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Abstract
Public space, and all the complexities surrounding its creation and management, continues to be the domain of urban design-
ers. In multi-cultural societies, the users of public space come from a diverse range of social and ethnic backgrounds, each 
with some unique needs and interests. Because of this, it can be assumed that social, cultural, and economic characteristics 
of people living in an area should be evident in the design and use of the public spaces. The research reported in this paper 
identifies the sidewalk design characteristics and furniture arrangements that can foster social activities amongst people 
from diverse cultural backgrounds. The research followed a mixed, multi-staged methodology. Stage one used structured 
field observations and surveys of street users. Three suburban centre streets in two New Zealand cities were studied in this 
way to understand the patterns of usage along their length. Stage two sought people’s preferences for different street design 
configurations through an on-line survey. The main conclusion from this research is that the seating preferences of different 
ethnicities are in many ways similar. However, people make specific decisions on where to sit based on the location, orienta-
tion and arrangement of seating and how it relates to different land-use activities. The findings confirm that a complex set 
of factors influence social activity along streets and that, in light of this, designers should become familiar with the diverse 
needs and expectations of those who make use of the sidewalks.
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Introduction

The different ways people make use of public space has 
intrigued urban planners and designers for some time. From 
providing an arena for political representation to perform-
ing symbolic and representative functions, public spaces 
represent vital roles in the public life and cultural vitality 
of cities (Pugalis 2009). High quality public spaces are rec-
ognised as a precondition for economic health, development 
and competitiveness of cities (Carmona et al. 2008). Public 
spaces can also help foster a sense of community and mutual 
trust between users, according to the values and norms that 
are shared about them within the community (Madanipour 

2004; Mulgan et al. 2006; Pugalis 2009). Most importantly, 
public spaces offer a ground for sociability, becoming a set-
ting for unplanned communications and social interactions 
both between friends/family members and strangers (Kohn 
2004; Mehta 2013; Thomas 1991; Varna and Tiesdell 2010).

In cities with diverse ethnic populations, public spaces 
are also becoming intercultural places, where people from 
different cultures and ethnicities can meet and interact with 
each other (Hou 2013; Mehta 2013; Velden and Reeves 
2010). One of the basic assumptions of Western multi-cul-
tural democratic societies is that every person has the right 
to equitable access and enjoyment of public spaces (Thomp-
son 2003). This coincides with the democratic nature of pub-
lic spaces. With increasing cultural diversity, the chances 
that different cultures will share a city’s public spaces have 
also increased. Good quality public spaces are known as 
spaces “where ethnically and culturally diverse groups can 
co-exist peacefully” (Mulgan et al. 2006, p. 28). Around 
the world, designers are becoming aware that public spaces 
should do more than meet the needs of the dominant culture 
(Carmona 2019). Design outcomes that are focussed on the 
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values of a single culture may not meet the needs and values 
of other cultures, thereby negatively affecting people’s use 
and enjoyment.

In multi-cultural societies, public space design can be 
challenging as people with diverse ethnic, age and socio-
economic backgrounds may have special requirements for 
their preferred activities (Carr et al. 1992). In addition, the 
signs and symbols evident in public spaces, whether overt 
or nuanced, can convey different meanings to the different 
cultures that use them (Rapoport 1982). The different needs 
and expectations people have for the public spaces they visit 
makes it important that complex design decisions are based 
on clear evidence. There is, however, a paucity of empiric 
evidence for the public space needs of different ethnic cul-
tures and even fewer that investigate the role furniture plays 
in these settings. The questions driving this research con-
sider the influences that layout, design and management of 
street furniture could have on people’s stationary and social 
activities, with the associated aim of encouraging streets to 
be used by people coming from the different ethnic cultures 
that live in the surrounding area.

Streets and their sidewalks

Rather than simply acting as movement corridors for vehicu-
lar traffic, streets can also be conceived of as social spaces. 
Indeed, streets influence the quality of social life (Appleyard 
1981; Jacobs 1961, 1993; Mehta 2013). Simple activities, 
such as walking, talking, people watching, and eating help 
to create diversity in the life of streets (Francis 1987). Streets 
also provide opportunities for people to encounter similari-
ties and differences, to discover different points of view, 
and perhaps resolve conflicts as they arise (Mehta 2013). 
Great streets encourage sociability by fostering interactions 
between people (Gehl 1987). The question then arises; how 
can sidewalk spaces be designed to create these opportuni-
ties for increasingly multi-cultural populations?

Street furniture and sociability

Furniture, ranging from fixed and temporary seating to 
streetlamps and rubbish bins, is an important component 
of outdoor spaces. In addition to supporting specific activi-
ties, furniture contributes to the aesthetic landscape of a 
street. Seating, in particular, is seen to be a critical factor in 
the perceived quality of public spaces, helping to promote 
positive social use (Hass-Klau et al. 1999; Main and Han-
nah 2010; Shaftoe 2009). Whyte’s (1980) studies of small 
spaces in New York turned mainly on the relative numbers 
of people using public spaces, on the basis that density of 
use is the key measure of success. It follows then that seating 

which supports social interaction is a relevant success factor 
(Joardar and Neill 1978; Porta and Luciano 2005; Whyte 
1980) (Figs. 1, 2). 

