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Architects and urban designer have been dealing with

FORM AND SPACE PUBLIC LIFE

• Changes constantly in the 
course of a day, week, or 
month, and over the years.

• Gender, age, financial 
resources

• Culture and many other factors 
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Understood as streets, alleys,
buildings, squares, bollards:
everything that can be
considered part of the built
environment.
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How Many?

Who? 

Where?

What?

How long?

The list of questions that can be asked
about the interaction between life and
form is essentially endless.
The questions listed in the picture at
right are the most basic, and, naturally,
can be combined in any way.
When asking where people stay, it is
usually relevant to ask who they are,
how long they are staying or some
other combination of questions.
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Question 1. How Many? 

The question of how many or how few comes in several varieties in public life studies.
 Before and after urban improvement projects. (If we know how many people are staying in 

a square, and we then improve the square and count the number of people again, we can 
evaluate the success of the renewal project.)

Before After

Making a qualitative
assessment by
counting how many
people do something
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Question 2. Who? 

It is often relevant to be more specific about who uses various public spaces. it is often more
meaningful to investigate more general categories such as gender or age.
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Question 3. Where? 

Where people stay: on the
edges, in the middle or
evenly distributed in the
space? In public, semi-
public or private zones?

In order to create the best conditions for inviting people to use public space, it is vital to have 
basic and specific knowledge of where people move and stay in individual spaces.
 Studies of movement and staying

The where question allows
observers to determine
where people and activities
are gathered or dispersed to
a greater or lesser degree.
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Question 4. What? 

The types of activities in an area, such as staying, commercial or physical activities, and the 
requirements these various activities make on the physical environment.
 Public space activities can be divided into two categories: necessary and optional.

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.
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Question 5. How Long? 

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

qualities and pleasures offered.

how long 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,….
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Direct Observation….

• Users are observed, their activities and

behavior mapped in order to better

understand these needs and how city

spaces are used.

• Help to understand why some spaces are

used and others are not.

• Observations are often accompanied by

photo documentation.
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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.

COUNTING

MAPPING
Activities, people, places for staying and much more can be
plotted in, that is, drawn as symbols on a plan of an area being
studied to mark the number and type of act

TRACING

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.
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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, photographing or mapping.

LOOKING FOR 
TRACES

PHOTOGRAPHING
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.

TEST WALKS 

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.
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Counting….

• Basic to public life studies.

• Everything can be counted: number of people, gender division, how

many people are moving (pedestrian flow) and how many are

staying in one place.

• Counting provides quantitative data that can be used to qualify

projects.

• A number of counts have to be made in order to be able to compare

different times of day, different days and different seasons.
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Counting….
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Counting….
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Counting….
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Mapping….

• Mapping behavior : what happens on a plan

of the space or area being investigated.

• To investigate: Where people are standing

and sitting, the locations different times of

day. Provides a clearer picture of the general

pattern of staying activities and movement.
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Tracing….

• Registering movement can provide basic

knowledge about movement patterns.

• The goal can be to gather information walking

sequence, choice of direction, flow, which

entrances are used most, which least,…

• Means drawing lines of movement on a plan

during a specific time period.
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Tracing….
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Looking for Traces ….
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Looking for Traces ….
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Tracking….

• To stand in one place to register movement, observers can also follow selected

people in order to register their movements

• Useful for measuring walking speed.

• Can be made with the naked eye and a stop watch by following the person whose

speed you want to measure.
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Keeping a Diary….

Is a method of noting observations in real time and systematically, with more detail 

than in quantitative ‘sample’ studies. The observer can note everything of relevance. 
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Provide samples of the interaction 
of public life and public space.

To understanding of how life in public space 
develops as sequences and processes. 
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REFERENCES

ALL THE RIGHTS BELONG TO ORIGINAL 

AUTHORS 

The references to multiple sources are text & figures 

(sketches, drawings, pictures, photos,..etc.)
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ANY QUESTIONS???


