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Abstract

The project 'From Space to Place' explores how architecture can respond to the psychosocial impact 
of Groningen’s gas extraction issues on the local population, while supporting the development of 
the leisure economy in the region. Through a design in Delfzijl, a coastal town in the northeast of 
Groningen, a fragile socio-economic context is studied in relation to the development of the tourism 
industry. The project uses the ‘third place’ theory by Oldenburg (1989) as a framework to explore 
how architecture can mediate between addressing residents’ psychosocial wellbeing and becoming 
a socio-economic catalyst for the region, which leads to the following research question: How can a 
‘third place’ in Delfzijl embed a sense of place and foster psychological resilience for residents, while 
performing as a socio-economic catalyst for the region?

To answer this question, the project combines literature readings, reference projects and a 
research-by-design approach to design a spatial intervention that addresses the aforementioned 
concepts. It concludes that the introduction of a mixed civic programme, split between a pavilion 
and main building, can serve both residents and visitors without losing its value and identity as a 
public destination. Using spatial strategies such as framed views, distinguishing materials, layered 
circulation, and differentiating spatial atmospheres, a sense of place and psychological resilience 
are fostered and strengthened. The design demonstrates that architecture in Delfzijl can mediate 
between wellbeing, identity and revitalization in a complex socio-economic context.

Key words: psychosocial wellbeing, architectural design, revitalization, third place, public building
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Prologue

I grew up in Norg, a village in Drenthe, in the north of the Netherlands. The village stands on top of an 
underground gas storage (UGS), one of the largest in Europe. The UGS is not a gas extraction location 
like those in Groningen, but rather a storage where gas is injected and then extracted again, leading 
to seismic activity in the ground. Though I have never felt a physical earthquake at home, the cracks 
have started to show in my parent’s home and that of many others in and around the village since 
years. It has lead to inspections, compensations, repairs, more inspections, and lengthy procedures. 
All due to the gas.

I have therefore become familiar with the complexity of issues that have arisen for residents due to 
the gas extractions in Groningen and Noord-Drenthe. And they go further than just cracked walls and 
some repairs. The physical and mental impact of the long-term gas extractions from the ‘Groningen 
field’ have remained an underexposed topic to many people, though it holds a profound significance. 
It has inspired me to take up this topic for my Master’s graduation project.
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From Space to Place: Reimagining The Collective Identity of DelfzijlProblem statement
The paradox of Groningen’s gas extractions

The discovery of the biggest gasfield in Europe, also known as the ‘Groningen field’ figure 1.1), by 
the Nederlandse Aardolie Maatschappij (NAM) in 1959 marked the beginning of a paradox for the 
provinces of Groningen and Noord-Drenthe. While gas revenues fueled the post-war economy and 
Dutch welfare state, the physical, economic, cultural, and social landscape of especially Groningen 
was irrevocably altered. 

In 1986, as gas extraction continued to generate revenue and transformed the country’s energy 
network, the first earthquake was registered by the Koninklijk Nederlands Meteorologisch Instituut 
(KNMI) in the north of the Netherlands. Primarily, neither the NAM nor the KNMI linked the seismic 
activity to the gas extraction. Only in 1993, the ministry of Economic Affairs officially recognized the 
connection between the gas extractions and seismic activity registered throughout Groningen and 
Noord-Drenthe (Financieel Dagblad, n.d.).

After 1993, the number of earthquakes increased drastically. On 12 August 2012, everything changed 
when an earthquake with a score of 3,6 on the Richter scale was registered in Huizinge and felt 
throughout the whole province. Thereafter, the NAM received hundreds of damage reports (Braakman 
& Miskovic, 2022). Since the discovery of the ‘Groningen field’, more than 1,500 earthquakes have been 
registered, whereby thousands buildings have been declared unsafe and more than 250,000 damage 
claims were reported by residents (Financieel Dagblad, n.d.).

The discovery of the gasfield made Groningen in fact one of the richest regions in the Netherlands and 
Europe. The province was meant to prosper from the extractions, however only a minimal fraction 
of the more than 400 billion euros in revenues found its way there. Moreover, the final report of the 
parliamentary enquiry, titled ‘Rapport parlementaire enquêtecommissie aardgaswinning Groningen’ 
(2023), stated that economic gains have consistently overshadowed the wellbeing of the local 
population in regards to the gas extractions that took place after the discovery of the gasfield in 1959.
To this day, large parts of Groningen, specifically Noordoost Groningen, remain characterized by a 
low socio-economic status and population decline (figure 1.2). Unemployment rates are high and 
education levels are low, next to which many households score low on social security and live off of 
minimal incomes, relying on government benefits (Eemsdelta in Cijfers, n.d.).

The damage done
After 2012, seismic activity continued to be registered in the provinces, leading not only to structural 
damage, but also more complex consequences for people’s liveability and health as research has 
shown (Dückers et al., 2023). Residents’ psychosocial wellbeing has been affected, with the seismic 
activity and aftermath taking a toll on their mental health, feelings of safety, financial situation, 
liveability and social cohesion within communities (Hupkes et. al, 2020). 
 
In Delfzijl, where the graduation project is situated, these issues have also led to societal unrest and 
strained social relations (Gemeentebestuur Delfzijl, 2019). In combination with a declining economy 
and shrinking population, the municipality faces a challenging assignment to improve the mean 
welfare in the area (Eemsdelta in Cijfers, n.d.). Figure 1.2	 left: social security score in the Netherlands (Adapted by author from RIVM (2023)) 

right: population count municipality Eemsdelta (Adapted by author from CBS (2023))

Figure 1.1	 seismic hazard map of Groningen (Adapted by author from KNMI (2016))
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From Space to Place: Reimagining The Collective Identity of Delfzijl

In response to this, psychological resilience may offer a pathway to rebuild social relationships and 
improve residents’ mental health in Delfzijl and its surrounding region. Research by Assem et al. 
(2023) states that spatial design can contribute to resilience by reducing stress, restoring a sense 
of agency and fostering social connections among users.  Within this context, third place theory 
(Oldenburg, 1989) can be explored as a spatial, social and economic response to the socio-economic 
status in the region and the disruptive impact of the gas extraction and its aftermath on the local 
population. 

Nij Begun, new opportunities
The long-term social, economic and psychological consequences of the gas extractions and their 
aftermath ask for innovative and spatially grounded approaches to revitalize Noordoost Groningen, 
and specifically Delfzijl. With the suspension of the gas extraction activities from April 2024, a new 
phase for the province has already started. With the launch of Nij Begun (‘New Beginning’ in Gronings 
dialect), the Dutch government introduced a multi-level investment agenda aimed at regenerating 
Groningen and Noord-Drenthe across different sectors, such as education, employment and the 
leisure economy (figure 1.3) (Nij Begun, 2025). 

For Delfzijl, Nij Begun offers both the mandate and means for socio-economic revitalization and 
reimagination of its future, in which the leisure industry may play a role. The social and economic 
measures of Nij Begun can furthermore provide the resources to tackle the complexity of problems 
that occur in the city and region. However, the Nij Begun agenda remains a policy on a programmatic 
scale, leaving out how the described ambitions can be translated into spatial interventions in specific 
contexts such as Delfzijl, where socio-economic decline coincides with weakened social cohesion and 
impacted psychosocial wellbeing due to the gas extractions and earthquakes.

Architecture can operate here as a mediator, transforming abstract policy goals into spatial conditions 
to develop (physical) environments that stimulate ‘noaberschap’* , therefore strengthening social 
cohesion, economic activity, inclusivity and accessibility within communities.

