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Abstract

This exegesis proposes an exploration of how 
design can foster a sense of community, identity, 
and connection within a speci�c space, the Petone 
Community House, situated in Petone, New 
Zealand. This exegesis responds to the absence of a 
personalised visual identity that re�ects the character 
and values of the diverse community members who 
use this space. Through a visual communication design 
lens, the project employs narrative-building and visual 
identity and branding strategies to create site-speci�c 
design interventions that embed a sense of place. 

Introducing the Kahikatea Collective, a concept guided by values of 
the Community House and the inspiration of the metaphor of the 
kahikatea tree, which once formed part of Petone�s native podocarp 
forest. Like the interconnected root systems of the kahikatea, 
the Community House serves as a place where people come 
together to support, learn, and grow. This metaphor underpins the 
collaborative nature of the project and reinforces the importance of 
shared strength and unity.

Guided by the values of koha, kaitiakitanga, oranga, manaakitanga, 
m�ramatanga, and wairua, each space within the Community 
House is reimagined to re�ect these principles. The �nal design 
outcomes offer a visual identity that is rooted in place, responsive 
to its people, and inclusive in its purpose. This exegesis illustrates 
how design can serve as a connective tool, supporting local identity, 
fostering spatial belonging, and reimagining shared environments 
as culturally rich, inclusive, and meaningful.

How can visual communication design strengthen 
community pride and connection among diverse 
users by reinforcing a sense of place and identity 
within the Petone Community House? 

Research Question
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He Mihi

T�n� koutou katoa 

Ko Tongariro te maunga
Ko Taup�-nui-a-Tia te moana
Ko Te Arawa t�ku waka
Ko Ng�ti T�wharetoa te iwi
N� Hepi Te Heuheu ahau
Ko Nikita t�ku ingoa 

N� reira, t�n� koutou, t�n� koutou, t�n� koutou katoa

T�nei te mihi ki te mana whenua ki a Te �ti Awa me 
ng� waka katoa i tau mai nei ki Te Whanga-nui-a-Tara.

I acknowledge the guardians of this land, Te �tiawa, and 
all those waka that have come ashore here in Wellington.

My Background

T�n� koe, my name is Nikita Dornan (Ng�ti 
T�wharetoa). In 2023, I completed a Bachelor of 
Design, majoring in Visual Communication at Massey 
University. My design practice is grounded in the 
belief that design can create meaningful connections 
between people and place, serving as a tool for social 
engagement. This belief led me to undertake a Master 
of Design to further explore the role of design in 
community-focused contexts.

My interest in pursuing a community-centered research project 
stems from a belief in design�s power to tell stories that connect 
and uplift diverse groups, an approach that has shaped the 
focus of this project. Being locally based in Petone has given 
me the opportunity to develop a deeper understanding of the 
area�s history and to engage with those who use and support 
the Petone Community House. These connections have 
informed the direction of the research. I approached this project 
with the view that design is not simply about aesthetics, but 
about honouring lived experiences, histories, and storytelling 
that de�ne and enrich a space.

Fig 1: Lake Taup�, 2024
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Introduction

As a local designer based in Petone, Wellington, I have had the 
opportunity to use this Masters of Design as a platform to propose 
a new design vision for the Petone Community House (the House). 
Located on 6 Britannia Street, Petone, the House serves as a 
meeting space for communities, individuals, and groups. The 
House offers a place for these communities to exchange skills and 
knowledge within various contexts, including clubs and workshops 
such as chess groups, music lessons, and motorbike enthusiast 
meetups. The House provides a way for community groups to come 
together within its meeting rooms and various shared spaces, 
including a kitchen and recreational areas. 

Project Overview

Fig 2: Outside Petone Community House, 2025

The House itself is part of Petone�s local heritage, originally 
serving as a doctor�s boarding house. Now owned by the Hutt 
City Council, it operates as a community-run space, designed for 
the people, by the people, to foster connection and belonging. 
This exegesis explores how design methodologies and research 
strategies can be applied to reimagine the Petone Community 
House as a place that strengthens the relationship between 
the community and the House itself. It serves as an exploratory 
proposal for how visual communication design can foster 
community pride and connection through a locally grounded 
visual identity.

The Opportunity

In response to the absence of a brand identity for the 
House, an issue shared by many community houses 
across the Wellington region, this project proposes 
a narrative design shaped by key themes that re�ect 
Petone�s natural environment, ancestral ties to the land, 
and the community connections that de�ne the House 
today. The k�hikatea tree is used as a central metaphor, 
symbolising strength, interconnectedness, and a deep 
sense of belonging. Just as the k�hikatea is supported by 
a network of interwoven roots, the House is sustained 
by its diverse communities, each contributing to a 
shared and meaningful visual identity. In this research 
project, Part 4 explores the K�hikatea Collective in detail, 
outlining how this narrative has been developed to 
inform the design outcomes presented in Part 5.

