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THE POTENTIAL OF 
INTERVENTION 



WHAT ARE WE 
TALKING ABOUT? 



PUBLIC SPACE



CONTENT 
GOOD DESIGN 
IS A NICE TO 
HAVE

IMAGE CREDIT: NOGAS 1974



A THIRD 
PLACE 

Safe 
At Home 
Known 
Familiair 
Invite 
As long as you like 
Whatever you want 
Around the corner 
Relevant



THE 
PROBLEM 

The public domain increasingly 
becomes the exclusive territory of 
those who have.



THE 
SOLUTION 

Reopen the public domain for  
all - using public program to do so.



OKAY 
HOW DO WE 

DO THAT? 



FIVE PILLARS 



PEOPLE 
PLACES 

EXPERIENCE 
PROGRAMMABILITY 

FUTURE



PEOPLE Who are we dealing with? 
No assumptions 
Investigate 
Connect



PEOPLE GIVE 
MEANING TO 

PLACES

QUOTE CREDIT: IVAN REIS - BSUR



PLACES Turn anywhere into somewhere 
Communities compete 
Icons create mental addresses 
Places facilitate reasons to stay



THE PLACE IS 
ALWAYS PART OF 

THE STORY
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Pyramid of needs in public space. Based on, among others: Alfonzo, M. A. (2005). To walk 
or not to walk? The hierarchy of walking needs. Environment and Behavior, 37(6), 808.

Engagement

Comfort

Safety and security

Utility

Access

Pyramid for the design 
of public spaces

Skorupka has translated Maslow’s 
pyramid into a model for the design 
of public spaces. ‘Our pyramid 
has the following levels: Access 
(level 0), Utility (level 1), Safety & 
security (level 2), Comfort (level 
3) and Engagement (level 4).’ To 
create a vital third place you need 
to take all these different levels into 
consideration.

 ‘How does 
  a building 
  meet the 
  street? That 
  transition  
  is very  
  important.’

Access

Let’s start with Level 0: access. 
Skorupka: ‘A space has to be 
accessible, in various ways: phys-
ically, visually and symbolically. 
I’m primarily interested in symbolic 
accessibility. Do you feel welcome 
somewhere; do you have to pay; 
do the people who share the same 
space make you feel welcome?’

Synergy between 
Spaces

Skorupka emphasizes the impor-
tance of accessibility of a building 
at the street level. We need to 
specifically focus at the interface 
between ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ of 
a building, on how it meets the 
street. It is there that you can 
invite people into the space. How 
is the visual connection, where are 
the entrances, and how do you 
connect these to the street and 
the city?’

The City at Eye Level

‘An interesting publication is The 
City at Eye Level. This was initiated 
by Stipo, a Dutch organization. 
A number of professionals around 
the world work with these topics 
and share best practices with regard 
to placemaking. The quality of 
public space is the backbone of 
a sustainable city. Great streets, 
places where you intuitively want 
to stay longer, human scale and 
interaction between buildings and 
streets, ownership by users, place-
making and good plinths: all that 
matters. You have to turn streets, 
squares and other areas into places 
where people feel at home and want 
to stay. Buildings should contrib-
ute to the quality of public space, 
especially with active ground floors. 
Inviting plinths add value to their 
surroundings and give people a 
feeling of safety and belonging.’

Design as an Invitation

What matters is that you don’t lose 
sight of the human dimension, 
Skorupka argues. ‘People should 
be able to find their way and they 
should like coming somewhere. 
As long as people have reference 
points at eye level and are able to 
see the city at their own height, they 
will feel comfortable and welcome.

Such an invitation is important and 
design plays a prominent role in it. 
An interior can be inviting or off-put-
ting. My own research for example 
showed that people experience 
‘solid’ doors as less inviting than 
transparent doors. Aesthetics make 
us feel connected with a building or 
space and make us want to come 
again.’

Utility

Besides accessibility Skorupka 
argues that it is crucial for a space 
to be useful. Or, in other words, that 

a place gives people reasons for 
visiting it. This is level 1. Reasons 
to visit can be activities such as 
shopping for food, or going to work. 
A mix of functions creates the base 
for these activities. There has to be 
a critical mass of people that uses 
the public space. 

 ‘People need 
  a reason to 
  visit a public  
  place.’

Affordance
‘Donald Norman, professor of 
cognitive science and author of the 
book The Psychology of Everyday 
Things uses the term ‘affordance’. 
To what activity or experience does 
the physical environment invite 
people? A table, for instance, has 
affordance, or invites you to eat, 
but you can also sit or dance on 
it, or use it for drawing. And you 
can gather round it and meet new 
people. If we design something, we 
must first of all ask ourselves what 
would the design invite people to 
do. Take sun beds, for example. It 
is difficult for seniors to sit down in 
these and when they do, they can’t 
get back up. To older people sun 
beds don’t have that affordance.’