While it is clear that furniture plays an important role in 
people’s experiences, in many cases this has been underval-
ued in public space design processes. Hass-Klau et al. (1999) 
indicated that the location of seating is an important fac-
tor that can both encourage or discourage social interaction 
and the Project for Public Spaces noted that “seating that 
is accessible, comfortable, well-maintained, and located in 
the right places is critical to successful place-making” (PPS 
2008b). However, when furniture is specified, more often 
than not the decisions are based on aesthetic appearance 
rather than on the ways it might meet pragmatic needs of the 
user, such as ergonomics and comfort. Once street furniture 
is selected for use in a city, it is often then used repeatedly 
to rationalise procurement, installation and maintenance 
costs. Whenever furniture is deployed on these grounds, it 

Fig. 1  Furniture along a street in Auckland, New Zealand. Furniture 
is sometimes selected on the grounds of aesthetic appearance rather 
than on how it might meet the broader needs of users

Fig. 2  Placing furniture along sidewalks does not guarantee that it 
will be used
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may not achieve the potential it has to support social activi-
ties, particularly amongst the range of different backgrounds 
and potential different interests and needs. This has also led 
to many public spaces that are “littered with seating of the 
wrong type, in the wrong place, with the result that is rarely 
used” (Shaftoe 2009, p. 93).

Several theories inform the configuration of seating, 
including prospect and refuge theory and proxemics. Pros-
pect and refuge theory has its foundations in the behaviour 
of the first humans on the African savannah, explaining 
that people prefer vantage points at the edges of a large 
space, where views are expansive and where they can feel 
protected from being approached from behind (Appleton 
1975). Humans also prefer settings that provide cover or 
other forms of shelter in comparison with unshielded spaces. 
For example, an area containing trees is preferred to a tree-
less setting, as it provides opportunities to escape from pos-
sible threats.

People behave and interact differently in different settings 
based on their socio-culturally defined personal space. The 
concept of proxemics was developed by Hall (1966) in his 
book The Hidden Dimension, to explain how personal space 
is culturally defined and has different standards among peo-
ple with different cultural backgrounds. This is most clearly 
evident in the distance people take from others they are 
engaged in conversation with. In some cultures, these dis-
tances are commonly quite small while in others, such as 
Anglo-American and northern European, people tend to pre-
fer more generous distances between each other. In addition 
to cultural background, other factors such as socio-economic 
status, gender, individual preference and different situations 
can influence the personal separation distances that people 
feel comfortable with (Hall 1966; Main and Hannah 2010).

Public spaces that accommodate variations in the ways 
people orient themselves to others will be used by a more 
diverse range of people (Joardar and Neill 1978; Main and 
Hannah 2010). Furniture arrangements could encourage or 
discourage face-to-face communication. The terms ‘socio-
petal’ and ‘socio-fugal’ were coined by Humphrey Ostmond 
(1957) to describe arrangements that are expected to bring 

people together or set them apart. Socio-petal configurations 
orient users towards each other and encourage face-to-face 
communication. Socio-fugal arrangements place people 
away from one another to discourage face-to-face interac-
tions (Fig. 3). On the other hand, such arrangements tend to 
encourage individuals to use public spaces (Kaye and Mur-
ray 1982; Lang 1987; Main and Hannah 2010). Culture also 
influences the ways people engage with others. For exam-
ple, Latin Americans prefer to sit side by side for informal 
conversations whereas Anglo-Americans prefer to engage 
in face-to-face conversation (Hall 1966; Lang 1987). It has 
also been noted that people from different ethnic and cultural 
backgrounds tolerate different levels of density and noise in 
public space and that this can also influence seating location 
preferences (Main and Hannah 2010).

Previous studies about streets have tended to separate 
the physical aspects of the environment from the use and 
management of the businesses along them (Mehta 2013). 
However, “… it remains difficult to isolate physical features 
from social and economic activities that bring value to our 
experiences…” (Jacobs 1993 as cited in Mehta 2013). Social 
activities take place in relation to the physical attributes of 
streets and the activities found along them. In this vein, Par-
ham (2012) explores how the relationships between physi-
cal design and food-oriented social practices can stimulate 
vibrancy in urban settings. Thompson (2003) considers the 
ways in which different groups use public space as con-
sumption space is an important aspect that planners need 
to address in multi-cultural milieus. Food and eating prac-
tices are commonly seen as appropriate examples of cultural 
distinction that in turn lead to cultural communication and 
ethnic bonding (Rapoport 2005). Familiar recipes, tastes 
and smells often help create a sense of social and cultural 
belonging in a foreign environment for immigrants (Thomp-
son 2003; Zambonelli 2013). Aligned to this are the relation-
ships that exist between seating and food practices.

The design of building facades along the length of a 
street and relationships between them have considerable 
influence on how the street is perceived (Gjerde 2011). 
Street edges in commercial centres generally comprise a 

Fig. 3  Left: socio-petal seating 
(inward-facing); right: Socio-
fugal seating (outward-facing). 
Redrawn from Main and Han-
nah (2010, p. 27)
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mixture of shop fronts to diverse retail, commercial, food 
and other businesses as well as entries to offices and apart-
ments on the upper floors. The ways shops display goods 
on their frontages, extent of visual permeability (façade 
transparency), the visual complexity of buildings, shop 
fronts, and window decorations will all influence people’s 
preferences, and therefore, the behavioural choices they 
make as they move along a street (Fernando 2006; Mehta 
2013; Rapoport 2008). Some businesses extend their mer-
chandise onto the sidewalk creating a shopping opportu-
nity for some, causing them to slow and linger as they pass 
(Mehta 2006; Whyte and Underhill 1988). This project 
was also designed to examine the effects that shop front 
design can have on street-based social activities.

