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Abstract

 The project, entitled Meet Your Neighbor, at-
tempts to reconfigure the small-town practice of introduc-
ing oneself to immediate neighbors for the larger urban 
environment.  The study follows the methods and results 
over a 24 day duration in the Stevens Square and Whittier 
neighborhoods of Minneapolis, Minnesota.  

Introduction

 In many small towns across the United States of 
America, it is common practice after moving to a new lo-
cale to knock on the doors of houses in the neighborhood 
with the intention of introducing oneself.  Other times, 
the established residents of a neighborhood will reach out 
to the new inhabitant to introduce themselves.  No matter 
the approach, neighbors familiarize with one another.  
 However, this does not seem to happen in the 
modern urban environment.  There would seem to be a 
variety of reasons for this lack of tradition of engagement 
within an urban neighborhood.  Primarily, population 
density stands in the way.  As per a report by ESRI, 2008 
population density by block group for the Whittier & 
Stevens Square area stood at between 25,447-33,905 people 
(“Factfinder2.census.gov/”).  At this density, is it impracti-
cal to meet the majority of one’s neighbors?
 Another factor that impedes the process of engag-
ing with a community is language.  According to 2010 
census data, 32.42% of the population living in the Minne-
apolis zip code of 55404 spoke a language other than Eng-
lish in the home.  24.10% of the residents at the same zip 
code were foreign born according to the same study, with 
a similar percentage, 23.50% reportedly speaking English 
less than ‘very well’ (“Factfinder2.census.gov/”).  This last 



statistic might suggest that a certain amount of isolation 
takes place outside of the home.  
 The objective of this study is to reconfigure the 
tradition of an individual introducing themselves to their 
neighbors for the urban environment, taking into account 
the obstacles of population density and language barriers.  
Through this study results will be analyzed and assessed 
to possible avenues for future community engagement.

Methodology

 Many avenues for community introduction were 
considered, such as a central website introducing the au-
thor with all collateral posted in the neighborhood refer-
ring to said website.  Although this would have proven 
easier in terms of multi-lingual support, the demograph-
ics of the neighborhood would suggest that this direc-
tion could have been exclusionary due to lack of internet 
access.
 Another possibility explored was a direct-mail 
piece sent directly to neighborhood residents.  This idea 
was dismissed due to the steps necessary for the recipient 
to participate.  Additionally, the economics of production 
of this method proved infeasible.
 Ultimately a poster paired with text was chosen.  
The poster’s content was a photo of the author, unedited 
and un-manipulated.  It was chosen for it’s accurate por-
trayal of the author’s aesthetic at the time of the study.  
 Physically the poster was produced by digitally 
printing the image onto .050” thick polystyrene and over-
laying the substrate with a gloss graffiti-proof laminate 
to reduce damage due to inclement weather and for UV 
stability.  The poster component measured 279 millimeters 
wide by 432 millimeters tall.  The paired text component 
measured 279 millimeters wide by 216 millimeters tall. 



The sizes are standard in the American printing world and 
were chosen for their intersection between economic value 
and visibility.
 The text was written to mirror the average first ex-
change between neighbors.  It offered some topical infor-
mation about the author, as well as general pleasantries, 
an invitation to respond, and an opportunity marked by a 
date and time to meet the author in person.  The invitation 
to respond came by way of a permanent marker that was 
tethered to the poster by a line from the upper right-hand 
corner.  Participants could leave any message they deemed 
appropriate.  Should the participant choose to meet the 
author at the prescribed date and time at a particular 
poster site a small gift was to be presented to the partici-
pant.  
 This gift was a t-shirt printed with the same image 
of the author’s face that was present on the poster.  The 
t-shirt functioned in two ways.  The first way as a gift for 
participating, much in the same way a small gift might 
be brought to a neighbor when meeting for the first time.  
The shirt also functioned in a community-building capac-
ity.  Theoretically, Participant A who had met the author 
and received a shirt bearing the face of the author would 
function as a node when wearing said shirt.  This shirt 
would function as an initial talking point between people 
who had met the author and people and participants who 
were familiar with the project but had not interacted 
directly with the author and wanted more information.  
Hypothetically a conversation about the author would 
function to introduce two disparate people.  
 The text was also translated into languages other 
than English.  Based on the hierarchy of minority lan-
guages spoken in Minneapolis, translations were made 
into Spanish, Hmong, Somali, Vietnamese, and Chinese.  
Due to the close proximity of the National Foundation of 



