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1 Introduction 
Human dimension has been continuously approached 
within architecture and urban planning discourse 
during at least last fi ve decennia. A number of scholars 
contributed  to understanding of diff erent man-
environment aspects (Rapoport, 1977; Schon, 1983; 
Baum,  1987; Hoch, 2006, Porter et al., 2012, Gunder  & 
Hillier, 2004, 2009; Gunder, 2016; Pérez-Gómez, 
2008). However, the interest in feelings and emotions 
individuals and groups display during the process 
of spatial transformation still can be evaluated as 
resistant and imbalanced while embracing sociology 
and undermining psychology, as well as prioritizing 
philosophic and sociological concepts of politics and 
economy (Hoch, 2006; Porter et al., 2012; Baum, 2015). 

Current research investigates a combination of Social 
Identity Theory (SIT) from sociology and Cognitive 
Appraisal Theory of Emotion (CATE) from social 
psychology for analysing the aff ective dimension of 
collective interaction within urban design process, as well 

as the correlation of this combination with the concept of 
myth, a traditional subject of folklore studies which has 
recently appeared as a metaphor for multiple biases in 
urban planning and design.

For the analytical purposes this article adopts 
understanding of social identity (SI) as a component of 
individual self-concept, which roots in self-perception 
of individual as a member of a social group (Tajfel & 
Turner, 1979). SI concerns with the value and emotional 
signifi cance individuals ascribe to the membership of the 
group they belong to. It addresses both the ways how 
individuals identify themselves and interact as members 
of social groups and how groups are interacting as 
collective bodies. (Turner, 2010). The identifi cation 
with a particular social group occurs through cognitive 
processes of self-categorization and motivation as an 
emotional self-strengthening, underlying the process 
of building social identity (Garcia-Prieto & Scherer, 
2006). The evidence found that social identity largely 
defi nes the cognitive processes of the group members, 
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their perception of received information and following 
affective and behavioural reaction (Brown, 2000; Garcia-
Prieto & Scherer, 2006). How people think, feel and act 
within and about an event, depends on how personally 
relevant the event they are involved in is, as well as in 
which socio-cultural context it occurs. 

Appraisal Theory of Emotion (CATE) suggests that 
there are certain communicative situations (appraisal 
dimensions) when the emotions are elicited and there 
is a correlation between situation’s type, the elicited 
emotion and the decision to act in a certain way. During 
continuously and unconsciously performed appraisal of 
emotional events individuals update their information 
on a situation according to one’s current needs, goals, 
values, and their importance not only for individual self, 
but also for the group they belong to. 

This paper adopts the typology of appraisal dimensions, 
elaborated by Klaus Scherer (1984), where they are 
organized in four groups: relevance detection involves 
novelty and intrinsic pleasantness, implication 
assessment relates to goal, expectations, outcome, 
casual agency1 and responsibility, coping potential deals 
with power, control and adaptability, and normative 
significance evaluation includes compatibility with 
internal and external standards (Garcia-Prieto & 
Sherer, 2006). During communication within urban 
projects,  different appraisal dimensions come in focus 
depending on the project’s type, scale, and socio-cultural 
context. 

Due to their outspoken institutional character, urban 
projects can be seen as a set of collective bodies rather 
than a homogeneous group of individuals. It means 
that, within a project, individuals express their views 
and interests and make decisions as representatives 
of a  particular group or formal institution, often 
re-appraising and disregarding their personal opinions. 
The frequency and intensity of re-appraisals correlate 
with the situations, when SI becomes silent, and depend 
on (but not only) the importance of the in-group2 
goals for the induvial, the sense of “ownership” of 
in-groups’ failure or success, the person’s stereotypes 
and existing knowledge attached to ingroup identity 
in a given situation, the history of intergroup relations 
and how groups are structured in society. The appraisal 
dimensions correlate with social emotions defined as 
“a process in which subjective appraisal and personal 

1 Agency is concerned with the role of others in an affective 
situation.

2 In-group is a social group to which a person psychologically 
identifies as being a member and an out-group is a social 
group with which an individual does not identify.

meaning are  fundamental” (Garcia-Prieto & Scherer, 
2006), allowing for an unlimited range of social responses. 