* mutual support and solidarity within communities; a term originating from the East of the Netherlands (Grievink, 2023)

Figure 1.3	 investment agenda of Nij Begun (Adapted by author from Nij Begun (2025))
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From Space to Place: Reimagining The Collective Identity of DelfzijlResearch questions
The third place as a socio-spatial framework

To implement this mediating role of architecture, the project engages with the interrelation of the 
social and economic agenda of Nij Begun: the leisure economy and psychosocial wellbeing of 
residents. Existing publications by Gronings Perspectief and Ginder (2025) have already studied the 
psychosocial impact of the gas extractions and earthquakes on residents and the potential of the 
tourism industry in Groningen. However, instead of treating these themes as separate domains, the 
project approaches them as intertwined spatial drivers for socio-economic revitalization in Delfzijl, 
thus bringing together two user groups: residents and visitors.

The project adapts the ‘third place’ theory by Oldenburg (1989) as a framework to simultaneously 
address residents’ psychosocial wellbeing and the development of the leisure economy in the 
post-extraction context. The possible relationship between economic and social regeneration within 
Delfzijl is studied here and how a spatial intervention mediates this. Hence, the following research 
question is posed:

How can a ‘third place’ in Delfzijl embed a sense of place and foster psychological resilience for 
residents, while performing as a socio-economic catalyst for the region?

To be able to answer the main research question, the following subquestions are formulated:

• SRQ1: What is the status of residents’ psycho-social wellbeing and what needs should the project 
respond to?

• SRQ2: How should the project be positioned and connected within the urban and landscape 
context of Delfzijl so that it can function as a third place for residents while becoming a 
destination for visitors?

• SRQ3: How can a tourism-related programme and its spatial organisation within the third place 
contribute to socio-economic activity in the region while supporting its role for residents?

• SRQ4: How can the spatial design of the third place be employed to foster psychological 
resilience for residents?

• SRQ5: Which architectural tools can be used to create and reinforce a sense of place in the third 
place?

Scope
The overall goal of the project is to design a public building located on the coast in Delfzijl, where 
the current Eemshotel is located (figure 1.4) (Syllabus Public Building, 2025). The design will address 
the psychosocial challenges of the local population due to the aft ermath of the gas extractions and 
earthquakes in the region, while simultaneously exploring how it can serve as a socio-economic 
catalyst for the region. With the introduction of a mixed civic programme to the site, an accessible, 
inclusive and engaging building will be created for residents and visitors, where tourism serves as a 
means rather than an end.

The project does not address policy reforms, but instead builds upon the framework of measures as 
presented by Nij Begun, focusing on the role of architecture in translating the social and economic 
agenda into a spatial intervention that contributes to the socio-economic revitalization of Delfzijl and 
its surrounding region.   

Objective

Placed within a highly relevant social and economic context, the aim of the project is to explore how 
architecture can address the socio-economic challenges of Delfzijl by translating the abstract policy 
goals of Nij Begun into spatial conditions. With the design of a third place, architecture mediates in 
bringing together tranquillity, community and tourism. The intervention addresses the psychosocial 
wellbeing of residents through designing for resilience and improved socio-economic activity. At the 
same time, the design engages with the physical and cultural landscape of Delfzijl and utilizes the 
project location’s unique characteristics to connect with, therefore embedding the design into the 
existing context. 

Furthermore, the project aims to minimize its environmental footprint by applying passive design 
strategies and reducing its embodied carbon. By designing spaces for adaptability and hybridity, 
the project allows for user needs to evolve and change over time. Also, with the exposure to seismic 
activity, an earthquake-resistant construction is designed to provide a secure and future-proof 
building that lasts, where a feeling of security and trust is fostered for its users.

Figure 1.4 location of the project (Adapted by author from Google Earth (2025)); own image
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From Space to Place: Reimagining The Collective Identity of DelfzijlMethodology
Research strategies

Throughout the project, different research strategies are used to answer the research 
question: literature readings, reference projects and a research-by-design approach (figure 
2.1). With these different research methods, a variation of output follows to inform the design 
process throughout the project. Below the main research methods are shortly discussed in 
relation to their output.

Literature readings
Literature is consulted for different purposes. Firstly, to develop an overview of the impacted 
psychosocial wellbeing of residents in Groningen to establish user parameters for the project, 
and so to answer SRQ1. Secondly, with different readings, architectural theory on sense of 
place, designing for resilience, and the concept of ‘third place’ is established. This results in 
design guidelines and strategies in the urban, architectural and spatial context for the project. 
These tools and strategies are used to answer SRQ3, 4 and 5.

Research-by-design approach
Throughout the project, a research-by-design approach is applied, where designing becomes 
a process of research in theory and practice. Theoretical research informs the project, though 
the design process in itself also informs the project’s research. To answer SRQ2, 3, 4 and 5 as 
well as the main research question, the design process itself serves as a method of research 
through its architecture and programme.

Reference projects
Within the research-by-design approach, reference projects are consulted to inform the 
design process, develop iterations and make design decisions. The reference projects 
therefore also become part of the project’s research.

Figure 2.1	 methodology framework of the project
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From Space to Place: Reimagining The Collective Identity of DelfzijlTheoretical framework
Key concepts

As established, residents’ psychosocial wellbeing in Delfzijl is characterized by a deterioration 
of mental and physical health, changing social relations and feelings of insecurity due to the 
gas extractions, earthquakes and their aftermath. In combination with other challenges, such 
as a low socio-economic status and inequality in claim settlements, coping strategies fall 
short, impairing their social and mental wellbeing (Dückers et al., 2023; Hupkes et al., 2020). 
This framework theorizes how third place architecture as a spatial intervention can achieve 
the dual goal posed in the main research question.
 
Psychosocial wellbeing
The observed challenges in Delfzijl frame psychosocial wellbeing as the capacity for a 
positive mental health that is sustained in social environments, where “cognitive, emotional 
and spiritual strengths” (Kumar, 2020, pp. 677) contribute to forming positive social 
relationships. Friedli (2009) emphasizes the significance of social relationships and support 
systems in mediating psychosocial wellbeing, which can improve a person’s mental health.

This framework proposes the design of a ‘third place’ as a spatial intervention to address 
residents’ psychosocial wellbeing and strained social relations in Delfzijl as a result of the gas 
extractions, earthquakes and their aftermath. By offering a neutral, accessible environment 
where residents can come to rebuild social relationships, the third place serves a restorative 
function to its users.

Third place
‘Space’ and ‘place’ can be viewed as two separate concepts within architecture. Parsaee et 
al. (2015) notes that a space is limited by elements and characteristics that are established 
together in architecture, such as floors, ceilings, walls and openings. Yet, place is part of 
a space, having a certain character and a valued identity which is formed by interior and 
exterior factors. When a space is inhabited by its users, therefore leading to interactions, 
experiences, thoughts and activities, the act of ‘place-making’ transforms a space into place 
(Östlund, 2017).

Unlike the ‘first place’ which centers on the private, domestic sphere, and the ‘second 
place’, which is governed by productivity, the third place offers an informal, neutral place for 
gathering where conversation is the main activity, as stated by Oldenburg (1989). As a leveler, 
the third place prevails social equality and fosters connections and relationships between 
users.

While Oldenburg emphasizes informality, conversation and a low-profile for third places, this 
project adapts that concept to play a constitutive role in addressing psychosocial wellbeing, 
by creating distinctive experiential qualities and promoting psychological resilience for its 
users. Grounded in a unique historical, ecological and geographical context, the third place 
reimagines the identity of Delfzijl to become a restorative place of familiarity and agency for 
residents and a unique destination for visitors. Spatial sequences that invite lingering, low 
thresholds and a mixed programme elevate the third place from the generic prototypes of 

the first and second place to become a social environment that promotes a sense of place 
and resilience. Through overlapping functions in the programme, the third place will not 
only foster social connections between residents but also allow for interaction with visitors, 
creating a dynamic environment and therefore becoming a socio-economic catalyst for 
Delfzijl and the region.
 
