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Activation of
Public Space

This presentation introduces a post-activation evaluation 
methodology that measures levels and patterns of behavior in 

public space.

The methodology first defines a baseline of incidental users 
that are probably available to visit a particular public space.

Actual behavior in the public space is then observed, 
quantified and compared to the baseline. If actual use 

exceeds the baseline, then the space is considered activated.



A question...
• Which of these activates gathering behavior 

in public spaces?

A.		 Design style or expression?

B.		 Programmed events?

C.		 Location?

D.		 Available users?



This Baseline Model...

• Proposes that it is the number of available 
users that activates a public space. 

• Adds to the body of knowledge about 
human behavior in the public realm.

• Can be deployed as a design tool to 
optimize the accessible sizes of future 
public spaces.



A Dilemma...?

Design aesthetics repel users...
(Project for Public Spaces)

vs.
Comfortable design is dull...

(Big ‘D’ Designers)



Reality...

• There appears to be little if any scientific or 
statistical basis for either side to back up 
their claims.

• In fact, statistically, it would be unlikely that 
one could discover an association or 
correlation between design (provocative or 
comfortable) and use.

• The reason is that control spaces and 
general user knowledge of design styles and 
designer intent are non-existent.



Myths about public space 
use...

1.	 Low level of use means the space is failing. Or conversely, if a space 
	 feels active, then it is useful. (Use is less about numbers, and more 
	 about the mobility, maneuverability and flow of interaction; what 
	 Whyte called effective capacity. How many potential users are 
	 available to visit a public space?)

2.	 Explicit, exclusive design, unreserved in expression, attracts users 
	 because it enlightens and edifies. Or conversely, explicit design repels
	 users because it challenges users. (Most users will not be aware of 
	 designer intent, or be trained in design theory sufficiently to offer 
	 valid critique. Users will form opinions, however.)

3.
 Comfort design attracts users because it communicates elements of 

 safety and control. (This is probably true for some groups and some 

 localities, but we can’t generalize. One person’s civility is another’s 

 infringement of free speech.)



Previous research in behavior 
observation in public...

• Satisfaction sites:  some seek happiness and places that satisfy generally; provide design 
elements that evoke satisfaction through arousal or relaxation. Shelly (1969)

• Behavior setting survey: Roger Barker (1968)

• Personality-culture research:  understanding personality types can predict behavior. Only 35 
to 40 percent of a population demonstrates typical personalities.

• Intercept surveys:  qualitative information is limited to how good or bad, how strong or 
weak, how active or inactive something is. Results do not relate to how people behave.

• Pattern analyses:  Alexander’s programming sequence (Pattern Language) that matches 
behavior to design feature (1968); Chapin and Logan (1969) activity patterns.

• Crowding theory:  crowd behavior demonstrates an optimum density (60-70 percent of 
capacity) a result of territoriality?

• Operant learning:  social and physical-environmental elements reinforce certain behaviors 
(Whyte, 1980)

• Social modeling:  people learn appropriate behavior by watching others. Social forces 
outweigh physical stimuli of design in the influence of behavior. Includes gender preferences 
studies.



William H. Whyte...

• Concluded that there is no link between 
aesthetics and use. 

• Activators attract people.

• Crowds attract people.

• Places to sit is the key:  1 Linear Foot per 
30 square feet of plaza.

• Incidental activation will rarely reach 
carrying capacity due to social boundaries.



Roger Barker...

• Pioneered the observational method of 
quantifying ordinary daily behavior.

• Physical setting and behavior are bound together.

• Design should focus on ordinary daily behavior 
and for great numbers of people, rather than 
distinct individuals.

• Observations measure what people do with 
design features, not what they say they do.



Design and behavior...
• Links are difficult to prove.

• Behavior is measurable and predictable.

• Satisfaction seeking behavior can be evoked by 
satisfying design elements.

• Observing incidental behavior over time will reveal 
aspects of usefulness heretofore unrecorded.

• Must determine the availability of probable users. The 
true measure of successful use in public space is the 
number of incidental users one can expect to arrive 
on site, irrespective of design expression or events.



The idea...