Research methodology

The research was undertaken in two stages (Fig. 4) with 
information collected about the use of streets by people 
from European, Māori, Pacific Island and Asian ethnic 
cultures. The rationale for focussing on these groups is 
that they were identified in the most recent census of New 
Zealanders as the four largest (Pearson 2012).

Stage one: the ethnographic fieldwork

The first stage of the fieldwork employed structured field 
observations using a behavioural mapping procedure and 
open-ended interviews of users of the streets. This stage-
generated information about how street furniture was being 
used by the public and people’s reasons for using them in 
these ways.

Three streets, two in Auckland and one in Wellington, 
were selected based on the population mix of the suburb 
they run through. The first of these is Riddiford Street in 
Newtown, the most ethnically diverse area of Wellington but 
one where Europeans are still the most common. The second 
is St George Street in Papatoetoe, an Auckland neighbour-
hood centre with an even balance between the four ethnic 
groups. The third was Great South Road in Otahuhu, which 
has a large Pacific Island population (Fig. 5).

Behavioural mapping has been used effectively to doc-
ument people’s race/ethnicity in studies of urban parks 
(Cohen et al. 2007; Hutchinson 1987; Loukaitou-Sideris 
1995). The researchers adopted a similar approach in visu-
ally identifying a person’s ethnic background in the process 
of documenting their behaviour. Codes were developed for 
the four ethnicities and a fifth, acting as a catch-all for those 
not identified with these. Where the observer was not con-
fident about a person’s ethnic background, such as one of 

Where
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Fig. 4  Observations, interviews and visual preference surveys create comprehensive and robust data and help shape how we design public spaces 
in multi-cultural societies. Stage One’s diagram is adapted from Mehta’s (2006) diagram on “Lively Streets”
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mixed-race, they were coded in the ‘Other’ category. During 
observations, it was recognised that distinguishing between 
Māori and Pacific Islanders was difficult, thus people identi-
fied as one or the other were coded under a single combined 
heading in this part of the fieldwork. Users’ ages or gen-
ders were also recorded for future analysis, although this 
was seen as a secondary interest relative to people’s ethnic 
backgrounds.

Walk-by observations were conducted every hour between 
10:00 AM and 6:00 PM on weekdays and weekends within 
each case study area. This resulted in 24 (equivalent to 
3 days) weekday observations and 16 (equivalent to 2 days) 
weekend observations for each. Data were collected on days 
with varying cloud cover and wind conditions. There were 
no observations made during periods of rain. The average 
temperature varied between 15° and 20 °C in observation 
hours.

Only those activities that took place on public seating 
were noted. Of 1401 behaviours mapped along Riddiford 
Street, 295 people were sitting on public benches. Similarly, 
264 out of 829 recorded activities on St George Street and 
441 out of 2554 activities on Great South Road were docu-
mented on public benches.

The semi-structured and open-ended interviews were 
designed as a kind of flexible and broad survey. The 

questions did not focus on any specific design criteria 
such as seating. On the other hand, the interviews exam-
ined participants’ activities on the street, the places they 
chose for their activities and the reasons they chose those 
places. Participants’ suggestions for improving the street 
environment were of interest to the researchers to be able 
to understand the principal requirements of people in each 
cultural grouping. Interviews were conducted at various 
times of the day and different days of the week to include 
a representative sample. The researchers sought to recruit 
interview participants from a diverse range of ethnic 
groups. As such, approaches were made to people on the 
basis of their appearance and making personal judgement 
as to which ethnic group they may belong to. Those who 
were sitting, standing and otherwise appeared to be linger-
ing along the sidewalks were approached. This addressed 
two key issues, one of which was availability. People who 
were lingering along the street were considered to not be 
in a rush, and therefore, to have more time to participate. 
More importantly, the research sought to understand the 
experiences of people who use the street and activities 
along for social and other purposes.

In total, 85 persons were interviewed: 16 European, 
20 Māori, 26 Pacific Islander and 23 Asian. The responses 
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14.3%
3.1%
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European Maori Pacific Peoples Asian Other Ethnicity

Fig. 5  Ethnic composition of the studied neighbourhoods

Table 1  Number of total 
observations (TO), interviews 
(I) and different cultural groups 
using public benches (SO) in 
different streets

Case study Riddiford Street St George Street Great South Road Total

Cultural background TO I SO TO I SO TO I SO TO I SO

European 820 9 148 107 5 23 122 2 31 1049 16 202
Māori/Pacific Islanders 332 15 80 410 13 136 1806 18 345 2548 46 561
Asian 163 6 32 299 9 103 611 8 63 1073 23 198
Other 86 – 35 13 – 2 15 – 2 114 – 39
Total 1401 30 295 829 27 264 2554 28 441 4784 85 1000
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were categorised and coded and analysed in relation to 
seating (Table 1).

Analysis

Activities taking place along sidewalks were categorised 
into three spatial zones; zone “A” is at the edge of the build-
ings and shop fronts and zone “B” is the primary channel 
for pedestrian movement. Zone “C” is not always available 
but where it is available, it is adjacent to the road and parked 
vehicles (Mehta 2006). This is the part of the sidewalk that 
is most often furnished with fixed benches, tree trunks, and 
litter bins. Shop advertising signage is often located in zone 
“A” (Fig. 6).