Safety & Security

According to Skorupka, however, 
you can only invite people to 
come in if they feel safe enough to 
take up on that invitation. ‘It then 
proceeds to level 2: safety and 
security. The social dimension of 
a space, according to Skorupka, 
affects people’s feeling of safety 
and security. ‘We assess a public 
space in a split second: is it light 
and is there no crime?’ Visibility 
also plays a role. How much can 

you see of your surroundings and 
of the different spaces? If there are 
many spaces you can’t see or that 
you don’t have access to, it makes 
people feel insecure.’

Map Remote Spaces

You can map the configuration of 
a space with the use of a so-called 
Space Syntax. Skorupka uses it 
often: ‘You then see which areas 
are related or integrated with each 
other. And which ones are remote. 
Users experience these “remote 
spaces” as uninviting.’ 

Traffic Determines 
Where You Go

The amount of traffic in an area also 
contributes to the feeling of being 
uninvited. Skorupka: ‘In a city, 
traffic is one of the major causes 
of fatal accidents. Traffic can also 
consciously or unconsciously raise 
barriers in the route you want to 
take. Car traffic influences both 
pedestrian and bike flows nega-
tively. So it is extremely important 
to take these things into account 
when you design a public space.

 ‘We assess a 
  public space 
  in a split  
  second: is it 
  safe?’

Narrow Street

In addition to these universal 
aspects of socio-spatial perception, 
there are also cultural aspects. 
Skorupka is cautious about these: 
‘It is short-sighted to generalize. 
But we know that people from 
different cultures experience and 
use public spaces differently. 

Gender also plays a huge role. Let 
me take myself as an example. This 
morning I walked to work. I was 
walking through a narrow street. In 
the middle, there were four men. 
I had to go straight through that 
group and it made me feel uncom-
fortable. If it had been four women, I 
would still have had to walk straight 
through, but it would not have 
felt the same. Perhaps it would 
have been less threatening. Based 
on existing studies, we know for 
example that people from Western 
cultures experience spaces as safer 
when there are more women and 
children.’

Origin and Gender

‘In some non-Western cultures, men 
are out in public more often than 
women are. You also see this in 
Western countries in areas with many 
immigrants. If someone is afraid to 
visit that neighbourhood, it is too 
easy to say that this is due to the 
origin of the immigrants. But often 
it is not about ethnicity, but about 
gender imbalance. This is an inter-
esting aspect when we think about 
third places. People differ from each 
other and that can cause discomfort. 
I don’t think that is necessarily a 
bad thing. It is rather something to 
keep in mind as we design public 
spaces.’

Comfort

Comfort is often about the physical 
environment. Comfortable furniture, 
for instance. ‘How you arrange 
seating furniture affects how people 
have contact with each other. The 
type of furniture has a huge impact 
on the social dimension of the 
space. 

IMAGE CREDIT: ALFONSO (2005) / OTHERS / SKORUPKA

PIRAMIDE 
OF NEEDS 
IN PUBLIC 

SPACE 



EXPERIENCE We live in a experience economy 
Memory has become a product 
Want to stay relevant? 
Collect experiences



PEOPLE DON’T 
BUY PRODUCTS, 

THEY BUY 
MEMORIES

QUOTE CREDIT: JOE PINE, JAMES GILMORE



A PROGRAM attracts 
adds relevance 
creates experiences 
brings people together



DESIGN FOR 
PROGRAMMABILITY

QUOTE CREDIT: JOE PINE



FUTURE Virtuality meets reality 
New references 
New expectations 
Layering



PEOPLE 
PLACES 

EXPERIENCE 
PROGRAMMABILITY 

FUTURE



LOCALISM 



RECAP 



CONTENT

IMAGE CREDIT: NOGAS 1974

+ CONTEXT
GOOD DESIGN 
IS A NEED TO 
HAVE



PUBLIC 
SPACES



CHECKLIST You know your users. 
You create mental addresses. 
It’s free accessible. 
You create meaningful experiences. 
You mix relevant programming. 
You merge public and commercial. 
It’s future proof. 
You put mental health first.



IT WILL 
BECOME

Informal 
Inspiring 
Personal 
Attractive 
Relevant  
A somewhere rather than an anywhere 
A place to stay



3RD4ALL 
PLACES FOR YOUNG 

AUDIENCES  
SOCIAL CEMENT   

IN A VITAL SOCIETY



Continue talking? 
Welcome! 
aat@aatvos.com 
www.aatvos.com 
www.3rd4all.com 
Image credits 
Aga Skorupka 
Creative Commons 
Marco Heyda 
Jan Willem v Bruggen

THANK YOU

mailto:aat@aatvos.com
http://www.aatvos.com
http://www.3rd4all.com


HOW TO 
CREATE A 

RELEVANT 
PUBLIC 
SPACE