the Blind, the text was also translated into both condensed 
and standard Braille.  Translation was provided by a vari-
ety of sources, and with one exception all were made by 
native speakers of the language in question.  In some cases 
this author was familiar with the sources of translation 
and services were provided pro bono, and in other cases 
translation-for-pay was employed.  
 The text was laser-printed on matte cover-stock, 
with one large primary language and two secondary lan-
guages beneath the primary text.  Primary text language 
was chosen based on the location of the poster and the 
percentage of native speakers of said language in relation 
to the total population of the neighborhood. 
 Dissemination of the posters was based on the 
neighborhood of the author, as well as the routes taken by 
the author on a daily basis.  Based on that qualification, 
posters were primarily concentrated on the Whittier & 
Stevens Square neighborhoods with special attention paid 
to Nicollet Avenue between East Franklin Avenue and 28th 
Street in Minneapolis, Minnesota, USA.  

Results/Assessment

 As defined for this study participation means a di-
rect or deliberate act involving the poster, such as removal 
(either in part or whole), covering the poster, and marking 
on the poster.  The definition of non-participation would 
be a series of posters that were left unmarked and other-
wise intact for the duration of the project.
 There were no instances of complete non-partici-
pation before removal.  Every location (with the exception 
of location 21st & Nicollet) was either removed or marked 
within 24 hours.   There were a variety of markings which 
in the broadest terms could be described as positive, nega-
tive, or neutral.  



 Often times a positive comment came in response 
to a negative comment as was the case at the location of 
Harriet & 28th.  On October 14th, a participant wrote, “U 
SUCK DUDE”.  By October 16th, another participant had 
written, “You don’t suck and your friendliness is appreci-
ated :)”.  
 What is also notable to this author is the dispar-
ity in size between positive and negative comments.  At 
the same location, the aforementioned negative comment 
took up an area 3.354 times greater than the positive com-
ments.  These results of spacial dominance as attributed to 
negative comments seem to repeat themselves across sev-
eral locations.  Additionally, the majority of these negative 
comments were written directly on the facial area whereas 
it would seem that effort was made by the participants 
leaving positive comments to do so in the margins of the 
poster, i.e. areas occupied by the shirt or background of 
the photo.  Various assumptions can be made about this 
behavior.  
 As previously mentioned one site did stand out for 
non-participation.  The location at 21st & Nicollet, whose 
primary text was Somali, displayed less participation 
both in terms of markings and duration than any of the 
other poster sites.  By the conclusion of the study the site 
in question had been up for 22 days, approximately three 
times the average duration for poster longevity in the 
study.  It also showed roughly one-third of the marks of 
the average poster location (three separate groupings), and 
of those marks only one negative grouping.  
 One possible cause for this lack of participation 
could be some sort of self-imposed cultural exclusion.  
This poster might have been perceived as a passive in-
trusion into Somali culture and thus rejected on those 
grounds.  It is also possible that even though the poster 
was viewed by the Somali community as a welcomed or 



neutral gesture, the Somali community does not know 
how to engage in this manner due to some cultural norm 
unknown to this author.  
 Even if the Somali community chose not to 
participate for any number of reasons Somalis are not 
the dominant population in Minneapolis, despite be-
ing numbered at 30,000 in the greater metropolitan area 
(“Factfinder2.census.gov/”).  It would stand to reason that 
even if the Somali population chose not to participate at 
this particular site that the greater Minneapolis commu-
nity would have no problem participating as they did at so 
many other sites in the study.  It might be suggested that 
this lack of participation might be due to an underlying 
tension between the Somali community and the greater 
Minneapolis community, such as that outlined in the 
July, 2009 New York Times article titled, “A Call to Jihad, 
Answered in America” (Elliott).  It is possible that this 
tension is manifest here, although not in the standard way 
which could be imagined as a poster filled with anti-im-
migrant sentiments, but rather manifested in a way which 
prohibits people from participating for fear of offending 
the Somali community.  One wonders if this points to a 
self-imposed embargo by a general community that is 
afraid to engage with anything branded with the Somali 
language or culture.  
 This lack of familiarity as a cause for lack of par-
ticipation may be supported by the results seen at other 
sites.  Results similar, but not as extreme, can been seen 
at the sites where Chinese and Hmong were the primary 
language for the text.  However, sites that used Spanish as 
the primary language, a language that most of the popula-
tion is at least passively familiar with (“Factfinder2.census.
gov/”), were treated nearly the same as sites that featured 
English as the primary language.  
 Further investigation is needed to determine the 