The number of people from each of the different ethnici-
ties that were seated along the study area were logged and 
compared to the overall number of people involved in dif-
ferent stationary and social activities. These figures were 
also compared to the demographic characteristics of the 
neighbourhoods. The locations of various behaviours and 
different cultural groups were then analysed in relation to 
nearby sidewalk features and business activities to give an 
indication of how well each section of the street serves the 
needs of the different cultural groups.

Patterns of occupancy of public seating

The use of streets for stationary and social activities is 
mainly related to the opening hours of business activities. 
Benches went unused during observation times (after 4 pm) 
when these activities were closed. The extent to which 
benches were used by different ethnic groups reflected the 
overall profile of the visitors to the street. The numbers of 
visitors from each culture appeared to relate to the mix of 
business activities on offer more strongly than it did to the 
ethnic composition of the neighbourhood. For example, 
while many Europeans used a range of public and private 
seating along Riddiford Street, few Europeans were recorded 
using the seating along St George Street or Great South 

Road, as the adjacent business activities did not appeal to 
this particular ethnic culture (Lesan and Gjerde 2015).

Seated activities and the use of public and commercial 
seating in streets were also influenced by cultural attitudes 
and socio-economic status of street visitors. Māori/Pacific 
Islanders were the most frequent users of seating benches 
in all study areas. It is likely that the frequency with which 
Māori/Pacific Islander groups use public seating is related 
to income levels, as Loukaitou-Sideris (1995) suggests that 
those from lower socio-economic levels are more depend-
ent on public spaces for recreation and social activities than 
those from more affluent groups. Māori and Pacific Islanders 
are overrepresented in the lower socio-economic classifica-
tions in New Zealand.

It started to become clear that the patterns and rhythms 
of use were influenced by adjacent businesses. The benches 
close to businesses that targeted specific ethnic groups and 
genders were frequently occupied by those groups. There 
also seemed to be differences between the groups’ attitudes 
toward the street environment. Few Asians used public 
benches for eating/drinking whereas Pacific Islanders’ social 
activities on the sidewalks were often associated with eating/
drinking (Table 2). For Europeans, eating/drinking while 
socialising was related to the setting; they were most often 
seen to socialise on café seating (Table 3). Therefore, provid-
ing a mixture of public and private seating along a street in 
a multi-cultural setting could encourage greater numbers of 
each ethnic culture to socialise there (Fig. 7).

What was common among all well used benches across 
the three cases was that all were located in the active sec-
tions of the street, surrounded by activity supporting busi-
nesses (independent shops with active frontages or with 
specific functions such as fast foods or bakeries). The attrac-
tion to business activities was reinforced by observations 
of people sitting on ledges and surfaces close to specific 
activities rather than on the furniture provided elsewhere. 
This could be explained by people sitting close to the activi-
ties they came to pursue. Another explanation could be that 
people tend to seek liveliness, activity and engagement while 

Fig. 6  The three activity zones, 
adapted from Mehta, 2006
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relaxing and do not like to be completely separated from the 
city (Gehl 1987; Mehta 2006; Whyte 1980). People watching 
is an important activity on streets and good vantage points 
were valued among the participants of this study. Factors 

such as the edge effect, prospect and refuge, and environ-
mental comfort characteristics were of secondary impor-
tance compared to people’s attraction to business and other 
land-use activities.

Table 2  Number of people of different cultures involved in different types of activities while seated both individually and in groups in the stud-
ied streets

E European, MP Maori/Pacific Islander, A Asian, O other (I individual activities and G group activities)

Activity Cultural background

E/I E/G MP/I MP/G A/I A/G O/I O/G Total/I Total/G Total

Riddiford Street
 Sitting/people watching 77 16 37 2 9 10 11 6 134 34 168
 Sitting and talking 0 57 0 31 0 12 0 15 0 115 115
 Sitting, talking and eating 0 90 0 12 0 1 0 0 0 103 103
 Sitting and eating 18 11 11 3 2 0 2 0 33 14 47
 Sitting and smoking 19 2 6 3 1 0 1 0 27 5 32
 Sitting and reading/writing 24 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 25 0 25
 Sitting and mobile using 12 0 2 0 1 0 1 0 16 0 16
 Sitting, talking and smoking 0 3 0 1 0 0 0 2 0 6 6
 Other activities 3 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 3 2 5
 Total number of seated activities 

(public and private)
154 181 56 52 14 22 15 23 239 288 517

St George Street
 Sitting/people watching 10 0 39 17 21 15 0 0 69 32 102
 Sitting and talking 0 6 0 29 0 47 0 0 0 82 82
 Sitting and eating/drinking 2 0 5 17 3 0 1 0 11 17 28
 Sitting and smoking 0 0 1 2 2 2 0 0 3 4 7
 Sitting and mobile using 0 0 1 0 1 0 0 0 2 0 2
 Sitting and reading 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 2 0 2
 Sitting and playing 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 1
 Total number of seated activities 13 6 47 66 27 64 1 0 87 136 224