Emotions like guilt and shame can be used as means to 
create a more stable position of the ingroup. Therefore, 
the members of the in-group may purposely work on 
eliciting these emotions in the out-group members in 
this way simultaneously strengthening the in-group 
identity. For that, rhetoric and visual communications are 
used, which often have the characteristics of propaganda 
tools. New rituals and symbolic models of emotion are 
created, with a certain emotion being strengthened as 
a symbol. This guides the collective consciousness in 
making decisions. According to Geertz (1973), in order to 
make up our minds we must know how we feel about 
things; and to know how we feel about things we need 
the public images of sentiment that only ritual, art and 
myth can provide. 

Urban studies appropriate myth as a metaphor used to 
explain multiple biases, misconceptions and popular 
(often false) beliefs underpinning urban planning and 
design practice (Bristol, 1991; Clare, 2017; Butters, 2021). 

Myths are “busted”, “dissolved”, “debunked”, grouped 
in easy-to-remember lists of significant numbers, or 
juxtaposed to “realities” and “facts”. However not much 
attention was devoted to the process of the creation of 
“myths”, the role they play in decision making, whom 
they target, how and why mythologizing occurs. 

Nowadays, when rapidly changing social, economic, 
and environmental dimensions of public spaces create 
a need for swift re-appraisal of existing practices in the 
face of new urban challenges, myth offers a cognitively 
comfortable resolution explaining intractable problems 
through more solvable and understandable.

Street scape as public space 

Upgrading public spaces is a challenge that Latvian 
municipalities as well as the professional community of 
landscape architects, urban planners and architects have 
faced for more than 30 years, ever since the regain of 
Independence. For Riga the collapse of the centralized 
planning system contributed to deep restructuring 
of planning and governance institutions, transition 
from territorial to spatial strategic planning, focus on 
turbulent development of real estate and elaboration 
of the first Territorial Development Plan. Public space 
largely remained out of collective political, economic, 
and professional attention (Karpova, 2008; Gutmane & 
Schreurs, 2015). Among the four main structural elements 
of urban open space – parks, squares, courtyards and 
streets, the last two appeared to be more vulnerable in 
terms of planning and more socially sensitive: the “living 
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neighbourhoods” built in the Soviet time (Treija,  
Bratuškins & Suvorovs, 2010) and the streets of Riga 
historical centre (RHC) – UNESCO protected urban area. 
During the Soviet period the streets of both areas were 
redesigned according to the car-oriented urban planning 
approach as one of the main principles of the functional 
city. Significant changes in traffic organisation happened 
at the end of 1980s in Old Riga, when Kalku Street – the 
main street of Old Riga – was closed for the transit of 
both public and private transport. About ten years 
later, facilitated by the large-scale international event of 
Eurovision in 2003, the street profile was rebuilt according 
to what we know today as one-level profile without 
height differences between sidewalks and driveways. For 
two decades this innovative approach remained the only 
example in RHC and had no further implications. Most 
of more than 200 RHC streets were upgraded randomly 
within internal streets’ reconstruction procedures led by 
the Riga Traffic Department (RTD). 

The structure of RTD, to the street related regulations 
and the overall perception of a street by the public sector 
have been and still are of a technical character. There are 
no landscape architects, urban planners or gardeners 
employed by the Department. The local society of 
professionals and urban activists has widely recognised 
the strong prioritisation of the regulations for underground 
communications3 and traffic organisation over the green 
infrastructure elements like street furniture, planters, 
and greenery, largely subordinating the aesthetic and 
ecological quality, as well as social inclusiveness of street 
public space. The few public space projects of the RHC that 
get implemented are generally characterised by an absence 
of a profound, well-organized dialogue on public space, 
contradicting legislation, and vague governance, as well as 
by growing demand for qualitative public spaces expressed 
by the civic society. These projects are accompanied by 
turbulent and often disordered communication between 
the involved stakeholders – municipal institutions, designers, 
civic society, and politicians. Such “accompaniment” causes 
continuous tensions, underlined by either displayed or 
hidden emotional fluctuation. The renovation of Barona 
Street between 2015 and 2018, being among the first few 
complex upgrades of the RHC street network, met all 
the technical and communicative challenges (Gutmane, 

3 Planting trees and bushes within red lines, e.g. along the 
driveways is prohibited by regulations of underground 
facilities (Latvijas republikas tiesību akti, 2014), which 
require 2 m protection zone for greenery and amenities. It 
makes legally impossible to upgrade GI within RHC streets 
because of high density of underground facilities and 
relatively narrow sidewalks. 

2017), becoming a social platform for wide debates on 
quality of public space. 