Socio-economic catalyst
Socioeconomics is understood in this project as the intertwined concept of economic activity 
and social behaviour and how they are related to each other in society (Gorton, 2025). 
According to Gateira (2022), by linking socioeconomics to tourism, the social and economic 
power of a society can be developed and transformed. Instead of an extractive economic 
activity, tourism can serve as a regenerative activity that invests back, becoming a catalyst for 
the region.

Third places can also function as a socio-economic catalysts, by serving a dual function for 
residents and visitors. This stems from the ‘third place’ theory’s capacity to generate bridging 
social capital between locals and visitors. Where first and second places reinforce bonding 
social capital, namely the relationship between relatives, friends and colleagues, third 
places have the capacity to bridge social capital, meaning the social, economic and cultural 
interactions that are facilitated for different types of users (Van Leuven, 2025). 

Research by Choi et al. (2024) states the role of third places in supporting entrepreneurial 
activity and economic impact through job creation and the exchange of goods. In Delfzijl, the 
mixed programme allows for resident-tourist interaction, converting social interaction into 
regional economic opportunities, as it will facilitate local business, create job opportunities 
and allow for exchange of goods. Through this, the third place can become an economic 
catalyst in the region, while fostering the social interactions and relations between users.
 
Sense of place
Through social connections and experiences between users, an identity and character of 
‘place’ is formed. Evolving over time through social, historical, cultural and environmental 
contexts (Parsaee et al., 2015), a ‘sense of place’ is shaped, which is referred to by Williams 
and Stewart (1998) as “the collection of meanings, beliefs, symbols, values and feelings 
that individuals and groups associate with a particular locality” (pp. 19). The relations and 
experiences that shape places are also formed through personal meanings of users, creating 
an attachment to it (Chapin & Knapp, 2015). 

As the social, cultural and environmental context of Delfzijl is changing due to ongoing 
seismic activity and its aftermath, the third place mediates in reimagining a (new) sense 
of place. By framing the viewscape of Delfzijl from the project location, as well as using 
architectural characteristics and the programme as a means, users create a place for social 
interaction and relationships within a space, therefore reimagining a new identity of Delfzijl 
and inducing a sense of place, which may evolve over time.
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Figure 2.2	 diagram of the theoretical framework for the project

Psychological resilience
Psychological resilience is understood in this framework as an emergent property of the 
psychosocial wellbeing and evolving sense of place of residents in Delfzijl, in which the third 
place plays a mediating role. The spatial intervention and social processes involved serve 
in how individuals and communities maintain or regain their mental health under ongoing 
adversity.

Resilience has been conceptualized across different domains, from individual navigation 
and adaptation to brain-based mechanisms. In this research, psychological resilience 
is understood as the capacity to maintain or regain mental (or physical) health despite 
exposure to significant stress and/or adversity (Denckla et al., 2020). Chmitorz et al. (2018) 
states that resilience is determined or achieved by internal factors, such as personality 
traits and beliefs, and external factors, like social networks and access to resources and 
opportunities.	

In the context of Delfzijl, stress, health deterioration, emotional volatility and perceived 
inequality have undermined residents’ psychosocial wellbeing and coping capacities 
(Postmes, 2025). Psychological resilience must therefore be actively supported through 
social and spatial conditions that lead to a restored sense of control and connection with the 
environment. This framework presents the ‘third place’ as a key spatial concept that fosters 
psychological resilience. By offering a neutral, accessible and common ground, residents can 
rebuild social connections and co-create new meanings of Delfzijl, strengthening a sense of 
place and their psychosocial wellbeing.



03 Precedent analysis





3332 

From Space to Place: Reimagining The Collective Identity of DelfzijlA fragmented history

How it all started
Delfzijl thanks its name to the three sluices (‘zijlen’ in Dutch), that were built in the Delf around 
1300. Being located between Groningen and the sea, Delfzijl became a small trading hamlet in the 
mid 14th century and developed into a fortified town during the 17th century. The city walls of the 
fortified town remained until 1870, after which its need ceased and they were torn down. As the new 
Eems Canal was dug in 1866 and a railway to Groningen was constructed in 1883, this newfound 
connectivity transformed the town into an industrial hub. As the industry expanded further in the 
early 20th century, industrial and residential expansions were realised towards the East (Farmsum) 
and West (Delfzijl-West). During the Second World war, Delfzijl was a strategic German stronghold 
between 1940-45, the city was the last to be liberated by the Canadians in early May of 1945. The war 
left its mark on Delfzijl, as large parts of the historic centre were destroyed (Graduation Studio Delfzijl, 
2026). 

A metropolis that never came
After the war, Delfzijl was meant to become a true ‘metropolis’ of 140,000 inhabitants, relieving the 
crowds of the Randstad. New neighbourhoods in Delfzijl-Noord were built to house the industrial 
employees that were to come. However, this growth never occurred, and the metropolis remained 
just a dream. As industrialisation came to a halt in 1973 due to the oil crisis, Delfzijl did not recover its 
economic growth and expected surge in industry employment (Graduation Studio Delfzijl, 2026).
From 1981, Delfzijl was already characterized by depopulation and vacancy in residential areas, 
leaving the city with some 17,000 inhabitants by 1990. From here onward, large-scale demolitions 
took place in the city and in 2010, the regional hospital Delfzicht was closed. Many traces of former 
post-war neighbourhoods were wiped away, changing the living environment where residents 
had been living for years. To this day, large parts of especially Delfzijl-Noord are undergoing major 
demolition and construction, as the earthquakes due to the gas extractions have also severely 
damaged housing in the neighbourhood (Cicek, 2026). It suggests the importance for the project 
to address and reconnect users to their (fragmented) traces of history. The project site provides 
an anchor point for this, as a panorama of remains of historical layers are visible here, therefore 
connecting the project to the fragmented history of Delfzijl.

Figure 3.3	 the different (former) neighborhoods in Delfzijl-Noord, of which many traces were erased (Adapted by 
author from Yunus Cicek (2026))

Figure 3.2	 different historical layers of Delfzijl as found in the city today
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From Space to Place: Reimagining The Collective Identity of DelfzijlThe post-extraction reality
Residents’ welfare

Figure 3.4	 subscores of socio-economic score municipality Eemsdelta (Adapted by author from CBS (2023))

The stagnation of Delfzijl’s economy and industrial growth due to the oil crisis of ’73 initiated the start 
of a socio-economic decline for the city. A shrinking population, economic contraction and vacancy in 
neighbourhoods became evident in Delfzijl. To this day, Eemsdelta remains a municipality with a low 
socio-economic score, due to high unemployment levels, low education levels and many households 
living off a minimal wage. Moreover, resident’s liveability especially in Delfzijl-Noord is influenced 
by youth nuisance, which has also been recently reported by the national Dutch news outlet (NOS 
Nieuws, 2026).

Figure 3.6	 financial welfare per neighbourhood in Delfzijl (Adapted by author from CBS (2023))

Figure 3.5	 socio-economic score per neighbourhood in Delfzijl (Adapted by author from CBS (2023))
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From Space to Place: Reimagining The Collective Identity of Delfzijl

Residents’ psychosocial wellbeing

Simultaneously, the impact of the gas extractions, earthquakes and their aftermath leave a post-
extraction context that has not only affected the city fabric, but also residents’ psychosocial wellbeing. 
As people’s lives are not the easiest already in this socio-economic context, the added burden of the 
post-extraction impact on their homes further impairs their daily lives.