Great South Road
 Sitting/people watching 20 3 88 67 27 9 1 0 136 79 215
 Sitting and talking 0 12 0 133 0 17 0 2 0 164 164
 Sitting, talking and eating 0 3 0 33 0 4 0 0 0 40 40
 Sitting, talking and smoking 0 0 0 0 0 9 0 1 0 10 10
 Sitting and eating 5 0 13 35 5 4 0 0 23 39 62
 Sitting and smoking 1 2 13 12 0 0 0 0 14 16 30
 Sitting and mobile using 0 0 10 5 3 0 0 0 13 3 16
 Sitting and reading/writing 1 0 1 0 1 1 0 0 3 1 4
 Total number of sitting activities 27 20 125 285 36 44 1 3 189 252 541

Table 3  Seated activity among 
people with different cultural 
background on private seating, 
Riddiford Street

Europeans were most often seen to socialise on café seating which is indicated in bold

Type of business Cultural background

E/I E/G PM/I PM/G A/I A/G O/I O/G Total/I Total/G Total

Cafés 42 106 5 3 2 0 1 0 50 109 159
Bakeries 14 14 8 5 3 0 2 2 27 21 48
Bars 1 5 2 0 0 0 0 0 3 5 8
Total 57 125 15 8 5 0 3 2 80 135 215
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Fig. 7  An example, from St George Street in Otahuhu, of how people’s behaviours were recorded in the study
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People preferred to sit on benches located in zone “A”, 
where they could have their backs protected and have a 
broader view than benches located elsewhere (Fig. 8). On the 
other hand, benches in zone “C” along active sections of the 
streets were used more frequently than those located in Zone 
“A” with lower pedestrian flows (spaces RID10, RID17, 
and RID18 on Table 4). Similarly, seating located in areas 
judged to have higher amenity levels (environmental quali-
ties such as landscaping and shade) but removed from pedes-
trian flows were less often occupied. Bosselmann (2008, p. 
247), noted that “the desire to gather where other people 
are, or at a close distance of them to be able to observe the 
optional activities that predictably take place, is almost uni-
versally common”. It could be concluded that the location 
of benches follows the same rule in streets in multi-cultural 
contexts. Therefore, locating benches in active sections of 
streets supported by businesses is the most important factor 
ensuring their use for social activities. There was not a clear 
correlation between landscaping and number of stationary 

activities, however, the attractiveness of planting was often 
mentioned by people in the interviews. Other factors that 
arose frequently in the interviews included the number of 
seats provided, their associated characteristics, distance from 
road and pedestrian traffic, and shop front management.

There were differences in the social structure and 
group size of the different cultures whose behaviours were 
mapped along the three streets. Activities by Europeans 
involved small to medium sized groups. Māori/Pacific 
Islander groups comprised smaller and larger numbers of 
people in groups (Table 5). It is unfortunate that neigh-
bourhood streets are somewhat blind to ethnic culture. For 
instance, Pacific Islanders frequented public benches in 
Great South Road in numbers that could be anticipated by 
the demographic profile of the neighbourhood. However, 
the number and arrangement of seating did not accom-
modate group sizes preferred by Pacific Islanders, leading 
some members to have to stand or squeeze uncomfort-
ably together on benches. Even when adequate numbers 

Fig. 8  The edge effect; observations show that in spaces within similar locations and characteristics, seating located in open parts of the space 
got less frequently occupied compared to the edges (Look at Spaces RID5 and RID6 and RID3 and RID4)
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of seats were provided, they were located far away from 
each other causing the group to be divided. Interviews 
suggested the importance of tables for the leisure and 
social activities of diverse groups (Fig. 9).

The ethnographic fieldwork looked at activity along 
three specific streets, the physical characteristics of which 
is unique. While the study helped reveal people’s seat-
ing preferences it did not enable preferences for design 
characteristics to be understood. Accordingly, a second 
stage that could provide correlational data was developed.

Stage two: visual preference survey

Following up on the initial findings, a Visual Preference 
Survey (VPS) invited people to rank their preferences for 
different seating conditions and seating arrangements. The 
framework for this questionnaire referenced observations 
and interviews in the first stage as well as the literature. 
Response stimuli were photographs of computer-simulated 
images, illustrating potential footpath spaces. See Fig. 10. 
Each simulation set comprised between two and five images, 
which were displayed vertically on one side of a web page.

A range of different seating arrangements were exam-
ined in the survey, and the images varied from one another 

Table 5  Group sizes among 
different ethnic groups in the 
studied areas

A considerable number of activities involves groups of four persons and more in Great South Road, Ota-
huhu

Street Ethnic group Group sizes

Individual 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Riddiford Street Europeans 317 139 43 10 3 – 1 – –
Maori/Pacific Islanders 110 43 13 5 3 – – – –
Asians 48 31 4 6 – – – – –
Others 30 19 2 – 1 – – – –
Total 505 232 62 21 7 – 1 – –

St George Street Europeans 68 13 3 – – – – – –
Maori/ Pacific Islanders 157 80 17 3 1 4 – – –
Asians 101 63 16 6 1 – – – –
Others 4 2 – – 1 – – – –
Total 330 158 36 9 3 4 – – –

Great South Road Europeans 55 22 5 1 – – – – –
Maori/Pacific Islanders 475 289 121 51 20 5 3 1 3
Asians 204 114 36 13 2 1 – 1 –
Others 5 3 1 – – – – – –
Total 739 428 163 65 22 6 3 2 3

