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Place is a central concept in human spatial cognition and communication, 
closely related to human experience (Tuan 1977; Couclelis 1992). It also serves 
as the prototypical spatial reference in human, economic and cultural geography 
(Cresswell 2004), and hence, has undisputed standing also in non-computational 
sciences.  Yet, in spite of its prominence in everyday tasks and communication, 
place is still rarely mentioned in Geographic Information Science, mainly 
because of a lack of definitions that would allow a formal approach to capture 
and model places in spatial databases. More than a decade ago, Golledge and 
Stimson saw a need for measures to describe place: “We would suggest, 
however, that regardless of whether the tangible or intangible position was taken 
with respect to examining the sense of place, it should be possible to develop 
either a subjective or an objective scale (or some combination of the two) that 
captures the essence of a place.” (1997, p. 417).  More recent research concerns 
the modeling of spatial semantics, location modeling, and formal models of 
cognitive salience. All this can be interpreted as a seed for more broadly 
conceived place research in Geographic Information Science.  This special issue 
aims to approach the topic of place in more formal and computational directions 
of research, including location-based services, human computer interface design, 
ontology, robotics and localization, social networks, modeling of uncertainty, 
gazetteers and georeferencing, tagging and text mining.  

The issue consists of research papers that originated in discussions held at the 
GIScience 2008 Workshop on “Modeling Place in Information Systems” in 
Utah, USA in September 2008. More than 30 researchers from geography, 
computer science, artificial intelligence, engineering, transportation, aeronautics, 
geology, architecture, philosophy, psychology and linguistics as well as social 
and information sciences participated in the discussions, which revealed several 
interesting aspects of place modeling.   

Modeling place involves, among other issues, finding computational models 
to capture and express the meaning of a place name.  While the semantics of 



2 Winter, Kuhn, Krüger 
 

place names derives from intrinsic properties of places and their similarities, 
their pragmatics concern the use of place names and their role in human to 
human and human to machine communication.  Different representations of 
place, which might depend on the context of use, can be chosen.  These include 
verbal, stochastic, pictorial and symbolic representations.  Research on 
computational place modeling will have a substantial impact on several 
application areas, such as spatial recommender systems, urban planning, 
marketing, and on information retrieval in general. This special issue contains 
three papers, which touch nearly all of these aspects.  

Vagueness of place conceptualization plays an important role in the article 
“User Needs and implications for place modeling” by Clare Davies et al..  The 
authors present results from a qualitative study focusing on vague and 
vernacular aspects of places. By asking users of geographic information 
systems, the authors were able to identify user required patterns for places and 
place names.  By comparing these results with the structure of place names 
currently used in gazetteers and other place modeling methods in the literature, 
they arrive at the suggestion to apply multiple and heterogeneous methods, 
depending on the context of place name usage. 

The second article, by Stefan Grothe and Jochen Schaab, “Automated 
Footprint Generation from Geotags with Kernel Density Estimation and Support 
Vector Machines”, proposes a novel method to obtain more precise geometrical 
footprints for symbolic locations.  Analyzing a corpus of geotagged photographs 
they apply machine learning techniques to identify more precise geometrical 
boundaries for these places.  

Christoph Schlieder and Christian Matyas, in “Photographing a City: An 
Analysis of Place Concepts Based on Spatial Choices”, investigate different 
conceptualizations of a city, expressed by measuring the popularity of locations 
in a city. They also use a large corpus of images and present a measure that 
permits identifying users with a similar conceptualization of a given city.  

This selection of recent work on place modeling reflects the impact the web is 
having on this type of research.  Consider the web as a social platform where 
people communicate with each other. Inevitably, they will communicate about 
space, and hence refer to places.  Since this communication is mediated by the 
web, there is a chance for researchers to listen in, to try to make sense out of 
these human expressions, and in this way, to learn about the meaning of place 
names.  Accordingly, we will find research in this area also in symposia and 
workshops like Web and Wireless GIS (W2GIS) or Location and the Web 
(LocWeb). A significant portion of work exploits geotags, attached to images or 
other place-based data, or within RSS feeds (GeoRSS). But also linguistic 
interpretations of web documents containing place names contribute to this field 
of study. Thus, there is both, an increasing need and vast new opportunities for 
modeling place. Let us put place on the GIScience research agenda! 
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