The renovation of the Krisjana Barona Street was 
executed similarly to other streets projects in this 
period according to the internal plans of the Riga City 
Council Traffic Department (RTD) under the pavement 
reconstruction status as one of the first projects 
elaborated in compliance with a simplified acceptance 
procedure. The latter presupposed a reduced set of 
technical drawings, which included traffic organisation 
and schematic depiction of pavement layout, as well as an 
additional explanatory note. There were no requirements 
included for adjustment of green and technical street 
infrastructure, including streetlights, road signs, greenery, 
urban furniture and lighting. The strategy of simplified 
procedures was initially a success, enabling private 
persons, as well as municipality itself to reach the desired 
outcome with a smaller time and financial investment 
in project preparation. However, preliminary analysis of 
the renovations, implemented between 2014 and 2021 
according to the Riga City council Traffic Department 
(Riga City Council, n.d.), indicates that the municipality 
was not able to stabilize the tendency and the number 
of renovated pavements dropped twice between 2014 
and 2020, in 2014 reconstructing 68 streets, 2016 – 48 
and 2020 – 34, but slightly increasing to 45 in 20214. 
These fluctuations can be attributed to several factors: 
an increased number of complete reconstructions which 
demanded greater financial investments; first exercises 
to upgrade streets on the level of renovation, when along 
with pavement reconstruction the designers (mostly 
road engineers as the main contractors) had to elaborate 
landscape design; high activity of urban activists who 
looked forward to participating in the elaboration of 
the projects as external experts; and the accompanying 
political “games of power”, which intensified gradually 
from 2016 to 2019, resulting in the change of political 
profile, when the coalition of parties of social orientation 
led by the “Russian” Mayor of Riga lost its 10 years’ 
position to the liberal and conservative coalition in 
the 2019 municipal elections. These processes largely 
shaped the atmosphere and the context in which the 
elaboration and implementation of Barona Street project 
occurred. Being branded as an initiative of the mayor, it 
was both affected by and had an impact on the processes 
to varying degrees. 

Until 2015 no complex renovation of the streets as public 
spaces including green infrastructure (GI) was carried out. 

4 Riga City Council. (n.d.). Pakalpojumi. Segumu atjaunošana 
pēc darbu veikšanas no 2017. gada 15. marta. Traffic 
department. Retrieved April 2, 2022, from https://www.
rdsd.lv/uploads/media/61d2b4b5eaaf6.pdf
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evaluation – appeared to be less 
relevant due to low impact on 
emotional situations. 

The relevance detection dimension, 
which correlates with novelty, 
familiarity, and intrinsic pleasantness 
aspects, can be evaluated as a source 
for further emotional events and 
the emotional atmosphere around 
the Barona Street communicative 
landscape. Since pleasantness is 
a more individual attribute, it was 
difficult to instrumentally access 
the needed information, which 
otherwise could have been done 
by carrying out an intrapersonal 
or intragroup analysis. However, 
the novelty and familiarity aspects 
were most detectable and exposed 
during the analysis of the project. 
There were several innovations 
introduced for Barona Street 
renovation, which concerned (a) the 
set of stakeholders, (b) procedural 
settings (rituals), and (c) spatial 
components of design. 

a) Considering the significance of 
the street, RTD invited landscape 
architects to participate in the project, 
even though the legal procedures 
did not require it. The ALPS ainavu 
darbnīca team, having experience in 
urban activism, designed a strategy 
for civic participation, estimating 
the duration of the project as three 
years contrary to the officially 
foreseen one year. The participation 
plan included involvement of wider 
civic society of the street (mainly 
owners of houses, retail tenants 
and institutions), urban activists of 
Riga and the professional society. 
The participative events were 
planned according to the target 
audience and level of involvement, 
including informative events for the 
wider society, public discussions of 
design solutions, street festivals and 
media events. For each event the 
responsible body and the specific 
time were assigned. The plan was 
discussed and accepted internally 

Among 325 street reconstruction 
works which occurred during this 
period, only 36 included complete 
pavement reconstruction (driveways 
& sidewalks). In most streets, 
pavement was renewed either on 
driveways or sidewalks, partly or 
interchangeably. Half of complete 
pavement renovations happened in 
RHC, where 8 main streets underwent 
significant changes, contributing 
largely to increasing quality of RHC 
public spaces. Reconstruction of 
two streets  – Sporta (2020) and 
Bruninieku (2021) – can be classified 
as renovation, since some innovative 
solutions, such as speed calming 
elements (elevated and narrowed 
crossings), velo boxes5 (Fig. 1), 
as well as street furniture were 
implemented. Despite the significant 
contributions of these projects, they 
cannot be perceived as a complex 
approach to quality of public space, 
because the projects did not include 
the very much needed renewal of 

5 Bike box is a marking in a form of 
a  square on junctions with traffic 
light, which creates a space for the 
bikers in front of the cars in order to 
give them priority to turn left. 