Fig. 9  Great South Road, Otahuhu. Benches are located too far away from each other to be conveniently used by the members of one large 
group. Source: First author 2013
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by shop frontage, seating location, seating orientation and 
type of landscape edging the footpath. Planting and land-
scape treatment had been frequently raised in the interviews. 
In addition, many people noted that they preferred seating 
that was set back from a busy road. This led the research-
ers to investigate whether landscaping could serve as a 
buffer between seating and traffic. Three landscape types 
were specified. Landscape type L1: no planting along the 
edge. Landscape type L2: low planting along the edge, ena-
bling views out over the road and traffic. Landscape type 
L3: tall planting along the edge that acts as a visual barrier 
to the road and traffic. Shop frontage management is also 
an important issue for seating located in zone “C” (refer 
to Fig. 6). In order to make a better comparison between 
different seating types, three shop frontage types that were 
most commonly seen in the case study streets were repre-
sented. One pertained to businesses that kept their goods 
inside the shop (SF1). The second shopfront contrasted with 
this condition by allowing their goods to spread out onto the 
sidewalks (SF2). Finally, cafés with sidewalk seating were 
considered as the third type of frontage (SF3).

In order to understand what types of seating are appro-
priate for sidewalks, the VPS addressed a range of seating 
arrangements. The purpose was to measure how supportive 
each group felt about a variety of seating arrangements in 
sidewalk spaces while visiting by themselves or with their 
ethnicity centred group. Furniture was displayed in ‘socio-
petal ‘or ‘socio-fugal’ arrangements in a number of differ-
ent settings. Finally, survey participants were asked to state 

their preferences for different pedestrian density levels and 
shopfront permeability levels while seated and facing onto 
the sidewalk.

Respondents rated each scene on a seven-step scale, from 
‘extremely disliked’ to ‘extremely liked’. The survey enabled 
any effects created by the social environment to be mini-
mised and extended the study to a larger number of people. 
A total of 181 people participated in the survey, with 78 
(43%) being male and 103 (57%) being female. The sam-
ple included 41 Europeans (22.6%), 32 Māori (17.6%), 34 
Pacific Islanders (18.8%), 46 Asians (25.4%) and 28 (15.6%) 
from other ethnicities (Fig. 11).

As responses to the VPS were numerical, they were eas-
ily analysed by generalized estimating equations, repeated 
measures analysis of variance, and one-way ANOVA. The 
mean response was used to measure preference for various 
seating conditions and arrangements and was used to com-
pare responses from each ethnic group.

User preferences

The survey did not reveal any differences in preference 
for seating conditions between different ethnic groups 
(p = .779), but it did suggest that the location and orienta-
tion of benches and how they relate to other characteristics 
such as landscaping, shop frontages and population density 
(p = 0.1) does influence choice (Tables 6 and 7).

While benches with fewer activities around them were 
occupied less frequently, survey respondents preferred 

Fig. 10  Top: Participants were asked to rate their preference for sit-
ting on the benches with three density levels. Bottom: participants 
were asked to rate their preference for sitting on the bench facing a 
shop with three levels of visual permeability. Left image: shop with 

opaque and dark windows, middle image: shop with partly opaque 
and partly visually permeable windows and right: shop with all win-
dows visually permeable
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seating spaces removed from the crowd. Similarly, lower 
densities of people were preferred in the VPS to simulations 
exhibiting higher levels (Fig. 12). These results could be 
seen to fit well with the strong and ongoing preferences of 
New Zealanders to live in suburban settings. Reflecting fur-
ther, these results can also be read as confirmation of earlier 
studies on personal space preferences. At low densities, the 
effect on people’s sense of personal space seems tolerable. 
However, as densities increase, benefits of sitting close to the 

action are outweighed by personal space concerns. It would, 
therefore, seem appropriate to plan for low people densities 
around seating areas, as each of the cultures we studied pre-
ferred to sit “within view of the action, but out of the way 
of the flow of pedestrian traffic” (PPS 2008a). This could be 
achieved by increasing the width of the sidewalk in seating 
areas with medium or high-density levels.

While people would like to have their backs protected by 
buildings lining the street, they also prefer to have a pleasant 
outlook over the wider setting. Landscaping treatment along 
the street edge (zone “C”) was very important. Planning for 

Fig. 11  Demographic characteristics of the participants

Table 6  Tests of model effects show different types of shop frontage, 
bench, landscape + interactions all have a statistically significant p 
value

Wald χ2 df p value

(Intercept) 2188.344 1 .000
Shop 29.777 2 .000
Bench 187.010 4 .000
Landscaping 89.208 2 .000
Shop*Bench 23.507 2 .000
Shop*Landscaping 27.533 4 .000
Bench*Landscaping 90.911 8 .000
Shop*Bench*Landscaping 20.706 4 .000

Table 7  Tests of model effects show different bench type and level of 
density + interactions all have a statistically significant p value

Source Type III

Wald χ2 df p value

(Intercept) 1377.771 1 .000
Bench 43.903 1 .000
Density 134.007 2 .000
Bench*Density 20.608 2 .000
Bench*Density*Ethnic 

group
20.185 8 .010
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low planting along the kerbline would increase the chance 
that users would have a broader outlook. This in turn could 
make the seating more inviting to members of different eth-
nic groups. On the other hand, people gave very low prefer-
ence ratings to one bench facing another bench in the same 
sidewalk (Fig. 13).