Different researches have concluded and shown how the post-extraction context has affected 
residents’ psychosocial wellbeing (see appendix I). The main takeaways are:

•	 People’s psychosocial wellbeing is influenced by 1) physical security risks 2) damage, claim 
settlements and reinforcement procedures and 3) strained social cohesion;

•	 Structural damage to homes lead to feelings of insecurity and uncertainty;
•	 The complex trajectories to start a reinforcement operation take a toll, leading to loss of future 

perspective and stress-related symptoms, such as insomnia, palpitations and concentration 
problems;

•	 Compensation treatments can lead to conflict and tension in neighbourhoods, straining the 
social cohesion;

•	 Feelings of anger, hopelessness and powerlessness prevail with many residents, increasing the 
risk of burnout and evasion of social participation;

•	 Fragile socio-economic contexts can further affect resident’s wellbeing in the post-extraction 
context of Groningen. 

Still, many initiatives have been set up in the province and also in Delfzijl to address residents’ 
psychosocial wellbeing. Programmes such as ‘Mijn Thuis, Mijn Verhaal’ (My Home, My Story) , indicate 
the need to not only improve social connections but also let residents know this reality is a problem 
to be lived and experienced collectively. With different projects, ‘Mijn Thuis, Mijn Verhaal’* aims to 
bring new energy in affected communities and to create the space to start a conversation. Research 
has also concluded the need to address the causes of the disrupted social cohesion in affected areas 
through recognition and support. They also state the impact regional identity can have in addressing 
residents’ psychosocial wellbeing.

The programme of the project therefore focuses on designing a third place, which provides a place 
apart from residents’ homes (first place) and working environment (second place) to linger and be 
present in. By creating different spaces for user needs, the project will aid in fostering residents’ 
resilience and addressing their psychosocial wellbeing. 

Figure 3.8	 research on psychosocial wellbeing in Groningen (province) (Gronings Perspectief, 2024; Postmes, 2025)

Figure 3.7	 reinforcement index per neighbourhood of Delfzijl (Adapted by author from Eemsdelta in Cijfers (n.d.); NCG 
(2023))

* ‘Mijn Thuis Mijn Verhaal’ helps children and young people in the earthquake-affected areas to express their feelings and emotions through art 
and culture ((Achtergrond Mijn Thuis Mijn Verhaal | Gemeente Eemsdelta, n.d.)
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From Space to Place: Reimagining The Collective Identity of DelfzijlA destination to visit
The unique environment

Though the post-extraction context has defined the cityscape of Delfzijl throughout the years, its 
location between land and sea also provides a unique environment of different ecosystems that are 
inherent to the city and region. As the maritime ecosystem at sea transitions towards the dike into 
marshlands that regularly flood, the saline conditions characterize the diverse flora found here. With 
different migration routes of bird and fish species passing the city, a unique combination of fauna 
are found here. The dike itself forms a barrier between land and sea, as well as a transitional zone 
towards the inland ecosystems.

The project site sits right at the crossroads of these different ecosystems and therefore provides the 
unique opportunity to interact with. Moreover, it can become a unique destination for people to visit, 
as the city is one of the few in the country to be located directly on the dike in a diverse and distinctive 
landscape next to the Waddensea UNESCO World Heritage. Delfzijl is also the perfect base from 
which to explore the surrounding region with its medieval churches and villages, as well as the wide 
landscapes of Noordoost Groningen (Graduation Studio Delfzijl, 2026).

Figure 3.10	 the role of the dike in Delfzijl

Figure 3.9	 differentiation in ecosystems on the coastline of Delfzijl 
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From Space to Place: Reimagining The Collective Identity of Delfzijl

Who will be the visitor?

Figure 3.11	 current tourism infrastructure of Delfzijl (Adapted by author from Ginder (2025))

The unique landscape of the region is already one of the reasons for visitors to come. In 
Delfzijl, the tourism infrastructure currently knows a rather one-side visitor profile: a 65+ years 
old couple, coming by car or camper in search of tranquillity, privacy and nature. Next to this, 
the ferry line to Germany bring an influx of German day-visitors for the Wednesday market 
in the city. However, this one sided visitor profile has left Delfzijl’s tourism infrastructure 
fragmented and underdeveloped to other age groups and interests. Potential lies for the 
project to contribute to diversifying the tourism ecosystem of Delfzijl by introducing a 
programme that accommodates a wider range of visitor lifestyles. 

As the project means to accommodate both locals and visitors, the two user groups present 
a dichotomy in the programme. Where resident needs are focused more on comfort and 
wellbeing, visitor needs are more experience- and convenience-based. This presents a 
tension between both, which can be implemented in the project in different models. Still, 
both programmes can contribute to the socio-economic activity in the area, as they allow for 
exchange of goods, job opportunities and entrepreneurial activity (Graduation Studio Delfzijl, 
2026).

Figure 3.12	 lifestyles of (potential) visitors for Delfzijl

Residents Tourists

Wellbeing: familiarity, comfort, tranquility, community Experience: unique attraction(s), activities, new 
environments

Public and private atmosphere Public atmosphere

Everyday functionality: access to services, affordability of 
facilities

Convenience: amenities, hospitality, wayfinding, information

Long-term attachment Short-term engagement

Figure 3.13	 table with differences between user groups, informing programme analysis
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From Space to Place: Reimagining The Collective Identity of DelfzijlThe third place

To design a destination for visitors, while simultaneously becoming a communal ground 
for local residents, the project should distinguish itself from the ‘first place’ (domestic 
environment) and ‘second place’ (work environment) to become an attractive destination for 
visitors, a ‘third place’. By intuitively analysing these places, another architectural language is 
determined to guide the project.

The ‘first place’ in the province of Groningen and in Delfzijl is characterized by facades with 
separate windows set only in the X- and Y-axis. In the floorplan, a sequence of separate 
(closed) spaces is found, frequently divided between different floors, with living downstairs 
and sleeping, working and sanitary functions upstairs. The height of the space usually 
exceeds no more than 3m. First places in Delfzijl are materialised mostly using (red) brick, 
however many social housing complexes also use a combination of brick, synthetic 
materials, glass and steel.

The ‘second place’ on the other hand sometimes has higher ceilings until 3,5m and is 
spatially organized in more large-scale (open) spaces or repetitive spaces. In materialisation, 
it differentiates from the ‘first place’ in its use of sleek finishes such as glass, aluminium, 
plaster and steel,  though brickwork and more small-scale facade openings are common as 
well.

According to this analysis, the ‘third place’ should differentiate from the first and second 
place, therefore making use of taller, irregular and open spaces and window openings in the 
X-, Y- and Z-axis. This aids in setting up sightlines in the floorplan towards the surrounding 
viewscape, which in turn reinforce a sense of place. Moreover, by choosing distinguishing 
local materials for the facades, the third place will stand out to its surroundings, becoming an 
appealing destination to visit. 

Figure 3.14	 conclusions of analysis of the first, second and third place

SECOND PLACE

FIRST  PLACE

THIRD PLACE

dimensions

floorplan

dimensions

floorplan

dimensions

floorplan

Funda (2025)

Gemeente Eemsdelta (n.d.) 

Eemskrant.nl (2026)
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A third place on the dike

Concluding this analysis, the project brings together the fragmented history of Delfzijl, 
its post-extraction reality, and the unique environment. Here, the dike serves as a spatial 
mediator rather than a barrier between city and sea, where a ‘third place’ for residents and 
visitors is developed. However, ‘place’ is more than just the site itself, as literature readings 
have concluded (see appendix II). It is shaped by its environmental character and users, 
which mark the essence of place and give it identity. To be exposed to a place’s character 
means to dwell, in which orientation and identification play an important role. The dike in 
itself forms an anchor point for the project here, being more than a barrier between land and 
sea. Being exposed to the natural elements and conditions of the site means to orientate and 
identify, as the bodily senses are informed of its place. When the sounds of seagulls emerge, 
the wind sears around and one can hear the water gushing up against the dike. Turning back, 
the cityscape of Delfzijl becomes evident, with its first industrial sites and historic centre to 
the left  and its post-war neighbourhoods to the right, framed above a former bunker of the 
Atlantikwall. This journey of transition brings about orientation and identification, therefore 
embedding a sense of place and belonging in the project. The dike becomes a primary 
architectural condition that constructs a reimagined sense of place for both residents and 
visitors, though its meaning may diff er to both.