GI. Therefore it can be argued that 
Barona Street renovation remains the 
first and until now the only project 
where the attempt to approach the 
street as a public space not a technical 
construction was undertaken, 
designing sidewalks according to the 
universal design principles, paying 
attention to the pavement design 
aesthetics, introducing qualitative 
street furniture and complex GI 
renewing with 3-level system (cover 
plants, bushes, trees) and species 
design. 

Appraisal dimensions 
and mythologizing process

Analysing the communication within 
Barona Street renovation from the 
4 appraisal dimensions, it is possible 
to range them according to the role 
they played in eliciting emotional 
events, mythologizing process, 
impact on quality of design and 
building, as well as on institutional 
and political “well-being”. Three 
appraisal dimensions to a greater or 
lesser extent elicit social emotions 
of guilt, shame, scorn, and pride, 
which were explicitly present during 
the Barona Street reconstruction. 
The fourth – normative significance 

Figure 1 Bike box and narrowed crossing at Bruņinieku street. Note. Visualisation 
Vertex projekti. From lsm.lv [Photograph], by Riga city council traffic 
department, 2020, LSM.LV
Source: https://www.lsm.lv/raksts/zinas/latvija/uzsak-remontdarbus-riga-
bruninieku-iela.a368492/
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within RTD. However, there were 
no supervisors or curators chosen 
from the side of municipality. No 
financial resources were allocated 
either. After its success in the 2009 
elections, the socially oriented Riga 
political leadership of Harmony 
(Saskaņa) party & allies6 took the 
course, among other social aspects, 
on renovations of public spaces. 
Thus, Barona Street was politically 
branded as “one of the biggest street 
infrastructures renewal projects” 
(LA.LV, 2015). Despite the absence 
of officially accepted participative 
rituals, when the project design was 
completed, but not yet approved 
by the Construction Board, the 
presentation of the design solutions 
took place in Riga City Hall in June 
2015 (LA.LV, 2015). The meeting 
was a part of the participation 

6 The  Social Democratic Party 
“Harmony“ is a  social-democratic 
political party in Latvia. It is the largest 
political party in the parliament of 
the republic of Latvia that represents 
the  Russian minority of Latvia (“The 
Social Democratic Party “Harmony,” 
2022).

plan proposed by the landscape 
architects and was organized by 
Riga municipality, gathering more 
than 100 participants – real estate 
owners, retail tenants, interested 
professionals, and urban activists. 
In the words of one participant, real 
estate estate owner, it was the first 
time when the inhabitants were 
informed before the building work 
started. This successful participative 
event was the only one from the 
proposed participation plan which 
was organized by municipality. 
The others – discussions with 
professional society, with the 
street inhabitants and institutions, 
were organized by the team of 
landscape  architects and by them 
invited journalists on a  voluntary 
basis (Fig. 2).

The activities around Barona Street 
municipality appeared in a reduced 
form of “tamed” press releases 
in official  and social media. This 
choice of the municipal branding 
strategy left space for more intensive 
discussions in the emerging social 
media, which largely contributed 
to the institutionalizations of urban 

activists7 and played a  crucial role 
in mythologizing the process. The 
landscape architects’ team organized 
several participatory involvement 
events. However, without municipal 
support, it failed to fulfil the three year 
activity plan and to form an equally 
strong professional answer to often 
in a populistic manner occurring 
“battles of opinions” in social and 
official media. Public attention of 
such scale and media diversity to 
the RTD-executed projects was an 
unfamiliar situation for both the 
RTD, which had no appropriate 
knowledge or suitably experienced 
in communications professionals, 
and for the team of designers, which, 
similarly to the Department staff, 
had no experience in social media 
debates. It is important to note that, 
except for the absence of means 
and experience, both the designers 
and the Department staff did not 
place a high importance on the 
need to “battle” on design solutions, 
since they had a shared view on the 
proposed design, recommended 
bike lane, universal design, multilevel 
greenery, and street furniture. 
Several internal debates did take 
place on technical solutions. Being 
strongly motivated to deliver the 
best possible result and appreciating 
the fact that the RTD staff was equally 
motivated notwithstanding the 
largely absent appropriate legislative 
and institutional order, the designers 
however were not able to remain 
impartial in front of the sudden and 
aggressive communication and were 
forced to choose the social identity 