• The idea is this:  People will go to a public space 
anyway. The inducement is simply that the public 
space needs to be legible as public space.  And, 
the most accurate predictor of public space use 
levels is a calculation of the number of users that 
might be available to visit the space. The 
probability that some users are available is 
proportional to the proximity of the total 
population pool. 



The experiment...

• Devise a formula that quantifies the 
anticipated number of users that are 
available to visit the public space (baseline).

• Conduct a remote observation survey of a 
public space to measure various aspects of 
behavior and use.

• Compare the baseline to actual use.



1. Baseline...
• The baseline is derived from local factors 

including population pool, city open space 
ratios, and accessible area of the subject 
public space.

• The calculation is defined such that the 
anticipated number of potential users for 
any given public space could be available to 
access the space at a reasonable rate and 
for a reasonable length of time.



Calculating the Baseline...
The calculation of proportional number of local users available to 

visit the public spaces of San Francisco

➡ Determine the annual number of potential visitors (includes 
residents, tourists, regional visitors, employees).

➡ Determine the acres of parks and open space per 1,000 
population.

➡ Convert the acres/1,000 ratio to square feet per person.

➡ Determine the accessible area of any given public space.

➡ Divide accessible area by the average square feet per 
person.















2. Observing behavior...

• Must minimize subjective influences in data 
collection.

• Cumulative data over many time periods 
will reveal patterns of use that are 
impossible to see in a few observations.

• Remote observation survey must take 
place with minimum preconceived 
behavioral expectations.



Incidental Use...

• The spontaneous gathering behavior 
observed during uneventful time periods. 

• Observation days are randomly selected 
and then screened for calendared events.

• Incidental use measures people walking, 
standing and sitting.



Public Space...

• The baseline model defines ‘public space’ as 
the various types of publicly owned and 
accessible commons typically found in 
urban settings. The sizes of public spaces 
applicable to baseline modeling may vary 
from several hundred square feet to three 
acres in area.



Quantifiable Data...

• Use and behavior data, collected over 
several months, may reveal more about the 
successful utilization of public space than 
event counts, holding capacity or intuition.

• This baseline model observes, counts, 
extrapolates and maps the behavioral data.



Behavior Imprints...

• A portion of the observed data is mapped 
to reveal the behavior imprint of the public 
space to assess how much of the accessible 
area is actually used and to reveal high-
density use or under-utilized subareas.



Initial Inquiries:
• How many users visit the public space each day and during the 

year?

• How do use levels and patterns change over a six-month 
period?

• What days of the week and time of day were most and least 
popular?

• What level of use is considered the minimum level of successful 
use?

• What is the rate of turnover or flow of use (mobility index)?

• What was the duration of stay?

• Are there pathway and seating preferences?



Design History of 
Union Square...

• The 2.6 acre site was deeded to the City of San Francisco by John 
Geary in 1850.

• Remained vacant lot for 30 years.

• First park design in 1880’s.

• Second park design included adding the Dewey Memorial in 1908.

• Site was redesigned as a parking structure with roof garden in 
1941.

• Roof garden was redesigned through design competition in 1998 - 
Square reopened in 2002.







About the Users of 
Union Square...

• Union Square attracts a balance of local residents, tourists, 
employees and regional visitors.

• 11.2 million (74%) of the 15.12 million annual visitors who 
came to San Francisco visited the Union Square shopping 
district (2004 statistics).

• 38% of shoppers live in San Francisco; 33% (3,696,000) of 
shoppers come from beyond the Bay Area.















Definitions...
• Observed users – total counted users (48,663)

• Observation day – a total of 26 days randomly selected for 
recording static counts.

• Static Count – number of observed users recorded at each 30-
minute time interval.

• Extrapolated Count – number of estimated users for the 13-hour 
observation day, based on static counts.

• Dynamic Count – number of total estimated users each day based 
on duration of stay and turnover rates of extrapolated count.

• Time Interval – 30 minutes between static counts; nine static counts 
on each observation day.

• Duration of stay – average minutes sitters and walkers remained in 
the Square.



Data Collection...
• 26 observation days, randomly selected, between February and July (5 days each in 

February and March, 4 days each in April, May, June, July).

