.   

The pavilion, from engineering analysis to implementaiton. 

The colorful benches created by newly  
arrived designers. 

Photo: Nazim Benli

Images by the Folkets House design team
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A PROTOTYPE FOR COLLABORATIVE 
PUBLIC SPACE DESIGN:  

PROJECT OUTCOMES 
• The festival ran from Aug. 22   
    to Sep. 2 for 12 consecutive days 
    of programs from 1 pm to 5 pm,  
    with some morning programs. 

• More than 1,300 visitors attended; 
   more than 40 volunteers participated.  

• The festival offered more than  
    60 individual programs from  
    partners, in three categories: 

          1  Jobs, Skills, Entrepreneurship:   
              employer interviews, CV work 
              shops, leadership training,  
              learning about the job market 

           2  Food and Cultural Exchange: 
              shared meals, dance  
              performances, language  
              cafes, bike riding class,  
              weaving workshop 

           3  The Inclusive City:  
              panel discussions, hands-on  
              design workshops, walking tours 

Project participants reported that  
one of the most important impacts  
of Opportunity Space was the  
collaborative process that engaged 
many sectors (government, NGO,  
business) and individuals. Several 
collaborators commented that the 
project will serve as a model for future 
cross-sector collaborations in Malmö.  

Participants also noted that  
international collaborations that 
engage many stakeholders  
require higher than usual levels of  
communication and advance planning 
to address differences in language, 
expectations about contracts and 
insurance, and work culture.

Weaving workshops created a familiar,  
welcoming space for newly arrived women.

Designers from New York, Copenhagen, and Malmo shared strategies for creating The Inclusive City.

Dance, karaoke, and other cultural programs 
helped bring diverse audiences together  
without shared language.

Photos by Nazim Benli
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SOCIAL INCLUSION:  
LESSONS LEARNED
 
Social inclusion is a two-way street. 
 
Cities can offer many different  
resources (language classes, job  
readiness programs, counseling, etc.) 
to help marginalized groups establish 
a place in society. But it’s not enough 
to ask people in these groups to adapt. 
Inclusion also means changing  
perceptions and practices among 
established residents, business leaders, 
and other stakeholders. For example,  
employers may not know that  
they can find exceptional talent in  
unconventional candidates, and  
migration officials may need to relax 
language requirements that prevent 

recent immigrants from finding work.
The job training program Good Malmö 
works with many companies in the 
Malmö region to connect them to young 
people ages 18 to 30 who are entering 
the job market for the first time. Good 
Malmö offers job seekers training on 
writing a CV, navigating the job market, 
and other skills needed to find work. 
But just as important is Good Malmö’s 
work with human resources directors 
to help them see the talents they’re 
looking for in candidates they might 
otherwise overlook.

Take your time.
 
In many cities and communities  
dealing with rapid demographic 
change, there’s an urgent need to 
encourage social inclusion. But it takes 
time to establish trust among strangers 
and to understand deeply ingrained 
ways of thinking or unconscious  
biases in people from very different 
backgrounds. To have real, lasting 

impact, city officials, philanthropies, 
and civic organizations all need  
to plan for long horizons and  
sustained engagement, as well as 
short-term progress. 
 
For the Opportunity Space Festival, the 
design firm Meshworks worked with a 
group of job-seeking and newly arrived 
designers to create temporary benches 
for festival visitors. The project began 
five months before the festival opened, 
with members of the group meeting 
with established mentors at White 
Arkitekter and local stakeholders to 
learn about the park where the festival 
was being held and to develop and 
refine their design ideas. This process 
allowed the group time to establish 
professional networks—all of the  
newly arrived participants found  
jobs or internships—and gain  
confidence in completing a complex, 
multifaceted project. The benches the 
group produced were wildly popular, 
but the process to create them  
produced the bigger long-term impact.

 
 

Good Malmö staff offer a workshop on how  
to find job openings.

Newly arrived designers meet with local  
residents to brainstorm park improvements.

Photos by Nazim Benli
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Make the process of social  
inclusion visible. 