7 Several urban activists, who actively 
criticised Barona Street project, 
shortly after the start of the project, in 
January 2016, founded NGO “Pilsēta 
cilvēkiem” (City for people), using 
Barona Street project as facilitator 
of their recognition. Today it can be 
evaluated as the most influential NGO, 
which is not associated with Riga 
neighbourhood. More information 
(https://en.pilsetacilvekiem.lv/) 

Figures 2 Participative event on Barona Street, organized by landscape architects 
and journalists
Source: from iflaeurope (Photograph), by Igors Vatolins, 2015, IFLA EUROPE. 
h t t p s : / / i f l a e u r o p e . e u / i n d e x . p h p / s i t e / p r o j e c t /
upgrading-streetscape-in-riga-city-historical-centre
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of the RTD from which “to speak out”. This choice was 
determined by the common professional values and 
shared social emotions of scorn (towards the “fights” 
in social media) and frustration, shaping unattractive 
emotional atmosphere underlying challenging, but 
inspirational and highly creative cooperation. 

Sudden and intense stimulation, if related to novel 
and unfamiliar situations, influences coping potential 
dimension, increasing or decreasing available energy 
on sensory-motor level (Scherer, 2009). The elicited 
social emotions participate in disruption or sustaining 
of social groups and institutions by investing or denying 
an investment of emotional energy (Voronov and Vince, 
2012). The six key persons of the RTD responsible for 
Barona Street project left the Department during the 
4 years since the start of the project: 2 were dismissed, 
and four left because of low motivation to share the 
social identity of the Department. Joining the RTD social 
identity for the time of the project, the designers’ team 
of road engineers and landscape architects was less 
impacted by the situation due to having a stronger “own” 
social identity. However, the different values between 
road engineers and landscape architects also contributed 
to the disruption of further collaboration. 

b) Besides the participation and communication 
plan, other situations that induced partly or fully 
unconventional rituals, concerned procedural 
settings – simplified approval procedures for pavement 
reconstruction, landscape design project and cultural 
historical assessment. The latter came as an additional 
requirement from the National heritage institution after 
the project preparation was started. However, not being 
directly related to the construction works and being 
a  familiar procedure to the landscape architects, it did 

not create sudden or abrupt events and therefore had 
no significant impact on the fluctuation of the project’s 
emotional atmosphere. The same partly applied to the 
design project, except the difficulties landscape architects 
experienced convincing the RTD persons in charge to 
elaborate the landscape design project simultaneously 
with the pavement reconstruction confirmation card. 
The landscape project was, however, elaborated on 
time: first as an initiative of the landscape architects, 
and then approved officially. Even though the simplified 
procedure was not entirely new for the RTD, it included 
the technical requirement to dismantle only 0.3 m of the 
pavement surface which was crucial for the construction. 
A year later this rule was dismissed. However, the first 
stage of the reconstruction works was realized according 
to this rule, which significantly influenced the building 
quality for the 50-year-old pavement of the street, which 
had to be deconstructed deeper due to poor technical 
condition. 

Other innovations at that time introduced universal 
design, advisory bike lanes, a complex approach to 
green infrastructure and appropriate street furniture. 
All become a subject of public discussions, having, 
however, a different degree of emanation into media 
space, uneven impact on the future procedures and 
street design and, more crucially, on the creation of the 
public image of the project. Although the street was 
a first furnished according to the public space guidelines 
widely shared in modern cities, taking into account such 
social-spatial aspects as intensity of use, interests of street 
retail, social interaction inviting composition of benches, 
insulation, integrated greenery etc., little collective 
attention was attracted, which correlates with the nearly 
complete absence of publications. The renewed green 

Figure 3 Renewed green infrastructure and historical pavement on Barona Street
Source: Adapted from ALPS.ARCHI (Photograph), by Luize Elizabete Ruksane, 2018, ALPS ainavu darbnīca. http://www.alps.archi/
portfolio/kr-barona-ielas-labiekartojuma-atjaunosana-posma-no-aspazijas-bulv-lidz-brivibas-ielai/
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infrastructure included approaches like 3-level greenery, 
replacement of the lawns along the street by ground 
cover plants, bushes, historically used pavement (round 
granite cobblestones) for tree roots protection and 
construction for permeable and walkable loan, specially 
designed by landscape architects, planting trees in the 
ground within red lines, restoring historical lanes and 
creating the new places for the trees according to spatial 
dimensions of the street and the species design (Fig. 3).