• 9 static counts at 30-minute intervals on each observation day:  10-11 a.m., Noon-1 
p.m., and 3-4 p.m.; a total of 234 static counts.

• Sitters and walkers were recorded.

• 10% of the static counts recorded where and for how long users were sitting.

• Temperature and cloud cover were recorded for each observation day.

• Shadow patterns from on-site and off-site structures were noted.

• 16% of the static counts was mapped in plan view to create a social imprint of use.

• The accessible area of Union Square was calculated at 72,650 square feet or 65.2% 
of the total site area of 111,447 square feet or 2.56 acres.



Analyses...
• Nine static counts were recorded on each observation day. A total of 48,663 

onsite users were counted. The same individual observed and recorded all static 
counts.

• Two minimum counts were assumed at 9 a.m. and 10 p.m.

• Sixteen extrapolated estimates completed the data for the 13-hour period on 
each observation day.

• Data was sorted into two groups:  walkers and sitters.

• Turnover rates for walkers and sitters were calculated. 

• Duration of stay was sorted according to 8 types of available seating.

• Dynamic counts were then calculated by multiplying extrapolated counts for 
walkers and sitters by the respective turnover rate.

• Static counts were sorted according to weather conditions.

• 7,300 (15%) of the static counts were mapped to assess use patterns and 
distribution.



Exclusions...

• Activity on the sidewalk immediately adjacent to the Square 
was not counted.

• Gender use was not analyzed, although the data is available.

• Age, ethnic and visitor type data was not collected.

• Counts at special events were not recorded.

• Counts before 9 a.m. and after 10 p.m. were not recorded.

• Privately owned but publicly accessible spaces were not 
included in the baseline calculation.





































































































Findings...
• Dynamic Use exceeded the baseline on 25 of the 26 

observation days.

• Static Use exceeded the baseline on 16 of the 26 
observation days.

• The lunch hour was the most populated time of day during 
the week.

• The afternoon hour was the most populated time of day on 
the weekends, as well as overall.

• Saturday was the most populated day; Tuesday was the least 
populated.

• 45% of visitors who shop, dine, attend the theater or stay in 
a hotel in the Union Square District are also using the 
Square.



Findings...
• Sitters outnumbered walkers 2 to 1 during observations; 

but walkers outnumbered sitters 5 to 1 during dynamic 
use, accounting for turnover.

• Sitters spent less time in the Square during lunch hour 
and more time in both the morning and afternoon hours.

• During each 30 minutes, the turnover rate for sitters is 
1.1765. The turnover rate for walkers is 6. 

• The mobility index for Union Square is 2.78. This is the 
average turnover rate for sitters and walkers each one-
half hour.

• Patterns of users who sought out the shadows became 
evident only when the ambient temperature reached 80 
degrees.



• Users prefer the afternoon for socializing. 
Mornings and afternoons appear to be more 
leisurely than mid-day use.

• Lunchtime use appears to be attracting workers 
who have only half-hour breaks and are within 6 
minutes of the office, on average. 

• Tuesday is a slow day most likely because many 
tourists leave town on Monday and come to 
town later in the week.

• Weekends might be attracting more regional 
visitors as well as local residents, who prefer to 
gather in the late afternoon.

Interpretation...



• At any point in time, twice as many users will 
be sitting, compared to walking. Sitting patterns 
are equally distributed throughout the paved 
terraces, tables and chairs, benches and lawn. 

• Users clearly prefer to sit in the sun and are 
drawn to the Square when the fog burns off. 
Rarely does it get hot enough that users will 
search out the shadows ( 5 to 7 days per year 
on average).

Interpretation...



Implications...
• To what can we attribute the dominant activation 

levels? Location within a destination neighborhood is 
the most likely answer.

• One linear foot of sitting surface for every 17 square 
feet of accessible area has been provided in the design.

• A variety of personal and group subspaces also 
contributes to selectivity and length of stay.

• Seasonal variation on the Square could be compared to 
retail activity and hotel occupancy to determine any 
association or correlation.

• Events on the Square can be schedule when the higher 
levels of incidental use are occurring. 



• The number and pace of walkers indicate that 
many more users are walking through the 
Square than sitting in the Square over the 
course of a day; however, the number of 
sitters may be the primary attractor.