Introducing The Kahikatea Metaphor 

Fig 3: House at 6 Britannia Street Wellington, 1969 Fig 4: Kahikatea Canopy, Science Learning Hub, 2024 
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Connecting Place,  
People, and Purpose

This project began back in 2023 through an invitation from a board 
member of the Petone Community House, offering an opportunity 
to explore how design could support this community space. 
My passion for design stems from its potential to be a tool for 
creating meaningful change within communities through visual 
communication design. Design can educate, connect, and empower 
communities, creating stronger bonds within gathering places. 
Guided by these values, this Masters of Design reimagines the 
Petone Community House to encourage engagement and a strong 
sense of place.  

To the communities of Petone and the wider Wellington region, 
the Petone Community House is more than just a building; it�s a 
shared space where people come together for interaction and 
collaboration, whether through clubs, workshops, or informal 
meetings. For example, groups like chess clubs, music lessons, and 
motorbike enthusiast meetups re�ect the diversity of engagement 
that are already taking part within the House. 

Part One:  Building the Context

Fig 5: Front of House, Petone Community House, 2025

This research project addresses an opportunity 
I recognised within this space. The House 
accommodates a wide range of users with varied 
needs; however, the interior design has remained 
neutral across all areas of the House and does not 
respond to the diverse communities groups that 
use it. While this neutrality does serve as a purpose 
for �exibility, ensuring the space can accommodate 
a wide range of users, it also risks making parts of 
the space feel impersonal or disconnected from the 
communities it serves. Drawing on my background in 
visual communication design, I aim to use this lens and 
the �exibility of the space to create a stronger sense of 
community connection and identity within the House.

Visual communication design can make intangible 
values, such as identity and history, visible and felt 
within a space. As later explored in this exegesis, this 
can be achieved through elements such as signage, 
way�nding, graphics, typography, and colour. When 
applied through a storytelling lens, these tools can 
help express the narrative of the House, reconnecting 
people to the place. 

Fig 6: Room 4, Petone Community House, 2025 Fig 7: Snapshot of the Community Visual Design Mood Board, 2025



17Part One:  Building the Context

Fig 8: Petone Beach, 2025

Petone and the Whenua 

Petone, originally known as Pito-one in M�ori, meaning �the end 
of the sand beach�, is a small suburb of Lower Hutt, Wellington, 
located at the southern end of Aotearoa New Zealand�s 
North Island. This area holds deep cultural and historical 
signi�cance for tangata whenua, particularly Te �ti Awa. The 
early settlement of Petone developed near the p� of Te Puni, a 
paramount Te �ti Awa chief. The land and coastline were central 
to M�ori ways of life, grounding people in whakapapa and 
forming strong connections to the place. As highlighted in Folk, 
Knowledge, Place (Lindsay-Latimer et al., 2024), Indigenous 
knowledge systems are shaped through reciprocal relationships 
with place, where identity and belonging are inseparable from 
the whenua (land).

Although Petone remains a site of enduring 
signi�cance for M�ori, it also re�ects a layered colonial 
history. Many heritage buildings still stand today, 
shaping the area�s character and re�ecting an ongoing 
dialogue between past and present. However, in the 
1800s, the natural landscape of Petone was far from 
the urban form seen today; It was characterised by 
wild wetlands, swampy terrain, and frequent �ooding, 
as described in �The Valley of Disappointment� 
(Memon, 2010). The area was once surrounded by 
podocarp forest, part of a wider ecosystem that has 
largely been altered or lost due to urban development. 
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Fig 9: Jackson Street Petone, 2025

Petone Today: The Communities

Today, Petone is known as a suburb with a vibrant seaside 
atmosphere, blending heritage, culture, and modern 
development. Full of character, Petone is recognised for its 
natural landscape, including beachside walks, as well as its 
boutique shops, cafØs, and preserved historic buildings that 
re�ect the area�s layered history. 

Petone�s communities re�ect an identity shaped by heritage, 
cultural diversity, and the natural environment. According to the 
2023 Petone Central Census, the population totals 7,734 people, 
with 1290 of those identifying as being of M�ori descent (Stats 
NZ, 2023). This includes M�ori communities af�liated with 
Te �ti Awa, who, while no longer primarily based in the area, 
maintain a signi�cant ancestral connection. This connection 
is evident in sites such as the Te Puni Street Cemetery, which 
remains in use today.

The Petone Community House is one example of a 
place that supports a wide range of social and cultural 
activities. It offers a space for people of different 
generations and backgrounds to connect, share 
knowledge, and engage in collaborative initiatives, 
reinforcing the area�s strong sense of community. 

Petone also has a family-friendly atmosphere, 
offering a balanced environment for a diverse range 
of residents, from young professionals to retirees 
and intergenerational families. Understanding these 
dynamics has been central to shaping this research 
project. Based on this understanding, I have de�ned 
the research questions that will be addressed through 
the project, supported by the design challenge it seeks 
to explore.














































































































