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Abstract  
 
Supervisory Committee  

Dr. Domenico Bentanzo,  
Supervisor  

Dr. Pamela Shaw,   
Departmental Member  

 
This research project is an exploratory assessment of the design and use of 

public space. Specifically, it explores both the design elements and use of an 

existing public space the Diana Krall Plaza in the City of Nanaimo, British 

Columbia. This study employs the perspectives and methodologies of minds like 

Jane Jacobs, William H. Whyte, and Jan Gehl to establish a systemized method 

of understanding and observing how people experience space. This research 

utilizes replicable assessment criteria which was informed by pervious public 

space - public life studies. The objectives of this research project are to (1) to 

develop criteria for evaluating public space, and (2) to acquire tangible and 

systemized knowledge of how people interact with Diana Krall Plaza based on 

analysis, not assumption. 
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Chapter 1 | Introduction  
 

Most people use and enjoy public space on a daily basis and it is in fact 

an integral part of how we allocate the land in our communities. Although public 

space is all around us, there are many different definitions of public space. In 

general, public space is seen as social space, which is accessible to the general 

public and has been defined by many organizations, The American Planning 

Association suggests: 

 
A public space may be a gathering spot or part of a neighborhood, 

downtown, special district, waterfront or other area within the public 

realm that helps promote social interaction and a sense of community. 

Possible examples may include such spaces as plazas, town squares, 

parks, marketplaces, public commons and malls, public greens, piers, 

special areas within convention centers or grounds, sites within public 

buildings, lobbies, concourses, or public spaces within private buildings. 

 

 This research project is an exploratory assessment of the design and use of 

public space. Specifically, it will explore both the design elements and use of an 

existing public space the Diana Krall Plaza in the City of Nanaimo, British 

Columbia. The plaza is situated in the heart of the historic downtown core of 

Nanaimo, abutting Commercial Street, which was named the best street in 

Canada in 2011 by the Canadian Institute of Planners. Given the recent prestige 

and historical significance of Commercial Street, a thriving public space would be 

an asset to both the public realm and the business’ success surrounding the 

plaza.  This project will explore design elements and other factors which may be 

inspiring the use of the plaza, or on the other hand, deterring people from 

choosing to spend their leisure time in the plaza. The project aims to provide 

statistical information regarding the use of the plaza as well as an insight into the 

design elements which may be either helping or hindering its use.  
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Figure 2: Demonstrates the three dominant major access points to Diana Krall Plaza. 
Front St., Museum Way and Commercial St. 

Figure 1: Highlights the location Diana Krall Plaza in the downtown core. 
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1.1  Purpose of Research  
 

“Public space- public life studies provide knowledge about physical 

frameworks as well as how people use them. The purpose of conducting these 

studies is to improve the physical conditions for people in cities by acquiring 

specific knowledge about individual public spaces and how they are used.” (Gehl, 

J., Svarre, B. 2013, p.125) As Gehl and Svarre acknowledge the ultimate 

purpose of this research project is to understand how Diana Krall plaza is 

currently being used as a public space, and to determine if there are any areas in 

which the use of the space could be improved. Due to the inherent complexities 

of public space, this research project has been broken into three key components 

that will inform the study as a whole.  

 

The first aspect of this project is to analyze best practice urban design 

principles to determine which design components make a place successful, and 

alternatively, the aspects that deter people from using a public space. This will be 

done through a comprehensive literature review on best practices for urban 

design and placemaking.  

 

The second aspect of this project is to explore methods of public space 

analysis, to develop the necessary metrics and tools to accurately assess Diana 

Krall Plaza. This will be done through a comprehensive literature review of 

previous public space-public life studies. 

 

The third component of this research project is the direct observation and 

analysis of the plaza using the developed metrics and tools. They will be applied 

through active observation of the plaza over the month of October 2017. The 

goal in doing so is to gain statistical insights into how the plaza is being used on 

a daily basis rather than making assumptions of how the space is being used. 

This plaza was selected as the case study for this research project because it 

has been viewed as a failed space by many stakeholders in the City of Nanaimo 
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for many years. The acquisition of tangible and systemized knowledge of how 

people interact with Diana Krall Plaza will provide an understanding of how the 

space is being used based analysis, not assumption.  

