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‘tis neces.ary to ask questions systematically
md divide the variety of activities and people
into subcategories in order to get specific and
useful knowledge about the complex interac tion
of life and form in public space. This chapter
outlines several general study questions: how
many, who, where, what, how long? An example
is given showing how each basic question has
heen studied in various contexts.

Once we begin observing city life and its interaction with
physical surroundings, even the most ordinary street corner
can provide interesting knowledge about the interplay of city
life and form - anywhere in the world. We can systematize
our observations by asking basic question like who, what and
where,

Left: Cordoba, Argentina, where architect Miguel Angel
Roca formulated a holistic strategy for an architectural and
social urban policy in 1979 8o.

The list of questions that can be asked about the interaction
between life and form is essentially endless. The questions
listed in the paragraph at left are the most basic, and, natu
rally, can be combined in any way. When asking where peo-
ple stay, it is usually relevant to ask who they are, how long
they are staying or sorne other combination of questions.

It is not possible to draw up a list of fixed questions that
can be investigated in all areas or cities. Every city is unique,
and observers must use their eyes, other senses and good
common sense. Most important is that the context and site
determine the methods and tools, and on the whole, how
and when the study should be conducted.

However, common to all sites and situations is that at
the very moment observers fasten their gaze on a group of
people or types of activities or otherwise fix their attention
on the diversity of activities, groupings, tendencies, etc., it
becomes patently clear that the prospect is complex, over-
lapping and not easy to study. Different types of activities
are interwoven; recreation and purposeful activities take
place side by side. We can speak of chains of events - and
of continuous change. Precisely because the interaction
between life and space is so complex and difficult to pin
down, it can be useful to ask basic questions in an insistent,
journalistic manner, and to ask them again and again.

To focus attention on who, what, where and other basic
questions can provide general knowledge about behaviar
in public space and special knowledge of a specific issue in
practice. Studying these key questions can provide docu
mentation and understanding of a given pattern of activity
or concrete knowledge about who goes where or notin a
given place. Thus these elementary questions can be used
in practice as well as for more basic research purposes.
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New Road, Brighton, England

How many people are walking and how many are station-
J ary? In Brighton New Road, a public life study helped to
| determine use before and after improvements were made.
The number of pedestrians rose by 629 after the street
was converted into a pedestrian-priority street in 2006. The
number of stationary activities increased by 600%.’
This type of before-and-after headcount quantifies the
extent to which the initiative is used. In Brighton, the num-
bers document that New Road has shifted status from a
transit street to a destination. Statistics like these can be
NI used as a good argument for prioritizing other pedestrian

projects, both local and general.

.......




Question 1. How Many?

Making a qualitative assessment by counting how many
people do something makes it possible to measure what
might otherwise seem ephemeral: city life. Almost all cities
have a traffic department and precise data on how many
cars drive through major arteries while departments for
‘pedestrians and public life' are almost unknown, as are
headcounts of people.

Counting provides quantitative data, which can be used
to qualify projects and as arguments one way or the other
in decision making processes. Indisputable measurements
can often serve as convincing arguments.

Starting with the question of how many is basic to public
life studies. In principle, everything can be counted, but
what is often registered is how many people are moving
(pedestrian flow) and how many are staying in one place
(stationary activity).

The question of how many or how few comes in several
varieties in pubtic life studies, such as before and after ur
ban improvement projects. If we know how many people
are stayingin a square, and we then improve the square and
count the number of pecple again, we can evaluate the suc
cess of the renewal project. If the objective was for more
people 1o stay at the square, counting how many using the
same methodology on comparable days will quickly reveal
the degree of success or failure. Usually quite a number of
counts have to be made in order to be able to compare dif
ferent times of day, different days and different seasons.

A number on its own is seldom of interest. It is important
that results can be compared. Therefore, it is essential to
register precisely and comparably. Factual conditions like
weather and time of day must also be noted consistently
and precisely so that similar studies can be conducted at
alater date.




Question 2. Who?

We see gathering knowledge about people’s behavior in
public space as the cornerstone of a public life study. When
we say ‘people’, we mean widely different groups of people
measured by various parameters. It is often relevant to be
more specific about precisely who uses various public spac-
es. While registration can be done on the individual level, it
is often more meaningful to investigate more general cat
egories such as gender or age.