The value of the buffering that planting provides when 
seating is located in zone “C” was also confirmed. Planting 
height is not a factor, however, when the bench has its back 
toward traffic. A seating bench placed perpendicular to the 
sidewalk received the lowest preference rating of all seating 
conditions presented to survey respondents. While planting 
was of lower importance while seated perpendicular to the 
sidewalk than in other seating conditions, there was a prefer-
ence for some form of landscaping over having none. Thus, 
when planning for seating perpendicular to the footpath it 
is essential to provide some form of landscaping along zone 
“C” to enhance preferences and use.

In general, participants favoured the organised shop front-
age and café frontage compared to the shop frontage spread-
ing onto the sidewalk relative to parallel or perpendicular 
seating conditions (Fig. 14). It appears that people would not 
like to sit where the bench faces the sidewalk and a café with 
outdoor seating and activities as much as they would like to 
sit in front of an organised shop front without outdoor activi-
ties. This finding conflicts with observations where seating 

locations and activities show strong associations. One expla-
nation could be that people like to observe dynamic activi-
ties while seated but feel less comfortable to face sedentary 
activities directly. This also coincides with the low mean 
preference of participants for sitting on benches in front of 
each other on two sides of the sidewalk. Urban designers 
may wish to recognise personal space preferences and the 
concept of proxemics (Hall 1966) when locating benches 
near business activities.

The configurations of shop fronts were less important 
to respondents when they were invited to consider seating 
placed perpendicular to the sidewalk direction. While there 
were also slight differences in which shopfront type respond-
ents preferred to sit near while seated perpendicular or paral-
lel to the sidewalk, all respondents gave the condition where 
shops extended their merchandise out into the public space 
their lowest preference score. It is, therefore, advisable that 
seats not be located in close proximity to such shopfronts.

In addition to preferring the ‘organised’ shop frontage 
type, all four ethnic groups would prefer to sit in front of 
premises with higher levels of visual permeability (Fig. 15). 
This corresponds with observations by Carmona et  al. 
(2010) that people like to engage with activities taking 
place inside businesses. People like to use and sit in spaces 
where they can see activities. Thus, it would be preferable 
to locate seating in front of premises with higher levels of 

Fig. 12  Mean and 95% confidence interval of preference for different type of density while seated on various bench types
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Fig. 13  Preferred seating situations in a descending order from upper left to bottom right



36 M. Lesan, M. Gjerde 

visual permeability where there is a possibility of facing 
activities on streets in multi-cultural societies.

A range of seating arrangements were addressed in the 
VPS. As expected, socio-fugal arrangements were preferred 
more for individual activities and socio-petal arrangements 
were favoured for social activities. However, some socio-
petal seating types, such as those around a table, also found 
preference for individual activities among respondents. 
Socio-fugal seating types were also favoured for social activ-
ities; These situations were most popular among Europeans 
and Asians, as these respondents generally came to the street 
in smaller groups. It seems important that socio-fugal, linear 
arrangements of seating are not placed next together. Such 
arrangements do not encourage social activities as it makes 
face-to-face interactions difficult. In addition, it discour-
ages individuals from using them. A considerable number 
of Pacific Islanders and Māori come to the street in larger 
groups, and they had a higher preference for bigger socio-
petal seating arrangement types. Thus, a number of larger, 
socio-petal seating arrangements in areas with higher num-
bers of Māori and Pacific Islanders would seem appropriate.

The study found an overall preference for 90-deg orien-
tation over face-to-face orientation of benches for social 
activities. While Europeans preferred to sit on benches 
side by side rather than in front of each other, there were 
no such differences among Māori respondents (Fig. 16). It 
is clear that furniture arrangements could affect the quality 
of interactions among different ethnic cultures. However, 
as the 90-deg orientation was preferred by a diverse range 

of cultures, arranging seating in this manner on sidewalks 
where the aim is to cater to all ethnicities would seem sensi-
ble. Selecting a 90-deg arrangement could also increase the 
chance of this type of arrangement to be used by individuals 
to sit alone, as “people tend to feel uncomfortable when they 
sit face-to-face with a stranger, and will twist around or sit 
sideways to avoid eye contact”(PPS 2008a).

The VPS confirmed the value of tables for leisure, social 
and individual activities of diverse groups. Tables have 
been neglected in public street furniture designs as they are 
mostly associated with commercial areas. Survey responses 
also suggest that seating should not be placed face-to-face 
unless there is a table between them (Fig. 17).

Discussion

The observations confirmed the importance of business 
activities in people’s decisions on where to sit (Jacobs 1993; 
Mehta 2013). Placing preferred seating arrangements close 
to businesses that support social activity increases the poten-
tial that they will be used. This research found some busi-
ness activities to be more relevant to social activities than 
others; an example of this is the attractiveness of affordable 
eating places for Māori and Pacific Islanders. Through the 
VPS we understand the seating types preferred by these eth-
nic groups for social activities. Placing comfortable areas 
to sit, located close to activity supporting businesses along 

Fig. 14  Preferred seating situations over different shop frontage types
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sidewalks, could increase the length of time people from 
different cultural backgrounds spend on sidewalks.

Confirming the earlier work of Parham (1992, 2012), this 
project has found that the relationship between design and 
food-oriented social practices contributes to convivial and 
vibrant urban places. Seating arrangements, including tables, 
placed in close proximity to bakeries and takeaway food 
outlets was seen to increase stationary and social activities 
along sidewalks. Therefore, placing larger seating arrange-
ments adjacent to affordable eating premises such as Asian 
or Pacific Island takeaways could create circumstances that 
would support the social activities of these groups.