All these approaches were unprecedented in Riga and 
required a great joint effort of RTD staff, diverse “family” 
of underground facilities institutions and road engineers 
& landscape architects’ team, while Riga had not and 
still does not have proper guidelines for the public 
spaces and green infrastructure (GI), consequently and 
systematically executed green infrastructure plans, 
allocated funding and appropriate legal procedures. 
Despite all the “have-nots”, the GI plan for Barona Street 
was implemented for 80 percent, “losing” 17 of 115 
planned trees to the underground facilities and the 2nd 
level greenery within the border of RHC to the Heritage 
institution. The appreciation and replication of the joint 
institutional – professional effort provided the first 
steppingstone for creating the systematic approach 
to the green infrastructure very much needed in Riga, 
however neither the furnishing nor the upgrade of the 
GI got attention in the public discussions and debates. 
At contrary, universal design, which included only street 
profile (continuous level of sidewalks) and pavement 
design (tactile pavement), which was already realised in 
Riga before on the crossing, as well as advisory bike lane 
(the first example in Riga) become, together with quality 
of construction works, the focal points of turbulent 
discussions in the media and the “building blocks” of the 
following mystification of the process. 

The dimension of implication assessment, related to goal, 
expectations, outcome, casual agency8 and responsibility, 
although being active in eliciting numerous emotional 
events, defined the communicative landscape of the 
project proportionally to activation of group’s social 
identities. The project occurred under conditions of 
multiple unfamiliar and novel situations, amplified by 
initial absence of shared views, structural and governance 
inadequacy, shortage of technical means, human and 
financial resourses, and legislative contradictions. This 
inevitably led to the difference of goals and expectations 
stakeholders identified for themselves in a written or 
informal way, which they were not able to properly 
mediate among themselves for various reasons. However, 

8 Agency is concerned with the role of others in entailing an 
affective situation.

there was a certain pattern in the messy and largely 
disordered project communication. 

The goals and expectations can be grouped into two 
groups: “result-oriented” and “process-oriented”. Under 
the result-oriented falls the very particular and tangible 
goal to build an exemplarily designed and qualitatively 
constructed street. This goal was shared by the RTD, 
designers’ team, politicians, part of the inhabitants of 
the street and to some extent constructor companies. 
However, all stakeholders had slightly different 
motivations to reach these common results. The process-
oriented group included urban activists and the wider 
society they involved. Their goal was stated through 
their communicative themes and means, which was later 
illustratively set in the title of the newly founded NGO – 
“City for People”, presupposing close attention to the 
process, the detail, and the governance. The first group 
of stakeholders can be seen as a formal institution with 
normatively assigned status and authority, the second – 
as an informal, mobile, and emerging entity without 
status and authority. 

These shaped to some extent contradictory expectations 
the participants of the process put into the project, 
defining means for communication. In socio-
psychological terms, all the diversity of stakeholders 
involved can be viewed as in-group and out-group, 
having different goals, expectations, and means of 
communication. The SI of both groups can be evaluated 
as weakly formed: the result-oriented in-group SI was 
a  combination of formally and vaguely communicating 
numerous historically established, “old”, institutional 
SIs, and the process-oriented outcome group’s SI was 
young, not yet formed and therefore weak. The appeal to 
Authority was common for both groups– in this situation 
a political power, in the case of ingroup it was supportive, 
because of formal hierarchical relations, in the second – 
challenging the political authority and the established 
hierarchy. The appeal to Authority for those involved 
in formal relations is prescribed by the institutional 
hierarchy according to distributed responsibilities. It is 
to great extend internalized and defines such everyday 
institutional rituals of urban project as contracting, 
construction meetings, on-site supervision etc. 
Therefore, this ritualized appeal has neither need nor 
tendency to be publicly disseminated. Reversely, young 
and weak SI of urban activists, which at that moment 
acted as individuals, had a strong need “to be heard”, 
to become visible and recognizable. This defined the 
communication strategy of both groups, the shift of goals 
and the choice of means, which included over-attribution 
by the out-group of casual agency and responsibilities 
for the projects’ misfortunes to the publicly exposed 
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figures of politicians, RTD leadership 
and partly designers, instead of 
approaching unreadiness of Riga’s 
historically formed governmental 
structures to deal with qualitative 
renovation of public spaces. 
The over-attribution of external 
causation and the replacing 
responsibility for the events 
entailed by an affective situation 
(Scherer, 1997, Scherer, 2009), were 
feeling of powerlessness, low or 
lost control and flexibility in dealing 
with situations of high importance 
for an individual, also as member of 
the group, frequently elicit emotions 
like fear and anger. The disposition 
to give the responsibility to “others” 
while assessing implications, also 
activates the second appraisal 
dimension of coping potential, 
which deals with control, power, and 
adaptability. 