Basic knowledge about the behavior of various groups
of people can be used to plan more precise ways of accom
modating the needs of women, children, the elderly and
disabled, for example. We emphasize these groups here
because they are often averlooked.

Bryant Park, New York City

Bryant Park is in the middle of Manhattan between Times
Square and Grand Central Terminal. One possible indica-
tor for whether a park is safe is the presence of a sufficient
number of women. Every day at 1:00 and 6:00 p.m., the park
officer walks systematically through Bryant Park and clicks
on two counters to record the number of men and women,
respectively. The park officer also notes weather conditions
and temperature.”

In Bryant Park the ideal gender division is on the order
of 52% women and 48% men. If the percentage of wom-
en falls, it could be a sign that park safety is on the wane.
Weather conditions do play a role, however, as Bryant Park’s
data show that the number of women in the park increases
in warmer weather,’

The general question of gender and age can be regis
tered by observation, naturally allowing for a certain de-
gree of inaccuracy in making a subjective evaluation of age
group. Itis difficult or impossible to categorize people with
respect to job or economic situation, for example, on the
basis of observation alone.




Question 3. Where?

Planners and architects can design public space on the ba
sis of where people are expected 1o go and to stay. How-
ever, many trampled footpaths across otherwise pristine
lawns attest to the fact that people do not always act as
intended. In order to encourage crowds of pedestrians (o
flow smoothly and still create the best conditions for invit-
ing people to use public space, it is vital to have basic and
specific knowledge of where people move and stay in indi
vidual spaces. Studies of movement and staying can help
uncover barriers and pinpoint where pedestrian paths and
places to stay can be laid out.

If the study area is a delimited city space, it is often
relevant to study where people stay: on the edges, in

Grabredre Torv, Copenhagen

Microclimate, the local climate of a specific site, can heavily
impact whether people stay there. if people are walking
from point A to point B, they can usually live with sub-
optimal wind, sun or shadow conditions, but for staying
activites a place needs a higher level of climate quality.

This springtime photo from Grey Friars’ Square in
Copenhagen clearly shows the significance of climate on
whether people stay in a given space. In cold Northern
European climes, people want a place in the sun. The
photo also illustrates how trees serve as a focal point, how
many people use benches, and the fact that people keep
a certain social distance between themselves. That people
attract more people is also exemplified.

The where question can relate to where people situate
themselves relative to other people, buildings and city
spaces or to the climatic conditions. If we try to picture the
same place on a gloomy overcast day or at night, where
people stay will most probably be very different.

the middle or evenly distributed in the space? In public,
semi public or private zones? The where question allows
observers to zoom in on positioning relevant to function or
elements such as furniture, garden gates, entrances, doors,
bollards, etc.

If the study area is a neighborhood or quarter, it can
be relevant to determine where people and activities are
gathered or dispersed to a greater or lesser degree. On the
city level this can mean registering or localizing numerous
functions, activities, direction of pedestrian flow and
preferred places to stay.
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Jan Gell, "People on Foot”, Arkitekten ne. 20/1068°

Necessary and Optional Activities

This illustration of necessary and optional activities comes
from "People on Foot” by Jan Gehl in the architectural jour-
nal Arkitekten in 1968, It was part of the first large study of
the correlation between public space and public life.

This early categorization of activities is part of Gehl's ba-
sic work to describe life in city spaces. Later, the general cat-
egories of necessary and optional activities were described
in a historical perspective in the book New City Life.!
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In the course of the 20" century, fewer necessary activi-
ties took place in public space. If this illustration of activities
had been made in 2012, it would include new activities such
as tafking on cell phones - while walking, standing and
seated - smoking in public space due to changes in smok-
ing legislation and many types of exercise. And the type of
activities would vary widely from place to place.
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Question 4. What?

Mapping what happens in city space can provide specific
knowledge of the types of activities in an area, such as stay
ing, commercial or physical activities, and the requirements
these various activities make on the physical environment.
This can be relevant for shop owners, for city planners with
regard to designing city space, and more generally or po
litically, in relation to a given theme such as health or safety.