Many of the preferred seating arrangements have large 
footprints, particularly where they include landscaping treat-
ments. Few locations along New Zealand streets are wide 
enough for these types of arrangements. More generous side-
walks could provide opportunities for cafés and other com-
mercial businesses to expand their interior space onto the 
sidewalks than narrow sidewalks. This will in turn increase 
the potential for liveliness and sociability along the street.

Some design variables related to seating on sidewalks 
can be confidently applied as they are universally liked; 
for example, landscape buffers could be added behind or 
in front of seating, and sidewalk widths could be increased 
by narrowing spaces designated for vehicular traffic and 
car parks. Unfortunately, relationships between seating 
and business activities are not entirely straightforward 
as businesses are constantly changing. This presents a 
real challenge to public space managers wishing to foster 
synergies. Committing a socio-petal seating arrangement 
with a large footprint close to a takeaway food establish-
ment could see its potential as a social space dwindle with 
changing business profiles. Similarly, businesses could 
design and manage their frontages in ways that conflict 
with people’s social or lingering needs. One suggestion 
here is movable seating, which offers choice, comfort and 
flexibility in use. These have for some time been recog-
nised as a highly desirable public space attribute (Whyte 
1980). Such seating is also less expensive in comparison 
with fixed benches. On the down side there is also a risk 

Fig. 15  Repeated Measures Analysis was utilized to measure differ-
ence among three levels of visual permeability.1: shop with opaque 
and dark windows, 2: shop with partly opaque and partly visually 
permeable windows and 3: shop with all windows visually perme-
able (By the Wilk’s Lambda test, there was a significant difference 

in mean preference for sitting in front of shops with three levels of 
visual permeability (Wilk’s, F(2,175) = 23.803, p = .000). However, 
there was no difference in this preference by ethnic groups (Wilk’s, 
F(8, 350) =.712, p = .681))
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Fig. 16  Preference for different type of seating arrangements for individual (top-right) and social activities (bottom-right) by different ethnic groups
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that movable chairs disappear from sidewalks over time 
(PPS 2008a).

Another possible avenue for enhancing the attractiveness 
of streets to social activities could be by managing the busi-
ness activities along each street block (Lesan and Gjerde 
2015). Many councils have established a business develop-
ment manager role to help foster new commercial activities. 
This role could proactively target opportunities for new busi-
nesses to establish in within close proximity to seating and 
other street furniture where there is evidence that co-location 
can lead to positive synergies. This research provides such 
evidence. Seating and business activities should be man-
aged in relation to one another; addressing one without 
considering another could diminish the desirability of each 
to users. It is recognised that there are significant political 
and economic barriers to managing private business enter-
prises, even if the aim is to create a more socially attractive 
outcome. This is one important dimension distinguishing 
between private shopping malls and public streets.

Conclusion

This research examined public seating placement and 
arrangements to find how they are associated with people’s 
stationary and social activities. We were also interested to 
understand any differences or similarities in seating prefer-
ence between people from the four main ethnic groups in 
New Zealand. The principal conclusions correspond well 

with theories linking behaviour to spatial design character-
istics. The findings confirm the important role businesses 
play in stimulating use of public seating. Benches should be 
located to provide visual access to activities, but somewhat 
separated from traffic and crowds. The study found that seat-
ing preferences of the four ethnicities are in many ways simi-
lar. In almost all conditions, people preferred to sit parallel 
to the footpath rather than perpendicular where they might 
feel vulnerable to those approaching from behind. While the 
preference for short and tall planting along the edge differed 
from one case to the other, in all conditions participants pre-
ferred to have landscaping along sidewalks. Therefore, urban 
designers should be mindful of how seating is located rela-
tive to other street amenities and physical artefacts. In addi-
tion to the type of businesses, the ways in which they man-
age and design their frontage can also influence preference 
and use. In general, participants favoured more ordered shop 
and café frontages compared to those that spread out onto 
the footpath. The type of activity (whether it is dynamic or 
sedentary) that seating looks out onto is important as well; 
people had lower preferences for seating that faces directly 
onto other sedentary activities, e.g. another bench or café 
activities. Figure 18 shows the characteristics of preferred 
seating situations.

There were no differences between ethnic groups in their 
preferences for seating arrangement types while seated 
alone. However, preferences for different seating arrange-
ments did vary between ethnic groups and this could be 
traced to the sizes of groups. Figure 19 shows the type of 

Fig. 17  Top row: preferred types of seating arrangements for individual activities, in descending order left to right. Bottom row: preferred types 
of seating arrangements for social activities, in descending order left to right
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seating arrangements that could be placed on sidewalks in 
order to accommodate both group and individual activities. 
Seating in socio-fugal, linear arrangements should be placed 
in an appropriate distance from each other so that they can 
encourage individual use. The socio-fugal seating type and 
the seating arrangement around a table is preferred for the 
leisure and social activities of individuals and groups. More-
over, placing seating with a 90-deg orientation on footpaths 
would be beneficial among a diverse range of cultures for 
social activities.

The paper makes the case for evidence-based research 
to inform the design of public spaces, including the most 
common—the sidewalks of public streets. Through empiric 

studies such as this the preferences of people from different 
ethnic cultural backgrounds can be identified. The decisions 
and choices urban planners and designers make on footpath 
furniture greatly influence users’ preference and use. Design 
that seeks to support these preferences, particularly when 
they overlap between groups can help public spaces become 
more sociable for a wider range of cultural backgrounds.
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