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A Paradox:

Enrique Peñalosa,

Mayor of Bogotá, Columbia

“We know very much about the 
habitat of Siberian tigers and 
mountain gorillas, but only very little 
about the habitat of homo sapiens.”
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A Daily Reality:
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A shared vision: cities for people

revolutionary

Gehl Institute creates conditions for cities for 
people by creating knowledge and cultivating
champions.

Gehl makes cities for people through
consulting and design. 

Gehl + Gehl Institute
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How We Measure The Public Realm Today

Speed
Reliability

Flow
Capacity
Efficiency

…?
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It Seems Like We Care A Lot About…
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And lower income and minority neighborhoods 
are more likely to have poor quality open space, 
lacking sidewalks, street trees, clean streets and 

walkways, and appealing scenery and architecture

This makes it less likely that residents will walk in 
their communities and enjoy time outside

Poor Quality Places Inhibit Well-Being
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The 21st Century Street Is Also a PLACE
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Where What We Value Isn’t Just 
Efficiency, Numbers and Geometry…
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…It’s Also About The Experience
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Pioneers of People-First Planning



People-first Planning, Policy + Design
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Gehl Institute
enables cities for 

people…

…through 
knowledge 

creation that 
advances systemic 

change.



Public Life Is…

Public space is the 
backdrop for our: 

• Everyday Routines
• Culture

• Community
• Social Activities
• Physical Activity

• Civic life
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Public life is what a 
collective group of 
people create when 
they live their lives 

outside their 
homes, workplaces, 

and cars.
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Public Life Is A Driver Of…

1. PHYSICAL AND MENTAL HEALTH 

2. SUSTAINABILE MOBILITY 

3. SOCIAL BENEFITS 

4. IDENTITY AND SENSE OF PLACE

5. SAFETY

6. ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT
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Can We Realign Our Priorities?
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People Are The Key!

Cultures and climates are different from city to city…

…but we all experience our environment from the same starting point…



How Do YOU Experience the City?
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A	City	Based	on	the	Human	Dimension	
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A City Based on the Human Dimension 
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Understanding public life 
requires understanding many 
different components





Transport 
Capacity

Connectivity

Speed People 
Staying

People 
Moving

Waste

Ecology

Demographics

Socio-
economics

Property 
Values

Retail 
performance

Business 
Potential

Public works

Air 
Quality

Accessibility



Planning Parks Transportation
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Buildings

GOVERNANCE

EXPERIENCE
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Global Best Practices Will Be Needed
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How does 
this translate 
to streets?



Seeing a Place with Fresh Eyes
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Understanding Impacts and Change
90% of 
users were 
pedestrians

10% of users  
were 
motorists

10% of area 
for people

90% of area 
for cars





Gehl Architects · Urban Quality Consultants · Gl. Kongevej 1, 4.tv · 1610 Copenhagen V · Denmark · www.gehlarchitects.dk
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Highlights 
from Our 
Toolkit
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Counting 
people walking 
and cycling

Tallying age 
and gender

Mapping how 
people spend 
time

Surveying 
social 
dimensions of 
public space

Observing 
design –
spatial 
interaction

Evaluating
Spatial 
components

What Do We Measure?
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Observation, Surveys & Analysis
We look at both 
quantitative 
factors…
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Observation, Surveys & Analysis
…and 
qualitatitive 
ones.
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Public Life Toolkit

From How to Study Public Life

by Jan Gehl + Birgitte Svarre
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Telling Stories About Impact

Longitudinal Analysis Investment Surveys or 
Testimonials

Impact on 
Public Life
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Democratizing Data
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Connecting Action and Evaluation

PLAN

DESIGN

DOMEASURE

ADAPT



Dialogues:
Public x Design

Open resources:
Public Life Tools

Applied engagement: Study 
Tours/Policy Labs

Learning experiences:
Public Life Dialogues

Open, standard language: 
Public Life Data Protocol

New knowledge:
Inclusive Healthy Places

Implementation 
Experiments

More Ways To Understand Public Life

Targeted Reference 
Guides
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Shift focus to 
people, life, 

and culture to 
tackle urban 
challenges
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What Can 
We Learn 
From This 
Approach?



New York City Plaza Study
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Economic impacts are 
often the sole metric. 

Social impacts have 
been less explored
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Measuring Economic + Social Impact
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NYC Plazas: Evaluation Methods



7 Plazas
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Has	this	plaza		
increased	the		time	
you	spend in		public
space?

No

Yes

Use Increased
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Neighborhoods 
that lack open space 
the most reported a 
greater increase in 
time spent outside.



Plazas foster social connections.

53%
across all 7 plazas

recognize or
know  more 

people since  the 
plaza opened
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Preliminary Findings

26% 
28% 

72% 

80% 

67% 68% 68% 

74% 
72% 

28% 

20% 

33% 32% 32% 

1 - Meatpacking 
District Plaza

2 - Flatiron 
District Plaza

3 - Diversity 
Plaza

4 - Corona Plaza 5 - New Lots 
Triangle

6 - Zion Triangle 7 - Putnam 
Triangle

“Since the plaza opened, do you recognize or know more people in the neighborhood?” 

Plazas in 
residential 

communities, 
where users are 
local, seem to 

foster more 
interaction.

YES
NO

Everyday Spaces Create Cohesion
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Flatiron
45,000 sq ft.
Operations Budget (2014)

$375,000 pedestrian volumes
weekday  
weekend

Corona
13,500 sq. ft.
Operations Budget (2014)

$65,000

1,000

8 AM

1637

911

10 AM 12 PM 2 PM 4 PM 6 PM
0

2,000

3,000

4,000

PEAK 2486

1626

N
R

 O
F

 P
E

O
P

L
E

1186

1475

PEAK 3477

1552

1,000

8 AM 10 AM 12 PM 2 PM 4 PM 6 PM
0

2,000

3,000

4,000

N
R

 O
F

 P
E

O
P

L
E

Corona 
does a lot  
for a little

3x the  
space. 
6x the
budget.

“Everyday” Spaces Do More With Less
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Despite only

3%	of	all		
surveyed	saying		

they	participated in		
the	plaza planning
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Is this plaza your plaza?

No, not interested

No, just visiting

Not really

YES!
Respondents in 
outer-borough 

plazas responded 
YES at a higher 

percentage than 
in the Manhattan 

plazas.

Everyday Spaces Support Stewardship
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Seattle DOT Corridor Analysis
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Corridor Performance

Seattle DOT’s MISSION:
• Deliver high-quality 

transportation system 
for Seattle

Seattle DOT’s VISION:
• Connected people, places, 

and products

Seattle DOT’s CHALLENGE:
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Corridor Performance
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Corridor Performance

Study:
• Amount, type of activity
• How activity aligns with 

pedestrian infrastructure 
provided

• Relationship to retail 
activity/active uses

Study:
• Amount, type of 

activity
• Pedestrian
• Bike

• How activity aligns with 
pedestrian 
infrastructure provided

Study:
• Type of stationary 

activities present
• Emphasis on social 

behaviors and transit 
queuing
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Adapting The Tools



Gehl 
Institute for public life

Adapting The Tools
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Seattle’s Findings
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Seattle’s Findings
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Seattle’s Findings
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Thank you!
Jennifer Gardner
Gehl Institute

jennifer@gehlinstitute.org
http://gehlinstitute.org
@gehlinstitute


