
Gibson consists of twenty bright moving light beams, 
distributed over a 70m walkway, shining from 6m high 
downwards to where the crowd walks. The light beams 
are equipped with sensing capabilities, so that they can 
register when something enters it, at what distance it 
enters, and on which side. The sensing area of each light 
beam coincides approximately with the beam width.  
As a result, the light beams can move around the area 
beneath them to explore their surroundings. This 
perceptive behaviour is modelled after the active concept 
of perception as described by ecological psychologist 
J.J. Gibson. Compare it with the way you would move 
your finger to explore the tactile properties of a surface. 
The interested reader is referred to the Glow edition  
of ILI Magazine for a detailed description of the set-up.

In our study, we investigated whether visitors of  
the Gibson light installation perceived the moving light 
beams as animate. A perception of light as a living, 
perhaps even sentient entity is not obvious. However, 
already in the 1940’s Heider and Simmel1 demonstrated 
that people tend to experience simple moving objects 
such as triangles and circles as animate; ascribing 
purpose and intention to their movements. Could this 
phenomenon also hold for light that moves in interaction 
with people in their environment?

In our between-subject experiment, we compared two 
different perceptive light behaviours based on different 
motion cues described in the literature—one designed 
as a courtship behaviour, the other as more aggressive 
conduct—, against a control condition in which the light 

reacted in a more mechanical manner comparable to a 
pendulum. Participants were visitors of Glow, of which 
131 were interviewed. In a first open format question they 
were asked to describe their experience of interacting 
with the light beams in their own words. Subsequently, 
they completed 6 self-report items each tapping into 
the extent to which animacy-related attributes were 
ascribed to the light beams: being alive, being able to 
perceive the world, behaving with purpose, being able 
to think, being able to plan, and having emotions2.  

Participants’ responses to the open format question 
(translated from Dutch by the authors) yielded large 
individual differences, ranging from mere mechanical 
descriptions “Light balls with a lot of noise” through 
animacy “Spinning lights, on sound. Reminds me of 
animals, or a machine, a robot or something that is 
moving.” to emotions being ascribed to the light beams 
“I got the feeling of walking into a nest… of a mother 
bird, that they follow you, and then they become angry 
or happy.” 

On the self-report items, even the control pendulum 
condition was rated highly on such attributes as ‘being 
alive’, with a mean of 4.0 (SD = 0.61) on a 1 to 5 scale. 
However, the experimental light scenarios—designed to 
display positive and negative intentions—were rated 
higher on ‘having emotions’ and ‘behaving with purpose’ 
than the control condition to a statistically significant 
extent, with χ2(1) ≥ 4.5 and p = 0.03 (Kruskal-Wallis H 
test). There were no statistically significant differences 
between the two experimental lighting scenarios.

The Glow 2018 art installation Gibson explored the concept of perceptive 
light: What if light is more than a facilitator of human perception, but  
has perceptive powers of itself? Next to being an art installation, it was also  
a field experiment. We examined how people experienced lights that 
portrayed different perceptive behaviours. Did the light seem alive to people 
in some way? This article gives an impression of the study and its results. 

What if light is more 
than a facilitator  
of human perception, 
but has perceptive 
powers of itself?

Did Gibson 
bring light 
to life?
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You can find a  video of Gibson here:studiophilipross.nl/work#/2018-gibson/

9

https://studiophilipross.nl/work#/2018-gibson/


Is co-creation the  
magic potion for  
(lighting) innovations?

INTERVIEW | GUNTER BOMBAERTS (TU/E PHILOSOPHY AND ETHICS) BY MICHIEL DE BOER (MOESASJI)

Co-creation is a working methodology which originates 
from the IT domain where projects tend to be complex, 
flexible and the user plays a major role in evaluating 
quality. From the year 2000 onwards, co-creation has 
been developed by a large number of professionals 
and organizations worldwide with the aim of building 
better products and improving business. Bombaerts: 
“The European Commission has identified the potential 
of co-creation working methods and wants to enhance 
the usage of co-creation to speed up the outcomes.  
Of course, there are both successes and failures in this 
area. Moreover, you can ask yourself: what is good  
co-creation? And is it always the best thing for everyone? 
The available literature in this field mentions dialogue, 
access, risk assessment, and transparency (DART) as 
crucial criteria, but, if you ask me, this is looking too much 
on the bright side of things. The starting point is usually: 

co-creation is fantastic. And secondly, the value creation 
is generally expressed as monetary value for the company 
itself. To me as a philosopher, there are many more 
values involved: trust, sharing ownership and revenue, 
co-working, social cohesion, to name just a few.  
This brings me to an important point for the success of 
co-creation: what works here, doesn’t necessarily work 
elsewhere.” 

OBSERVING PHASE: SECRETS OF SUCCESS
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------
To unravel the characteristics of successful co-creation, 
Bombaerts is working together with people such  
as sociologists, economists and legal experts from 10 
European countries that are involved in the 
multidisciplinary research project. The first aim is to 

To cope with the environmental and societal challenges ahead, the European Commission 
wants to speed-up and scale-up innovation. The SCALINGS research project is aimed  
at sustaining the growth of Europe’s innovative power by enhancing the wider use of co-
creation and open innovation. A field of expertise that fits philosopher Gunter Bombaerts 
like a glove. As an assistant professor of Philosophy & Ethics at the TU/e, Industrial 
Engineering & Innovation Sciences department, he is participating in SCALINGS and here 
shines a light on the characteristics, limits and advantages of co-creation.

 >>

Our findings thus support that the light in Gibson, 
especially when programmed to exhibit motion cues that 
reflect intentionality, was, by the majority of the 
participants indeed perceived as an animate and sentient 
entity. Our research simultaneously highlights the 
difficulties of doing research in the wild, and we plan to 
replicate our findings in more controlled laboratory 
studies, where, for example, the interaction with the light 
beams will not be obstructed by the presence of others 
people. 

Animacy is an interesting dimension of light, and of 
possible benefit to intelligent lighting design. It could 
offer a new interaction paradigm for specific intelligent 
lighting systems, for example in the emerging field of 
social lighting. For more information, please contact the 
authors. 
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Gibson was supported by the 
Intelligent Lighting Institute  
and designed by Philip Ross  
with sound by Joep le Blanc. 
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