applicability of these ideas to future project planning.  
However, it seems likely that this analysis would account 
for at least some of the non-participation at the aforemen-
tioned Somali site.
 Personal interactions took place in two forms: ac-
cidental and deliberate.  An accidental interaction was one 
where the participant did not intend for the interaction to 
occur.  Deliberate interactions are defined as the inverse 
in that the participant willingly and deliberately sought to 
interact with the author.  Duration of the interaction was 
not taken into account.
 Out of a total of five interactions, one was acciden-
tal, with the group of participants discovering the author 
documenting their participation.  The four intentional 
interactions ranged content from non-verbal communica-
tion to extended conversation.
 The first interaction took place on October 14th, 
2010 at approximately 11:45 in the morning at the corner of 
East Lake Street and Clinton Avenue South.  The partici-
pants were most likely an Islamic family as noted by their 
dress, and consisted of a older male, a middle-aged female, 
and a young boy.  The woman noticed the author, smiled, 
and then turned to the man and briefly said something 
that was unintelligible due to the distance of partici-
pants from the author.  The man then smiled, and both 
the woman and the man waved to the author.  The author 
waved back.  Although there is a possibility that this was a 
chance encounter, it is the author’s belief that there is little 
reason other than recognition for the interaction.
 The second interaction occurred on the corner of 
West 28th Street and Harriet Ave South on October 16th 
at 12:17 PM.  The author was installing a poster site when 
a participant, a middle-aged Hispanic male, approached 
on foot and asked if the author was a rapist.  The author 
responded, “No.”.  The participant the continued walking 



East on West 28th Street.
 The first comprehensive exchange between a par-
ticipant and the author occurred on November 3rd at 3:48 
PM on the corner of East 24th Street and Stevens Avenue 
South.  The participant was traveling by automobile and 
stopped when he noticed the author installing a poster 
site.  The participant’s initial question was, “What the hell 
is that?”.  The author explained the project briefly at which 
time the participant welcomed the author to Minneapolis 
and explained that he lived in the area and had for some 
time.  The conversation lasted approximately 5 minutes 
during which a number of topics were covered such as 
the recent weather and the fact that both the author and 
participant drive the same model of automobile.  The par-
ticipant still waves at the author when they encounter one 
another in the Whittier neighborhood.
 As noted previously, all poster/text included a date 
and time that the author would be present at the specific 
poster site giving participants the chance to engage per-
sonally with the author.  The final interaction was of this 
type.  It took place on the corner of West 28th Street and 
Nicollet Avenue.  The participant approached the author 
and introductions were made.  She identified herself as 
a resident of the Whittier neighborhood, and an unem-
ployed single mother of one.  She also noted that poetry 
was her hobby.  During the course of the interaction the 
participant recited 2 poems for the author.  Although a 
willing participant, she was skeptical of providing too 
much information to the author.  She preferred to take the 
author’s information and respond directly at a later date 
should she feel comfortable.  The author presented the 
participant with a gift of a t-shirt bearing the author’s im-
age.  She thanked the author stating that she would use it 
while gardening. 
 Additionally, approximately 36 hours later at 11:00 



PM the author was contacted by a male claiming to 
be a friend of the participant.  He identified himself as a 
Native-American artist who was concerned about who and 
how the original participant had contacted the author.  
The author explained the scope of the project.  The man 
hung up shortly thereafter.

Conclusion

 It is the belief of this author that the study’s results 
demonstrate that it is possible through the methodol-
ogy applied to still form relationships indicative of small, 
close-knit communities, in large urban areas.
By using design to reach out to ethnically and cultural 
diverse communities, it can be concluded that barriers of 
cultural and language divisions, were somewhat elimi-
nated. Resulting data is trending towards greater success 
in the English and Spanish languages. Further study is 
needed to determine if lack of participation in the minor-
ity languages was due to cultural differences or the result 
of a statistical anomaly.  Possible studies to resolve this 
issue may include a increase in a) the length of study or 
b) an increase in the quantity of poster sites among other 
solutions. Given this writer’s experience a sense of connec-
tion and relationship is still desired by those regardless of 
population and environment.
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