Broadly speaking, the primary activities in public space
are walking, standing, sitting and playing. The list of activi
ties that can be registered is almost endless. It is often most
meaningful to note several types of activities at the same
time, However, it is important to find the categories that
best cover registering the various events. While activities
can also be noted less categorically, being systematic will
sharpen your general awareness.

In general, public space activities can be divided into two
categories: necessary and optional. Necessary activities
could include shopping, walking to and from a bus stop,
or working as a parking enforcement attendant, police of-
ficer or postman. Optional activities comprise strolling or
jogging, sitting on a stair step, chair or bench to rest, read
ing the newspaper, or simply enjoying life while walking
around or seated. Activities that are necessary for some
people may be freely chosen by others,

In a historical perspective, the use of public space bhas
gradually evolved from activities primarily motivated by
necessity to those more optional in nature.”

Social activities can be developed around either neces
sary or optional activities and are conditional on the pres
ence of others: people in the same space, passing each
other or looking at each other in connection with other
activities. Examples include children playing, greetings and
conversations, commaon activities, or the most widespread
social activity of all: passive contact in the form of just
watching and listering to other people.’

It is important for public life studies to define and record
social activities in order to support the function of public
space as meeting place, Here is where people meet oth
ers who live in the quarter, community and city. Meeting
others can be stimulating and interesting and, in a broader
sense, heavily impact the individual's understanding of the
social context of life.

One can differentiate between social activities with pec
ple who know each other and encounters with strangers
on the street. While it is less common to talk to strangers,
it Is easier to strike up a conversation with people standing
nearby, even strangers, if you experience something to-
gether in common space. William H. Whyte uses the term
triangulation to define the scenario where two people who
don't know each other start talking due to an external
event. The catalyst could be a street artist or physical ob-
ject like a sculpture. Or it could be an unusual condition
such as hail in summer, power failure, fire in a neighbor-
ing building or anything else that spurs people who do not
know each other to start talking.”
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Sunday morning on Swanston Street, Melbourne, Australia,
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The average speed it took
randomly selected pedestrians 80

to cover 100 meters. Four 75

registrations were made

on Stroget, Copenhagen’s 70

pedestrian street, in January, 65

March, May and July,

respectively. 60 .
The photographs and

captions are from an article by~ Month January March May July

Jan Gehl entitled "People on Date 09.01.68 12.03.68 17.05.68 30.07.68

Foot"in Arkitekten, 1968. Temnp. 5C +2C LI C +23C

A convoy has to follow its
slowest member,

Fastest man: 100 m in 48
seconds.

How Fast People Walk?

The 1968 study above comprises four registrations of the
average speed of pedestrians covering a 100-meter stretch
along the walking street in Copenhagen. The entire 11 km-
long street can be walked in 12 minutes, but in practice,
speed is influenced by weather, age, mobility, errands and
whether the pedestrian is alone or partof a group.

A representative segment of pedestrians was shadowed
through a 100-meter stretch and their speed registerad
in seconds per 100 meters. The graph clearly shows the
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Slowest man: 100 min 137
seconds.

tendency to walk slower in warmer weather. Shown at
bottorn is how different people walk at different speeds: “..
individual pedestrians walk faster than people in groups.
Individual men walk fastest (record: 48 seconds/100 meters),
with teenagers and women slightly slower. Then come
people in groups, and just like in any other convoy, they
are forced to follow the speed of the slowest participant.
The slowest time (137 seconds/100 meters) was clocked by a
police officer on patrol




Question 5. How long?

Walking speed and the amount of time spent staying
can provide information about the quality of physical
frameworks. |t is often the case that people walk slower and
stay longer in places relative to the qualities and pleasures
offered.

Registering human activity in relation to the physical en
vironment presents a number of special problems, first and
foremost because the question involves processes  chains
of events - undergoing continuous change. One moment
is not like the previous or the one to follow. In contrast to
measuring buildings, for example, time is an important fac
tor in activity studies.

The time dimension is essential to understanding life in
public spaces, which makes how fong a key question. In ad
dition to the passing of days, weeks and months, the indi
vidual study also concerns how fong it takes people to cover
a certain distance, how long they stay in a certain place, and
how long the activity lasts.