• The Mobility Index can indicate both high 
turnover and lengthy stays. Is there an 
optimum proportion of walkers to sitters? 
How does this M. I. compare to other public 
spaces of similar size? Is there an ideal M. I.?

Implications...



• Maintenance staff could be assigned to public spaces 
according to levels of use. The plantings at Union 
Square are stressed due to the heavy use.

• Design future public spaces that optimize baseline 
levels of use; especially useful in lower density 
neighborhoods. Match the size of the public space 
with the user baseline. Results of this study suggest 
that existing parks and public spaces may be larger in 
size than needed. 

• Five, one-acre public spaces may be more useful than 
one, five-acre public space because of higher 
probability of available users who could walk rather 
than drive to a public space.

Implications...



Summary...

• The baseline method uses the observation survey to sample numbers 
of users in a public space at a given time interval, on randomly selected 
days and over six months.

• The analyses generate user data sufficient to project estimates of daily, 
weekly, monthly, seasonal and annual visitation.

• This methodology is applicable to any public space in any city.

• Once the baseline of available users is determined for a given public 
space, field observations document whether and how often the 
baseline is exceeded.

• The public space is successfully activated when the baseline is 
exceeded. 



Statistical basis...

• First and foremost, calculating the proportion of residents, 
workers, and visitors that might be available to visit the public 
space establishes the activation threshold.

• Analyzing behavior in the baseline model takes observation of 
public space use to another level. 

• Measuring static counts, and calculating extrapolated and 
dynamic counts, duration of stay, and seating preferences are 
key to understanding the full extent of public space activation.

• Details about the public space are important, such as overall 
size, accessible area, proportion of the total city park and 
open space acreage.



Next Steps...
• Build a database of results from many 

public spaces, using this model.

• Observe common behaviors and physical 
characteristics of activated public spaces.

• Postulate as to the possible associations 
and correlations between design 
characteristics and activation.

• Investigate the influences that mobility and 
maneuverability (the mobility index) might 
have on continuous activation.



Design Team:

The most recent design of Union Square was the result of a design competition, sponsored by 
the San Francisco Prize. 

In July 1997, in partnership with April Philips Design Works, MD Fotheringham, Landscape 
Architects, Inc., were selected as one of five winners in the Second Annual San Francisco Prize 
Design Competition, to redesign Union Square, the principal open space in the heart of San 
Francisco's commercial district. Over 300 design entries were received. Our submittal, “All the 
Square is a Stage”, was the only landscape architect team among the five winners. We proposed 
an evolutionary idea, a formal and programmatic open space solution organized on a set of bi-
symmetrical cross-axes and stepped terraces. The design for Union Square invites a range of 
social and cultural experiences, connecting spaces and features to adjacent streets. The new 
design acknowledges individual and group needs by shaping and linking intimate and grand 
outdoor spaces, utilizing furnishings, materials and surfaces that evoke refinement and comfort. 
A grand central plaza, focused on the Dewey Memorial at the heart of the Square, is framed by 
retail uses and a permanent stage. Existing slopes of the garage roof were redesigned to create a 
level granite paved central plaza with garden terraces at the edge and dramatic entrances at 
each corner. Paving materials recall the natural origins of the site - sand and water. Seasonal 
planting offers an infusion of color at focal points. Visitor amenities include ticket box office, café 
with outdoor dining, ample seating areas with movable table and chair seating, light sculptures, 
elevator, and lawn terraces. Future improvements will include a water feature and extending 
design elements into bordering streets and up to adjacent storefronts.

Design Landscape Architects: Philips + Fotheringham Partnership
Landscape Architects of Record: Royston, Hanamoto, Alley & Abey

Architects: Patri Merker Architects
Civil Engineers: Olivia Chen Consultants

Structural Engineers: Faye Bernstein & Associates;
Mechanical Engineers: Takahashi Consulting Engineers

Lighting Design: Francis Krahe & Associates
Graphic Design: Debra Nichols Design

Fountain Design: CMS Collaborative
Irrigation Design: James D. Eddy Associates

Artists: R.M. Fischer & Vicki Saulls