Hate groups, fake news outlets,  
and other entities that demonize 
marginalized groups have become 
increasingly prominent online and in 
public. Meanwhile, the hard to work  
to create more socially inclusive cities 
mostly takes place out of sight in 
church basements, classrooms, and 
employment agencies. Bringing social 
inclusion activities out into public space 
and giving them highly visible platforms 
such as the Opportunity Space  
Festival’s temporary pavilion achieves 
multiple goals. For instance, greater  
visibility makes it easier to attract  
people to participate. Ultimately,  
festival visitors were nearly unanimous 

in praising the pavilion as a welcome 
addition to the park and neighborhood, 
and a compelling reason to stop and 
learn more about the project. 
Researchers have found that when it 
comes to changing behavior, people’s 
perceptions of social norms are more 
important than their personal beliefs.  
If city government is prominently 
involved in creating public spaces that 
promote social inclusion, it can send a 
clear message to everyone that the  
city values and prioritizes tolerance  
and diversity.

To foster social inclusion, look to  
the mundane.

Social inclusion is not a mysterious 
process. It can start with  
participating in simple, everyday  
activities and rituals. For instance, 
during the festival, the Red Cross in 
Sweden offered Biking School to recent 
immigrants of any age, providing a bike 
and helmet, and creating safe places  
to learn to ride.
 
What makes riding a bike important 
for social inclusion? In Sweden, where 
bicycling is considered a birthright, 
many recent immigrants come from 
places where bicycles are much less 
a part of everyday culture; these new 
arrivals may not own a bicycle or know 
how to ride one. Learning this skill is 
not simply about making it easier to get 
around, but about becoming part of a 
shared culture that better-established 
residents take for granted.

CONCLUSION 
 

Opportunity Space offered a  
small-scale demonstration of 
how stakeholders in any city 
can collaborate across sectors 
to temporarily activate public 
spaces with striking designs.  
By putting these spaces at  
the service of under-served 
groups or identifiable needs  
of communities, they can be  
mobilized to support efforts to 
achieve a wide range of social 
and economic goals. 

Photo: Werner Nystrand Photo: Nazim Benli
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ADVISORY COMMITTEE 
Siamak Afshari, Folkuniversitet
Hans Andersson, Wihlborgs
Niels de Bruin, White
Thomas Brunk, City of Malmö, City Planning Office
Carl-Gustaf Fritz, JM
Sverker Haraldsson, City of Malmö, Streets and Parks
Thomas Johnsson, E.ON
Åsa Kalée, Good Malmö
Gunilla Kronvall, Architects Sweden
Pia Hellberg Lannerheim, City of Malmö, Trade and Industry
Christer Larsson, City of Malmö, City Planning Office
Akbarnazim Modan and Anna Wachtmeister, Meshworks 
Lotta Möllerberg, Manpower
Anna Nambord, Wihlborgs
Martin Nihlgård, Individuell Människohjälp
Louise Palm, NCC
Anders Tojkander, NCC
Charlotte Wadström, MKB
Rebecca Wennberg, designer
Camilla Wieslander, Skanska Öresund

KEY PERSONNEL  
VAN ALEN INSTITUTE 
Jerome Chou, Senior Manager, International Projects 
Jessica Healy, Vice Chair, Van Alen Board of Trustees 
Jessica Lax, Director of Competitions  
David van der Leer, Executive Director 
Isabel Miesner, Competitions Coordinator 
Chloe Stagaman, Special Programs and Communicaitons Coordinator 
Stephen Thomson, Programs and Communications Manager 

CITY OF MALMÖ
Thomas Brunk, Strategist  
Christer Larsson, Director, Planning Office
Marta Stenevi, City Council 

WHITE ARKITEKTER
Carl Bäckstrand, Partner and Vice President  
Niels de Bruin, Landscape Architect
Monica Von Schmalensee, CEO  
Sander Schuur, Director of Business Development North America 

SKANSKA
Alice Eklund, Structural Engineer
Fredrik Johansson, Project Manager  
Emma Wetterstrand, District Manager, Commercial Malmö
Camilla Wieslander, Managing Director, Skanska Öresund 

IM 
Aida Al Akrawi, Festival Coordinator
Eva Emmelin, Press Secretary  
Martin Nihlgard, Sweden Director

ARCHITECTS SWEDEN
Gunilla Kronvall, President, Region Skåne  
Tobias Olsson, Associate Director
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