The answers to these questions are relevant for finding
out how long we are willing to walk in order to use public
transport, or to determine which activities contribute to
the whole activity level, for example.

Basic knowledge about how fong various activities last
can qualify the work of orienting selected public spaces to-
ward inviting people for longer periods of staying while al
lowing other spaces to have a transient character. In some
places, it is desirable for people to hurry by as quickly as
possible in order to make room for others.

Studies of the duration of vanous activities can illustrate
more precisely how much time is spent on specific activi-
ties. For example, it doesn't take long to walk to and from a
parked car on a rasidential street, and only slightly longer
to empty the mailbox, while activities such as gardening or
children’s play can take considerably longer." Obviously,
establishing numbers for the relationship between activi
ties of short and long duration can provide new insights.

In addition, the time spent by individuals is often easy to
influence through careful planning and design.

As a rule, it does not take a major expensive initiative to
invite people to stay longer. However, if they do stay longer,
an invitation can significantly influence their perception of
whether or not a place is vibrant and worth a stay, or if they
would rather move on as quickly as possible to something
better.




COUNTING,
MAPPING,
TRACKING

AND OTHER
TOOLS
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Purpose of Study and Tool Selection

Purpose, budget, time and local conditions determine the
tools selected for a study. Will the results be used as the
basis for making a political decision, or are some quick
before and after statistics needed to measure the effect of
a project? Are you gathering specific background informa

tion as part of a design process, or is your study part of a
more general research project to gather basic information
over time and across geographic lines?

The choice of tools is dependent on whether the area
studied is a delimited public space, a street, a quarter or
an entire city. Even for a delimited area, it is necessary to
consider the context of the study holistically, including the
local physical, cultural and climate aspects. A single tool is
rarely sufficient. It is usually necessary to combine various
types of investigation.

Choosing Days - Wind and Weather

The purpose of the study and local conditions determine
which points in time are relevant for registration. If the
study area has a booming night life, the hours right up to
and after midnight are important. If the area is residential,
perhaps it is only relevant to register data until early eve
ning. Registration at a playground can be wrapped up in
the afternoon. There is a big difference between weekdays
and weekends, and in general, patterns change on days
leading up to holidays.

Since good weather provides the best conditions for out-
door public life, registrations are usually made on days with
good weather for the time of year. Naturally, regional differ
ences are dramatic, but for public life studies, the criterion
is the kind of weather that provides the best conditions for
outdoor life, especially staying. The weather is particularly
sensitive for registering stays, because even if inclement
weather clears up, people do not sit on wet benches, and if
it feels like rain, most people are reluctant to find a seat. If
the weather no longer lends itself to staying in public space
in the course of a registration day, it can be necessary to
postpone the rest of an investigation to another day with




betier weather. It is usually not a problem to combine reg
istrations from two half days into one useful full day study.

Registration can be interrupted by factors other than
weather. A large ¢rowd of fans on their way to a game or a
dermonstration would significantly change an ordinary pat
tern of movement.

The results of registrations will always be a kind of modi-
fied truth because, hopefully, nothing is entirely predictable.
Unpredictability is what makes cities places where we can
spend hours looking at other people, and unpredictability
is what makes it so difficult to quite capture the city's won
derfully variable daily rhythm. The impulsiveness of cities
heightens the need for the observer to personally experi
ence and notice the factors that influence the urban life.
Herein lies one of the principal differences between using
man as registrar rather than automated tools and machines.

Manual or Automated Registration Methods
The observation tools described are primarily manual,
which by and large can be replaced by automated regis-
tration methods. In the 1960s, 70s and 80s, most studies
were conducted manually, but newer technological so
tutions can register numbers and movements remotely.
Automated registration makes it possible to process large
amounts of data. It does not require the same manpower
to conduct observations, but does require investments
in equipment as well as in manpower to process the data
collected. Therefore, the choice of manual or automated
method is often dependent on the size of the study and
the price of the equipment, Much of the technical equip-
ment is either not very common or in an early stage of de-
velopment, which makes it even more relevant to consider
the advantages and disadvantages. However, it is likely that
automated registration will play a more prominent role in
public life studies in future.

