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Place and GIS 

• GISs are good at modeling space 
• What about place? 
• Place is difficult 

– Place is distinct from location 
– Lack of canonical definitions – “Where is 

downtown Santa Barbara?” 
– Place is subjective 
– Place is socially constructed, can be defined by 

activities 



Place 

• Human geography 
– Meaning attached to otherwise undifferentiated 

space 
– Place is experience-based [Tuan 1977] 

• First person lived experience 
• Or learned from a secondary source (e.g., reading) 
• Sense of place - building emotional attachments 

– Narratives provide unique syntheses of experiences 
• How do we describe places in a GIS 

– Comparatively simple 
– E.g., digital gazetteer 



 











 







Where’s downtown? [Montello, 
Goodchild, Gottsegen, Fohl 2003] 

 



Travelblog.org 

 



Wikipedia 

 



Narrative descriptions  

• Tabular data in these pages can be extracted 
 
 
 

• But can we take rich information about places 
in narrative descriptions on the web and 
operationalize for GIS? 
– Quantifying thematic knowledge 



Topic Modeling 

• Data mining technique to discover latent 
topics in a collection of documents 



Sample topics extracted from 275,000 travel blog entries 















Where is this? 
Today Phil took us up to in to the hills around town.  We climbed up 

and up the mountain side, with views getting better and better as 
the road got worse and worse.  On the way we passed lots of local 
houses and shops full of interesting fruit.  This was the area where 
Phil grew up and we passed his school on the way, learning about 
the different trees and fruit as we went along.  Next stop was Phil's 
sister's house, where he rummaged around and found a large 
machete. He then proceeded to chop down some bananas and 
another fruit I'd never heard of, I think he called it star fruit, 
although it was round. We finished the afternoon at his uncle's 
house. There we were given coconut water and jelly fresh from the 
tree - significantly better than the one from the roadside the day 
before. The afternoon was spent drinking rum under a tree and 
playing dominoes with all of his family. 



Where is this? 
Today Phil took us up to in to the hills around town.  We climbed up 

and up the mountain side, with views getting better and better as 
the road got worse and worse.  On the way we passed lots of local 
houses and shops full of interesting fruit.  This was the area where 
Phil grew up and we passed his school on the way, learning about 
the different trees and fruit as we went along.  Next stop was Phil's 
sister's house, where he rummaged around and found a large 
machete. He then proceeded to chop down some bananas and 
another fruit I'd never heard of, I think he called it star fruit, 
although it was round. We finished the afternoon at his uncle's 
house. There we were given coconut water and jelly fresh from the 
tree - significantly better than the one from the roadside the day 
before. The afternoon was spent drinking rum under a tree and 
playing dominoes with all of his family. 

Montego Bay, Jamaica 



Data processing 



Pre-process for topic modeling 



Data processing 



Mapping mixtures of topics for 
documents 

Santa Barbara Wikipedia article                                 Temple of the Moon Wikipedia article 



How many topics are related to certain 
feature types 



Similarity of feature type from text 



Where prototypical city topics are 
used 



Where prototypical mountain topics 
are used 



Matching feature type to text 



Im2gps [Hays Efros 2008] 

• Finder: Where are these photos taken? 
• Use computer vision to estimate location 



Im2gps performance 

 



Geolocation error based on text 



Using text to geolocate 

market food street narrow dense populated fast food asia economy export air conditioning  
smog fog humid warm skyscrapers skyline building construction shipping channel harbor 
transportation tram city advertisement 



Photo description 

Prediction based on travelblogs                                                         Wikipedia 

market food street narrow dense populated fast food asia economy export air conditioning  
smog fog humid warm skyscrapers skyline building construction shipping channel harbor 
transportation tram city advertisement 



Thematic region keyword search 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

What about thematic regions instead? 



Implementing a keyword search 



Implementing a keyword search 



Implementing a keyword search 

Unlike the previous two, this method takes advantage of the fact that 2 topics  
may not share words (e.g., T1 and T2) but still have overlapping spatial profiles. 
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