By framing the tangible and intangible layers of Delfzijl through a sense of place, a third 
place is formed. The project transforms mere space to a place where identity, wellbeing, and 
experience converge and interact and where the tension between resident and tourist needs 
is mediated.

Figure 3.15 viewscape of Delfzijl as seen from the project location
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From Space to Place: Reimagining The Collective Identity of Delfzijl

Design principles

The design of the third place is embedded in its location by connecting with the existing 
urban and landscape context in different steps. (1) A new connection between city and sea is 
proposed with the introduction of a new path onto the dike from the existing road (Kustweg). 
This new route intersects the existing traffic flow on the dike that is already used at large by 
locals and visitors on a daily basis. (2) The programme is then separated into two buildings: 
a pavilion, housing convenience-based functions and a main building on the site of the 
Eemshotel, which focuses on experience and wellbeing. The pavilion and main building are 
connected through an outdoor public plaza, which is further activated by the intersection 
of the traffic flows on the dike. (3) By opening up the pavilion and main building towards 
the cityscape of Delfzijl, the project responds to its surroundings, where a new landscape 
of ramps, stairs, and interior and exterior spaces is formed on and over the dike, becoming 
one extended public space. This invites residents and visitors to explore and interact with 
the environment and each other. The project’s footprint and design distinguishes from the 
architecture of the surroundings, therefore becoming a ‘third place’ and simultaneously an 
attractive destination to visit.

General intervention

1. The project site

2. A new route on the dike

3. Programme separation

4. Open up to the city- and seascape

1. Increase surface area for programme

2. Shape towards cityscape

3. Programme separation

4. A connecting public plaza
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From Space to Place: Reimagining The Collective Identity of Delfzijl

Embedding the project in the urban context

General intervention
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From Space to Place: Reimagining The Collective Identity of Delfzijl

Design strategies

General intervention

Programme
By separating the programme into two buildings, the project ensures space for both residents 
and visitors, thus maintaining its identity as a ‘third place’ that is also a tourist destination.
The pavilion houses convenience-based functions, focused mostly on visitors, and the 
main building is directed at both visitors and residents as experience- and wellbeing-based 
functions are located here. The programme is organised in such a way here that the exterior 
public plaza seamlessly transitions into the public ground floors of both buildings and 
extends towards the public rooftop. 

Circulation/movement
Research (see appendix II)  shows that movement within the buildings plays an important 
role in encouraging a sense of place for users. To move around means to feel a certain 
freedom and spaciousness within the architecture according to Tuan (1977), where every 
‘pause’, or participation in a building’s programme, may become a ‘place’ for users. Therefore 
the project is designed in such a way to stimulate movement between both buildings and 
within them. To accommodate this, a clear route is developed onto the dike, towards a 
compact core in the main building. Around this core, the vertical circulation takes place. The 
core also acts as a landmark, dividing the large-scale public ground floor of the main building 
into more intimate spaces, inviting the user to explore and interact.

Sightlines and visual cues
Literature readings (see appendix II) point out the importance of ‘orientation’ and 
‘identification’ within architecture to develop a sense of place. To orientate means to know 
where you are, but a sense of place is truly instilled when one can identify themselves 
with the place (Norberg-Schulz, 1981). Therefore, the user journey plays a key role in the 
project, becoming a curated sequence of framed sightlines to the surroundings, constantly 
connecting the user to their environment, enabling them to orientate in and identify their 
surroundings. The journey ends in a panorama of the city- and seascape on the public 
rooftop. 

Spatial design
Abbas et. al (2024) indicates there are three layers of skin that affect the individual. First a 
human’s actual skin, over which clothing is layered as a second skin. Architecture serves 
as a ‘third skin’, and therefore architectural design (psychologically) impacts the user. By 
designing different spatial atmospheres within the building envelope, resilience can be 
fostered and strengthened for users by positively impacting the brain on an emotional 
and cognitive level (Medhat Assem et. al, 2023). Furthermore, using multi-sensory design 
elements, architectural experiences are shaped for the user, contributing to a sense of place 
(see Appendix II). This is done in the project through 1) the programme, that focuses on both 
interaction as well as space for the individual, 2) varying spatial atmospheres, developed 
using different materials and spatial qualities, 3) circulation routes, allowing users to linger 
in and around the building(s) and 4) connections with the surroundings through framed 
sightlines.

programme split for user groups public GF vs. user-specific functions

central core to circulate around core connects different functions

sightlines upon entry sequence of sightlines

symmetrical building envelope spatial design characterizes third place
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From Space to Place: Reimagining The Collective Identity of Delfzijl

Programme division

General intervention

As mentioned, the programme is divided into two buildings, meaning the project hosts not 
only shared spaces for both user groups, but also separate spaces, thereby guaranteeing a 
sense of ‘ownership’ for users. This prevents the design from becoming purely a community 
hub or tourist destination.

In the pavilion, a tourist information point (VVV), retail space, and a bike rental and repair 
shop are located in a large central public space. The programme of the main building 
however is divided in relation to the public/private principles of them. From design analyses, 
it is concluded that the connecting factors of the programme for both user groups are the 
entrance and cafe, therefore these are placed on the public ground floor. The large-scale 
entry space connected to the café serves multiple functions and can also be used for 
exhibitions, events, meetings and other activities. This way, the ground floor remains a public 
area during the day and at night, making sure the building does not close up after working 
hours, but remains an activated space throughout.

The first floor is separated more clearly towards the sea for visitors (accommodation) and 
towards the city for residents (community space). The circulation space serves as a transition 
between the two and moves towards the public rooftop that gives a panorama over city 
and sea. The floor below ground level functions as a bathing area and spa for residents and 
visitors, and is connected through a large staircase to the public ground floor.

The introduction of this programme and its organisation also contribute to the socio-
economic activity in the region. They allow for job opportunities, exchange of goods and 
entrepreneurial activity for the region, while also supporting the ‘third place’ in its role for 
residents.

GROUND FLOOR

GROUND FLOOR+

+1 FLOOR

+2 FLOOR

-1 FLOOR

PAVILION
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A journey from space to place
Entrance

Taking off from the Kustweg, a new paved route leads up towards the dike. As you move 
away from the traffic noise, the open and inviting façade of the pavilion leads you up the 
stairs towards the entrance. The main building already arises behind the dike, standing tall 
as a destination on this route. Its materialisation is both local and unique, as the hempcrete 
and wood façade form an architectural language of their own, setting it apart from its 
surroundings.
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As you enter the pavilion, daylight floods the space as though outside is drawn in. Though 
open, the space frames views of the surroundings, as the windmill, WWII bunker and 
neighbourhood of Noord come into sight, reconnecting you with the cityscape of Delfzijl. A 
coming and going of people brings a lively and informal atmosphere, allowing the pavilion 
to be a low-threshold meeting place where different users come to ask for directions at the 
tourist information, buy local products from the shop or come to pick up their bike.

Pavilion
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From Space to Place: Reimagining The Collective Identity of Delfzijl

Leaving the pavilion, you continue upward onto the dike with a ramp that leads to the 
outdoor public plaza. As the wind starts to pick up and the seagulls circle overhead, your 
bodily senses become increasingly aware of place, where land and sea meet. As the city 
feels further away, the main building rises ahead, standing tall on massive piles at sea like 
the Eemshotel once did: a reminder of the uniqueness of the location. The plaza looks out 
over city and sea, allowing to pause, linger and observe. With the city as a backdrop, You see 
people passing by, each with their own reason for being here, resident and visitor alike.