There are three main factors, which 
place appraisal dimension of coping 
potential as central in the context of 
Barona Street project. 

 y The centrality (amount of time, 
resources, attention) of “games 
of power” in the sense of gaining 
influence on and control over the 
project process and outcomes.

 y Extreme and negative publicity 
over and around the project, 
which mostly mystified the real 
process.

 y Impact, which the “games of 
power” and mythologizing had 
on the outcomes of the project 
and the structural system, 
responsible for Riga public spaces 
and the political power in Riga. 

There is an assumption that cognitive 
appraisals, depending on the 
individual’s perceived goals, values 
or coping potential rather than on 
objective characteristics, can be 
biased and can lead to inappropriate 
evaluation of the events (Scherer  & 
Brosch, 2009). For example, an 
individual can unrealistically ascribe 
extreme responsibility to those 

Figures 4 Picket in front of Riga City council against urban policy of the coalition 
using emotionally persuasive tools like slogans and names calling: 
central of three front posters depicts the persons of RTD leading 
staff with the text under “Search for a work” (Meklē darbu). Casual 
oversimplification and repetition: four one type posters in background 
depict mayor of Riga Nils Ushakovs (Nīls Ušakovs) with the text 
“promises of Nils” (Nila solījumi). From pilsetacilvekiem.lv (Photograph), 
by Ieva Leiniša, 2018, Pilsēta cilvēkiem 
Source: https://www.facebook.com/PilsetaCilvekiem/
photos/2222992127914072

Figures 5 Appeal to authority and labelling. The urban activists perform riding 
bikes on the sidewalks of Barona Street. Picture underlined by 
M. Colville-Andersen citation “The current solution of Barona Street is 
shameful!”. From pilsetacilvekiem.lv (Photograph] by pilsēta cilvēkiem, 
2018
Mikael Kolville-Andersen, a Canadian-Danish urban influencer, was invited by 
NGO “Pilsēta cilvēkiem” two times in 2018 to speak on the actual for Riga urban 
issues
Source: https://www.facebook.com/pilsetacilvekiem/posts/2248373925375892/
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having perceived or overestimated 
power, developing external appraisal 
bias due to own feeling of no or lost 
control. In the Barona Street the 
project involved urban activists, 
at that moment only forming 
a  group, acted more as individuals 
in evaluating the situations and 
choosing communicative means 
according to their emotional 
reactions on imperfections of the 
project’s processing. Their conviction 
that “it should be done better” 
outlined towards low level of control, 
authority and influence within the 
project, as well as the related need to 
strengthen the group and its social 
identity and gaining “voice”, directed 
their choice of rather aggressive 
communication in social media 
during the construction process, 
often using textual and visual tools of 
propaganda, described by Dimitrov 
et al. (2021), like exaggerating 
and overexposing the building 
process failures, misinterpreting 
design solutions. Eliciting emotions 
of guilt and shame by using the 
techniques remained a common 

communication strategy of the 
group for several years, when the 
tools like casual oversimplification, 
names calling/labelling, slogans, 
repetition, public blaming and 
shaming of the persons in charge 
(Fig. 4), appeal to authority (Fig. 5) 
were used while dealing with other 
transformation of public spaces 
done by Riga municipality. What 
is more crucial, the urban activism 
often were merged with politics 
(Fig. 6). 

One can speculate if the urban 
activists, which started their “carriers” 
on the case of Barona Street and a year 
later founded an NGO with allusive 
title9, were politically engaged from 
the beginning and their tasks were to 
work against the coalition in position 
by (ab)using significant urban 
project, or their goals, tasks and 
means of communicative strategy 
had an emotional background and 

9 The name of NGO “Pilsēta cilvēkiem” 
(City for people) creates allusion to 
the title of seminal book of Jahn Gehl 
“Cities for people” (2010). 