In addition, automated registration must often be
supplemented by a careful evaluation of the data collected,
which can end up being as time consuming as direct
observation.

Simple Tools Almost for Free

All the tools in the public life toolbox were developed for a
pragmatic reason: to improve conditions for people in ¢it

ies by making pecple visible and to provide information to
qualify the work of creating cities for people. It is alsg im

portant for the tools to function in practice. The tools can
be adapted to fit a specific task, and are usually developed
to meet the general professional, societal and technologi

cal development.

Generally, the tools are simple and immediate, and the
studies can be conducted on a very modest budget. Most
studies only require a pen, a piece of paper, and perhaps a
counter and stopwatch. This means that non-experts can
conduct the studies without a large expenditure for tools.
The same tools can be used for large or small studies.

Key for all studlies are observation and the use of good
common sense. The tools are aids for collecting and sys
ternatizing information, The choice of one tool over anoth
er is not as important as choosing relevant tools and adapt
ing them to the purpose of the study.

In order to compare the results within a study or com
pare with later studies in the same or some other place, itis
essential to make precise and comparable registrations. It
is also important to carefully note weather conditions and
time of day, day of the week and month in order to conduct
similar studies later.

23




Counting
Mapping

Tracing

Tracking

Looking for traces
Photographing
Keeping a diary

Test walks

Counting is a widely used tool in public life studies. In principle, everything
can be counted, which provides numbers for making comparisons before
and after, between different geographic areas or over time.

Activities, people, places for staying and much maore can be plotted in,
that is, drawn as symbols on a plan of an area being studied to mark the
number and type of activities and where they take place. This is also called
behavioral mapping.

People's movements inside or crossing a limited space can be drawn as lines
of movement on a plan of the area being studied.

In order to observe people’s movements over a large area or for a longer
time, observers can discreetly follow people without their knowing it or
follow someone who knows and agrees to be followed and observed. This is
also called shadowing.

Human activity often leaves traces such as litter in the streets, dirt patches
on grass etc,, which gives the observer information about the city life. These
traces can be registered through counting, photograping or mapping.

Photographing is an essential part of public life studies to document
situations where urban life and form either interact or fail to interact after
initiatives have been taken.

Keeping a diary can register details and nuances about the interaction
between public life and space, noting observations that can later be
categorized and/or quantified.

Taking a walk while observing the surrounding life can be more or less
systematic, but the aim is that the observer has a chance to notice problems
and potentials for city life on a given route,




Counting

Counting is basic to public life studies. In principle, every
thing can be counted: number of people, gender division,
how many people are talking to each other, how many are
smiling, how many are walking alone or in groups, how
many are active, how many are talking on their cell phones,
how many shop windows have metal bars after closing,
how many banks there are, and so on.

What is often registered is how many people are moving
{pedestrian flow) and how many are staying (stationary
activities). Counting provides quantitative data that can
be used to qualify projects and as arguments in making
decisions.

Numbers can be registered using a handheld counter or
by simply making marks on a piece of paper when people
walk past an imaginary line. If the goal is to count people
staying, the observer typically walks around the space and
does a headcount.

Counting for ten minutes, once an hour, provides a rather
precise picture of the daily rhythm. City life has shown to
be quite rhythmic and uniform from one day to the next,
rather like a lung that breathes. Yesterday is very much like
tomorrow.

Naturally, it is crucial to conduct the count for exactly ten
minutes, because this is a random sample that will later
have 1o be repeated in order to calculate pedestrian traffic
per hour. All of the individual hours will then be compiled
in arder to get an overview of the day. Therefore, even small
inaccuracies can invalidate the results. If the site is thinly
populated, counting must be continued for a longer inter-
val in order to reduce uncertainly. If anything unexpected
happens, it must be noted: for example, a demonstration
involving lots of people, road work or anything else that
might influence the number of people present.

By conducting headcounts before and after initiatives
in city space, planners can quickly and simply evalu
ate whether the initiative resulted in more life in the city,
broader representation of age groups, etc. Counting is typi
cally conducted over a longer period in order to compare
different times of day, week or year.

Headcounts in Chongging, China.’
Registering all the pedestrians who walk by.
if there are many pedestrians, a counter is
invaluable (right).