Public plaza
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Approaching the main building, the transparent façade clearly marks the entrance and 
guides you inside, where you are welcomed in a large public space. The central core 
interrupts your line of sight towards the sea and divides the ground floor into more intimate 
spaces while allowing people to move freely around. As sunlight filters through the facade, a 
play of light and shadows is formed, when your eye is drawn to outside again, where Delfzijl’s 
industry is framed against the sea.

The café looks like a lively meeting place for young and old, and a stopover for visitors on 
their way. As you are continuously connected to your surroundings through the transparent 
façade, its rhythm interrupts your views here and there, constantly changing your visual 
relationship with the environment.

Ground floor (0)
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The large staircase down takes you closer to the sea, where a public bath is found. Within 
the space, every once in a while you reconnect with your surroundings through different 
windows and views, making you aware of where you are. Though in the city, a frame of the 
sea and sky create a sense of distance and tranquillity, while offering a  place for retreat and 
restoration through bodily comfort.

Public bath (-1)
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From Space to Place: Reimagining The Collective Identity of Delfzijl

Taking the stairs back up again into the entrance space, the light draws you up to the next 
floor. The openness of the plan extends the atmosphere of the entrance space and allows 
for different uses throughout the weeks and months, ranging from events and exhibitions to 
an extended café space. As the needs of users may change over time, the space will adapt. 
At the same time another layer of use becomes visible, as guests arrive and depart with their 
suitcases in hand, checking into their accommodation for the night.

Mezzanine (0+)

EXTENDED CAFE

EXHIBTIONS

EVENTS
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Going up the stairs to the first floor, the atmosphere becomes more calm and private, moving 
away from the noise downstairs. The hallway of the hotel is spacious and wide, with daylight 
entering from the facades and above, with vast ceilings and a large bay window framing 
the dike between city and sea. The natural materials soften the space, creating a tactile and 
warm atmosphere.

Accomodation (+1)
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From Space to Place: Reimagining The Collective Identity of Delfzijl

As the hotel is positioned towards the privacy of the seascape, the community space on 
the first floor sits above the entrance and is directed towards the cityscape of Delfzijl. Here, 
views open towards the historic centre, industrial landscape and neighbourhoods in Noord. 
Workshops, lectures and gatherings take place in a flexible space that can be rearranged 
into different settings. The absence of fixed rooms encourages openness, participation and 
collective use, where residents are welcome to inhabit the space in different ways.

Community space (+1)

LECTURES & EVENTS

WORKSHOPS & LIVING ROOM
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Finally, the route culminates through a set of stairs to the public rooftop, where  fragments of 
city and sea that have appeared throughout the building come together in a complete view 
of the landscape. The movement through the building reaches a final pause here, with the 
laughter of children playing and people lingering about.

Rooftop (+2)



GROUND FLOOR
gluelam skeleton construction
+ concrete core

FOUNDATION

-1 FLOOR

GROUND FLOOR

GROUND FLOOR+

+1 FLOOR

+2 FLOOR

concrete + steel

steel truss system 
+ concrete core

glulam skeleton construction
+ concrete core

glulam skeleton construction
+ concrete core

glulam skeleton construction
+ concrete core

concrete core
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From Space to Place: Reimagining The Collective Identity of DelfzijlTechnical elaboration
Construction

Continuing on the aforementioned design strategies, the technical design of the project as 
well contributes to both embedding a sense of place, fostering resilience and the design 
of the ‘third place’. With a focus on earthquake-resistance and designing with the local 
conditions, the project is developed to be resilient and allow a sense of security to the user. 
The materialisation reflects the regional identity as local materials have been used, and 
therefore contributes to a sense of place. These design choices lead also to minimizing the 
project’s environmental footprint and a future-proof building that lasts.

The load-bearing structure of the project consists of a concrete base with a steel truss system 
on which a lightweight Glulam skeleton construction is built. The pavilion also uses a Glulam 
skeleton construction with a concrete core that provides stability. The symmetrical envelope 
of the main building in combination with a concrete core and disconnected foundation 
contribute to an earthquake-resistant design.

symmetrical building envelope lightweight construction with
 concrete core

disconnections at foundation 
& skeleton construction 

construction principle pavilion

construction principle main building

disconnected joints to reduce 
vibrations between existing + new

Base Isolation foundation principle 
to reduce vibrations



Glulam
warm, tactile

Polished concrete
smooth, glossy texture

Flax fibre panels (REZIGN®)
warm, tactile

Steel
smooth, matte

Basalt
rough, heavy

Robinia wood
tactile, warm

Glulam
warm, tactile

Limecrete
brushed, tactile

Clay plaster
rough, warm

•	 lightweight &  sustainable•	 durable •	 acoustics & recycled (sustainable)

•	 strong & well-performing•	 durable & well-performing •	 acoustics & well-performing 

•	 lightweight, sustainable & breathable•	 durable & breathable •	 sustainable & breathable
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From Space to Place: Reimagining The Collective Identity of DelfzijlTechnical elaboration
Materialisation interior

The materials used within the design are as much as possible locally grown and/or sourced, 
such as the flax in partition walls and the hempcrete for the facade. By using hempcrete for 
the facades, a damp-open construction is designed, which is also beneficial for a healthy and 
comfortable indoor climate. The wind on site is used to the advantage here, ventilating the 
facade as necessary. Additionally, the tactility of the chosen materials for exterior and interior 
form a distinguishing spatial atmosphere and architectural language, which contrasts the 
architecture in the surroundings, contributing to the design of the ‘third place’.

pavilion, ground floor

public bath/spa

accommodation, 
community space



Construction Facade Windows

Glulam Hempcrete + lime render Robinia wood Accoya woodSteel Concrete with puzzolan Aluminium Aluminium
•	 lightweight & sustainable •	 local, breathable & sustainable •	 durable & well-performing •	 durable & breathable•	 strong & well-performing •	 durable •	 durable •	 durable & easy to maintain

Construction Facade Windows

9000
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From Space to Place: Reimagining The Collective Identity of DelfzijlTechnical elaboration
Materialisation exterior

facade below ground level facade from ground level

southeast northeast northwest southwest

northeast northwest southwest southeast northeast

unfolded facades main building

unfolded facades pavilion

-3500

0

+3500

+7000

+12350

0

+4200
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Climate design

Next to the use of hempcrete, the design of the façade also serves the climate design of 
the project. A second skin has been placed around the hempcrete, which 1) protects the 
hempcrete from the natural elements and 2) acts as a sun shading system for the ground 
floor. The wind is not only used to ventilate the façade as necessary due to the use of 
hempcrete, but also allows natural ventilation for the ground floor, with a cross-ventilation 
principle through the open space. Furthermore, the sea is used for the heating and cooling 
system of the main building, as an aqua thermal heat pump has been installed, using the 
rather constant temperature of the water as an advantage. Solar panels on the roofs of 
both the pavilion and main building generate the needed electricity, contributing as well to 
minimizing the project’s environmental footprint.



05 Epilogue
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The project ‘From Space to Place’ studies in an architectural assignment how it can respond 
to the psychosocial impact of Groningen’s gas extraction issues on the local population and 
the potential development of the leisure economy within the region. With a focus on Delfzijl, 
a city characterized by a low socio-economic status and impacted psychosocial wellbeing 
among residents, the project investigates how architecture can operate as a mediator by 
translating the abstract socio-economic context of Delfzijl into a spatial environment that 
encourages social interaction and economic activity. To achieve this, the project applies the 
‘third place’ theory by Oldenburg (1989) as a framework to improve both the leisure economy 
and residents’ psychosocial wellbeing through resilience and socio-economic activity. This 
leads to the following research question:

How can a ‘third place’ in Delfzijl embed a sense of place and foster psychological resilience 
for residents, while performing as a socio-economic catalyst for the region?