could be explained by SIT and CATE. 
Whether one or another assumption 
or the combination of both are 
true, the goals and the methods of 
communication and the attitude 
towards the project of both groups 
were juxtaposed notwithstanding 
the publicly proclaimed by the 
outgroup interest in quality, effective 
governance, and democracy of 
public spaces. Similarly, there is no 
evidence gathered, to which extend 
Barona Street project contributed 
to political demise of Harmony in 
Riga and dismission of popular Riga 
lord mayor. However, dismission 
of two key persons – RTD director 
and construction supervisor in 
the middle of the process, in the 
situation of shortage of qualified 
landscape constructors, very tight 
realisation time10, novelty of the 
challenging tasks and related 
discorded communication, as 
well as intensive public attention, 
in an utmost degree disturbed 
the implementation process and 
contributed to the creation of RTD 
as an Symbol of Urban Evil, but 
Barona Street project as a Failure 
of urban design in minds of many 
intellectuals, professionals and, most 
important, decision makers. In 2020 
“City for People” released a video after 
expedited elections, where seven 
lord mayor candidates were asked 
to name the worst example of urban 
design in Riga. Five named Barona 
Street, however, asked to point the 
mistakes and the ways to better 
them, they were not able to give 
an answer (Pilsēta cilvēkiem, 2020).
The  aggressive communication, 
using of propaganda visual and 
textual instruments, contributed to  
 
 

10 Project approved July 2015, 
constructor chosen through 
public tender September 2015, 
works started end September, the 
appropriate whether conditions 
stopped at the end of October. 

Figures 6 The urban activists are together with political opposition, among them 
a person, who become a person in charge for Riga transportation after 
election 2020
Source: Adapted from pilsetacilvekiem.lv [Photograph], by Ieva Leiniša, 2018, 
Pilsēta cilvēkiem. https://www.facebook.com/PilsetaCilvekiem/
photos/2222992127914072
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the quick rise of social capital of the urban activists11, 
re-attributed responsibility and casual agency to the 
individuals and political party, shifted collective and 
political attention from the urgent needs like employing 
landscape architects and community workers by RDT, 
negotiations with communication holders about legal 
possibilities to plant trees within red lines and in the 
protection zone of the underground communications, 
etc. The myth of Failed Barona Street was created.

2 Conclusions 
1. The Barona Street Myth places bold emphasis on 

Failed design, notwithstanding the evidence that 
imperfections of Barona Street renovation to the 
great extend happened due to the inadequacy of 
public space policy, and collective perception of the 
street solely as technical construction at the moment 
of project execution, absence of appropriate public 
space governance and management. In this way it 
conceals the responsibility of imperfect governance, 
guiding public discussions and actions away from 
systematic complex approach to public spaces.

2. Socio-psychological implication offers interpretation 
of myth as a tool for creating and strengthening 
social identity, which correlates with feeling of low 
level of control, not having authority, being “without 
voice”. Mythologizing Barona Street renovation 
activated appraisal dimension of coping potential, 
which deals with control, power, and adaptability. 
Two major groups of stakeholders, involved in the 
process – the formal one of institutions and informal 
of urban activists – applied different communication 
strategies: the first – passive and tamed, the second – 
active and aggressive. The latter, developing external 
appraisal bias, re-attributed the responsibility for 
low quality to political leaders of that time, involved 
municipal workers and designers, instead of on 
historically formed Riga’s governance inability to 
engage with public spaces. 

3. Using emotionally appealing and persuasive 
tools, which often are employed by ideological 
propaganda, urban activists unnecessary shifted 
public attention away from structural issues and 
created preconditions for using street reconstruction 
project as a tool in the political power games.

11 The first video on the Facebook site was of Barona Street 
reconstruction process with 56 views, 8 from 18 during 
the year placed video were about Barona Street, the most 
popular reached more than 13 000 views. For information 
is used Facebook web page https://www.facebook.com/
PilsetaCilvekiem

4. The mythologizing of Barona project, form one hand, 
facilitated public discussion on quality of public 
spaces and contributed to the institutionalisation 
of urban activism, from another accelerated 
unnecessary politicizing of urban design and 
building process. The case can be placed in broader 
discussion on abuse of participation, devaluation of 
urban activism and the role of public space as a level 
for social revival.

5. Urban projects as situations of complex interaction 
of diverse socio-spatial, economic, environmental, 
political, and cultural aspects with high degree of 
novelty can be placed between highly appropriate 
cases (together with politics) in studying social 
emotions. 

6. The linkage between social emotions and social 
identity allows to methodologically approach 
psychological aspects of urban practice by 
postulating that salient social emotions largely shape 
communicative landscapes of urban projects when 
significant public spaces are being transformed. 
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