Building on theory about the ‘third place’, a sense of place, psychological resilience, and 
socioeconomics, the project tests how these theoretical concepts can be translated into 
a spatial intervention. The research shows that the aforementioned concepts should not 
be addressed separately but rather as a unified concept: a meaningful place can support 
resilience and socio-economics, while resilience and socio-economics can strengthen 
a place’s identity. Therefore the project posits that architecture should advance beyond 
space hosting a programme, but rather become an active part of a community by shaping 
conditions for social interaction and a meaningful environment.

With the use of a research-by-design approach, the project presents the design of a ‘third 
place’ in Delfzijl as both a research tool and outcome. The introduction of a mixed civic 
programme to the site hosts both residents and visitors, therefore reinterpreting the 
existing ‘third place’ theory by Oldenburg (1989). It evolves from a social leveller and place 
of conversation for local communities to also become a socio-economic impulse for the 
area through the creation of job opportunities, entrepreneurial activity and exchange of 
goods. The design thus implicates an important role for the ‘third place’ in socio-economic 
revitalization of fragile contexts such as Delfzijl.

Both the research and design demonstrate the importance of Delfzijl’s identity in addressing 
residents’ psychosocial wellbeing and in becoming a destination for visitors. The strong 
connection to the existing urban fabric and landscape presents the design as a unique 
destination in itself, for residents to feel hosted at and for visitors to be invited to. The 
programmatic elements allow for interaction and conversation, fostering social relationships 
and connections. Different spatial strategies and materiality allow for both openness and 
intimacy, and varying atmospheres, fostering resilience for its users. Furthermore, they 
contribute to establishing a varying and distinguishing architectural experience, transforming 
from space to ‘place’. The project thus embeds a sense of place, where both the architecture 

as well as the user play an active part in reimagining Delfzijl’s identity. The design shapes a 
sense of recognition and belonging, (re)connecting residents to their living environment and 
visitors to the rich identity of the city and surrounding landscape. 
And so, the project for Delfzijl presents architecture as a mediator in a post-extraction 
landscape, moving between wellbeing and economic activity. It helps transform existing 
spatial conditions into an environment that promotes resilience and socio-economic 
revitalization.

However, the project also has several limitations. It must be acknowledged that architecture 
in itself cannot resolve the broader structural problems of the gas extraction issues in 
Groningen, such as social fragmentation, inequality and policy shortcomings. It can only 
function as an incentive for critical reflection and dialogue, opening up possibilities for new 
approaches to shape social and psychological resilience for communities here. Additionally, 
the research-by-design approach takes precedence in the project, thus constraining the 
integration of other research methodologies. The project could benefit from more extensive 
research on the status of residents’ psychosocial wellbeing through for example interviews 
with locals. This way, the project will fit even better with the existing context, as residents’ 
needs can be more specifically addressed. Furthermore, the social agenda of Nij Begun has 
already launched many initiatives aimed at improving residents’ wellbeing in the province 
Groningen, Delfzijl also. By studying these initiatives and their goals, the design and its 
programme could be further informed, connecting the project more closely to the current 
infrastructure of social measures in the region and province.
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My graduation project provided me with the opportunity to bring together my architecture 
studies with a subject close to my heart. It has been rewarding to work on an actual challenge 
in a region of the Netherlands that remains too often overlooked, and opening up the 
conversation about a topic that is still underexposed to many people.

Working within this real context, it was important to extensively research the context in 
which the project is situated. This allowed me to carefully read into many aspects of Delfzijl 
and the topic of psychosocial wellbeing, and helped to understand the context first before 
starting the design process. Using a research-by-design methodology, the design itself was 
not simply a final result anymore, but became an active research tool to conduct studies 
with, draw conclusions from and reiterate design decisions with. As I usually am a slow starter 
with design projects, with this methodology it did not feel like I starting too slow, but rather 
that everything was part of a process that informed both research and design. Therefore, 
some design iterations and options did not feel like a waste of time, but really as a means 
to improve my project, on both a research- and design-level. Even so, as designing is an 
intense and lengthy process, it did feel like sometimes I was simply designing, not using a 
research-by-design method anymore, but just checking mandatory deliverables off a list. It 
also took away time to further dive into literature, research or studies about certain topics 
which I would have liked to do. It sometimes led to a feeling of unfulfillment, as if my project 
remained very superficial.

Still, I am very proud of what I have achieved with my project, as I have really seen how 
architecture can mean so much more than mere walls, floors and ceilings when it becomes 
an active research and design tool to address intangible concepts and topics. I have therefore 
also gained a better understanding of how I would like to bring the experiences from my 
studies into my future work.

Reflection



Appendices



9392 

From Space to Place: Reimagining The Collective Identity of DelfzijlAppendix I
The psychosocial wellbeing of residents in Groningen

“Tens of thousands of people in Groningen are suffering from anxiety and depression due to 
the earthquakes” (Drent, 2026)

This recent news article from NOS (national Dutch news outlet) brings to light an 
underexposed topic as part of Groningen and Noord-Drenthe’s gas extraction issues which 
both provinces are dealing with. Where many know about the visible, physical damage to 
people’s homes and buildings in the provinces, the invisible impact of it has remained on 
the background. Therefore, this graduation project places the psychosocial impact of the gas 
extraction issues at its centre.
To gain a better understanding of the impact of the gas extraction issues on the local 
population in Groningen and in Delfzijl, available research on the topic is reviewed to 
answer the following sub research question: What is the status of residents’ psycho-social 
wellbeing and what needs should the project respond to?

By delineating the main findings on this topic, the architectural design of the project can be 
approached in a systematic way to address the psychosocial impact on the local population 
in Delfzijl and how architecture may play a role in improving resident’s psychosocial 
wellbeing.

Seismic activity and mental health
A recent publication by researchers from Universitair Medisch Centrum Groningen and 
Rijksuniversiteit Groningen (Shui et al., 2026) indicates how continued exposure to 
earthquakes significantly increases depression and anxiety-related symptoms among 
residents in Groningen. They connected collected data from Lifelines, a research that 
follows up on the health of residents in Groningen, Friesland and Drenthe since 2006, to the 
data from the KNMI on the more than 1700 earthquakes in Groningen. This way, a link was 
found between ZIP-codes with high seismic activity and where relatively many residents are 
struggling with mental health issues. They estimate around 28.000 Groningers to suffer from 
feelings of depression, another 37.000 struggle with restlessness and around 55.000 residents 
show stress-related symptoms.

The psychosocial impact
However, the above described symptoms do not only result from the earthquakes 
themselves, but just as well due to the aftermath of the earthquakes and the procedural 
trajectories that residents enter to start damage repairs on their homes after the earthquakes 
have taken place. Research by Gronings Perspectief, which takes place since 2016, has shown 
that the earthquakes and their aftermath have affected not only resident’s  psychosocial 
wellbeing but also the social cohesion within villages and communities. Postmes (2025) 
identifies three main topics influencing their wellbeing: the physical security risk (1) the 
damage, claim settlements and reinforcement procedures (2) and the social risk (3). 
The physical damage to houses leads to insecurity and uncertainty about structural safety 
and the potential consequences. Claim settlements and reinforcement procedures create 
long-term uncertainty, as they are time consuming and  possibly affect residents’ financial 

situation. The complexity of these trajectories lead to a loss of future perspective, which 
negatively impacts people’s physical and mental health, causing stress-related symptoms 
such as insomnia, palpitations and concentration problems. 
Furthermore, the social risk disrupts social relations between people, due to distrust or 
conflicts. Research presents mixed results on this topic: quantitative analysis has shown no 
significance decrease of social cohesion within neighbourhoods and communities, whereas 
qualitative research states that the gas extraction issues and its aftermath lead to conflict 
and tension between people. Physical disruption plays a role here, with neighbours having 
to temporarily move and houses being reinforced or completely demolished and rebuild. 
Relational disruption is caused as residents have less energy and/or time to participate in 
social activities.

Residents with multiple damages experience more health issues related to their psychosocial 
wellbeing. Feelings of anger, hopelessness and powerlessness prevail, leading also to a 
higher risk of burnout, reduced physical abilities and limited social participation. Where 
research first showed a trend of improvement from 2017 onwards, new studies have shown 
an increase in these issues again since 2022 (Schreuder et al., 2023).

In the context of Delfzijl
The research by Schreuder et al. (2023) also concludes that wellbeing differs among groups, 
where fragile socio-economic contexts play a role. Education and financial stability act as 
buffers, reducing impact on psychosocial wellbeing. Researchers from Gronings Perspectief 
(2023) note that the complexity of problems arising from the gas extraction and its aftermath 
can form higher risks for vulnerable populations, such as in Delfzijl, a city characterized by 
ageing and a low socio-economic status. Furthermore, the municipal council also concluded 
and confirmed the aforementioned description on resident’s psychosocial wellbeing and the 
impact of the gas extraction. In a letter to the national government from 2019 they stated that 
the issues have led not only to societal unrest among the population but also strained social 
relations within the city and different neighborhoods (Gemeentebestuur Delfzijl, 2019). 

How to move forward?
Schreuder et al. (2023) recommend to focus on the root causes of the disrupted social 
cohesion to improve resident’s psychosocial wellbeing. By addressing the existential issues, 
recognition and support for this problem can be built, by which the local population can be 
aided. Regional identity plays a role as well, being closely related to residents’ experiences 
of the earthquakes and their aftermath within their living environment and how this has 
changed due to the earthquakes. Conversations with people who work on initiatives such as 
‘Mijn Thuis Mijn Verhaal’* indicate how the aftermath of the earthquakes has impacted their 
lives and connection to their environment, with their homes being demolished and their 
memories there have been erased. By focusing on this regional identity and reestablishing a 
connection between residents and their living environment, social relations, spatial quality of 
their living environment and liveability in general may be renewed and improved. Schreuder 
et al. (2023) furthermore states that architects play an important role in preserving regional 
identity and maintaining the Groninger landscape.

* ‘Mijn Thuis Mijn Verhaal’ helps children and young people in the earthquake-affected area to express their feelings and emotions through art 
and culture (Achtergrond Mijn Thuis Mijn Verhaal | Gemeente Eemsdelta, n.d.)
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A sense of place

In the theoretical framework from Chapter Two, the connection between the third place and 
a sense of place has been constructed. The social connections and experiences between 
users, which are formed within the third place, bring about an identity and character of that 
‘place’. Every individual has their own sense of a ‘place’ as personal meanings, memories 
and beliefs shape the attachment one has to that place. Parsaee et al. (2015) states that 
a sense of place is shaped by the social, historical, cultural and environmental context in 
which it is located. A sense of place is therefore strongly connected to regional identity, 
and can therefore aid in reinforcing this regional identity and in turn addressing resident’s 
psychosocial wellbeing in Delfzijl.

To understand and locate the concept of ‘sense of place’ in the architectural field, different 
texts have been analysed and compared.  This way, the following sub research question can 
be answered: Which architectural tools can be used to create and reinforce a sense of place 
in the third place?

Space and place
In his work, Norberg-Schulz (1981) describes the term ‘place’ to be more than an abstract 
location, but rather a sum of aspects that form it, such as shape, texture and colour. They are 
part of the ‘environmental character’, marking the essence of a place, giving it identity. Places 
also have a structure, made up of three steps: landscape versus settlement (1), earth-sky 
(horizontal-vertical) and inside-outside (2) and the given character (3). These together, the 
structural dimensions of a space and its atmosphere formed by character, form the ‘spirit of 
place’ (genius loci).

To dwell means to be in a space and exposed to its character, while two psychological 
functions are involved: orientation and identification. As Norberg-Schulz describes: “To gain 
an existential foothold man has to be able to orientate himself; he has to know where he is. 
But he also has to identify himself with the environment, that is, he has to know how he is 
a certain place” (pp. 16). Tuan (1977) also confirms that visual cues are important for users 
to find their in an unfamiliar environment, to be able to orient and move around in this 
environment.

Orientation and identification do not necessarily have to exist together simultaneously, 
as you can get by without feeling at home, or you can feel at home without being well 
acquainted to a place. Yet ‘true belonging’ is achieved when both aspects are fully embraced. 

Though even aspects on the smallest scale can be meaningful to a place’s character, in 
modern day society we are mostly focused on the practical function of orientation, leaving 
out identification. Yet, objects of identification rather enforce our sense of place, forming 
a relationship to our individual experience(s). Therefore, implementing these aspects of 
identification into the spaces that are created, architecture can serve in supporting a sense of 
place for its users.

The architecture of experience and place
In the book ‘Questions of Perception: Phenomenology of Architecture’ (Holl et. al, 2006), 
Juhani Pallasmaa writes in an article that the architecture should designed for the human 
senses, shaping a bodily experience. This bodily experience “is an inseparable aspect of 
the experience of architecture […]” (pp.35), where Pallasmaa states that the experience 
of architecture is not simply a sequence of visual images to the human eye, bur rather an 
encounter, as architecture is “approached, confronted, related to one’s body, moved about, 
utilized as a condition […]” (pp. 35). According to him, we are in constant dialogue with our 
surroundings, making it impossible to detach yourself from your spatial and situational 
environment, implying that architecture is inherently connected to your experiences, 
memories and how you identify with you environment, which can also understood as ‘place’.  
Pallasmaa elaborates on this, writing: “An embodied  memory has an essential role as the 
basis of remembering a space or place. […] We identify ourselves with this space, this place 
[…] as they become ingredients of our very existence. Architecture is the art of mediation 
and reconciliation.” (pp. 37) He suggests here that space becomes place through the act of 
experience, shaping memories and meanings, in which different architectural tools play a 
role: light and shadow, materialisation and texture all contribute to shaping architectural 
experience, thus shaping place.

The aspects of space and place
Where Pallasmaa approaches the phenomenon of place from the bodily senses and multi-
sensory design elements, Norgberg Schulz remains rather abstract about what architectural 
tools create space or place. Yet, the work of Yi-Fu Tuan (1977) explains more practical (spatial) 
aspects of what makes space and place. According to him, movement allows for experiencing 
a space and its aspects. Spaciousness is associated with freedom, where the space invites 
users to action. Though being “a symbol of freedom in the Western world” (pp. 54), it also 
leaves users vulnerable and exposed. That is why humans also need place, an enclosed 
and humanized space, that is associated with a pause in movement through a space. To 
move between these two, space and place, means to wander between shelter and venture, 
attachment and freedom. Tuan further demonstrates how visual cues and landmarks for 
orientation and identification also aid in dividing a space without constructing walls, which 
allows for more intuitive movement and wandering in space, gaining finally more sense of 
place.
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a line of perception upon entering provides 
orientation and identification

movement strengthens orientation

thresholds introduce soft transitions

landmarks and visual cues allow for intuitive movement 

And so it can be concluded that the concept of ‘place’ is closely connected to our experience 
of architecture and the meanings, beliefs and memories created through this experience. 
With the use of multi-sensory design elements, such as materials, and lights and shadows, 
as well as strong sightlines to identify and orient, architectural experience can be shaped, 
allowing the user to move and wander through space, therefore becoming a ‘place’.



Appendix III
Architectural models

1:500 model, project overview
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approaching the dike

from the seaside



1:100 model, project overview



1:100 model, the main building



1:100 model, the flexible space of the pavilion



entrance of the main building

public ground floor of the main building
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