 

Overall, this project seeks to illustrate methods and tools for public space 

analysis, as well as highlighting what the ‘best practices’ are for designing the 

public realm. Ultimately, this project will result in an understanding of how 

existing design elements of Diana Krall Plaza may be influencing how people 

view and fundamentally use the space.  

 
1.2 Research Approach  
 

This project grew out of my personal frustration surrounding failed public 

spaces in the North American context. Having spent many years of my life 

traveling the world and living in countries such as India and Switzerland, I have 

become increasingly frustrated with the public realm component of cities in North 

America, particularly in my home town of Nanaimo B.C. Over the years, I have 

watched as the City of Nanaimo attempted to revitalize the historical downtown 

core. Some revitalization strategies have been successful, while other efforts 

have gone seemingly unnoticed. Diana Krall plaza is in the heart of the historical 

downtown core but currently lacks the vibrancy and life that I have experience in 

public plazas abroad.  

 

How people view and interact with the built environment is very complex 

and dynamic. Understanding the planning theories relating to sense of place, 

placemaking, and best practices for urban design will establish a solid basis from 

which to analyze how the built form is contributing to the success or failure of 

Diana Krall Plaza. This project seeks to understand what is happening in the 

plaza, how the space is used, and the plaza’s strengths, weaknesses, 

opportunities and threats. To understand this, I used an in-depth approach to 
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data collection. I looked to urban design literature on post-occupancy evaluations 

to structure my methodology, in order to have a comprehensive understanding of 

the usage of the plaza.  

 

I am approaching this project as an exploratory public space assessment, 

seeking to establish the best practices for assessing public space as well as 

visually portraying the outcomes of the assessment. There have been efforts in 

the past, to stimulate more activity in the plaza. Some of these efforts range from 

design charrettes, food trucks and picnic table to the installation of a large TV on 

the inward facing side of The Port Theater. Yet, many of these efforts to stimulate 

use went unnoticed for the most part. There have been no physical changes to 

the plaza based on the outcomes of the charrettes, the food trucks are gone 

along with the picnic tables and the TV was used during the 2010 Vancouver 

Olympic and disappeared shortly after. It is for these reason I chose to focus my 

efforts on simply understanding the use of the plaza.  The reader should be 

made aware that this research project is focused on developing metrics and 

methods of understanding public spaces, rather than generating design 

interventions or solutions for public space.  

 
1.3 Organization of Report 
 

Chapter 2 focuses on urban design and placemaking literature with 

reference to the different design elements which contribute to how people 

perceive and understand space. Chapter 3 discusses previous public space and 

public life studies, which will serve as the theoretical and methodological 

foundation of this project. Chapter 4 describes the overall methodological 

approach, data collection, and analysis processes of this public space study. 

Chapter 5 provides an analysis of the results and key findings from the data 

collected in the field. Finally, Chapter 6 discusses the key themes which emerged 
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from the research and their potential implications on the future of Diana Krall 

Plaza in Nanaimo, B.C.  

 

 

 

Chapter 2 | Literature Review | Part One 
Influencing Aspects of Successful Public Spaces 
 

2.1 Introduction  
 

Since the purpose of this major project is to understand public space, it is 

important to understand the ‘best practice’ elements which go into creating a 

successful space. This section is focused around the design elements which 

influence how people view and respond to spaces. The focus of this section is to 

review key design principles which can have a heavy impact on the success or 

failure of a public space, be it a plaza, square or street. The following sections 

touch on: the social dimension of space, the experience of space, as well as how 

inclusive designs can influence how space is viewed/used.  
 

 

2.2 The Social Dimension of Space  
 
 Human perception and interaction with space is an integral factor in 

determining the perceived success or failure of that space.  Hence, 

understanding the interactive relationship between people and the built 

environment is an essential component of determining the success of urban 

design. Carmona (2010 p.133) suggests the “consideration of the relationship 

between people and their environments starts with architectural or environmental 

determinism, where the physical environment has a determining influence on 
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human behaviour.” If what Carmona is suggesting holds true, the built 

environment can play a significant role in determining how people behave in a 

given environment. A well designed built environment could stimulate positive 

behaviors whereas a poorly designed one could lead too negative or nuisance 

behaviours.  

 

 If the behavioural decisions a person makes within a given environment are 

determined by the built form of the environment, when designing the built 

environment, basic human needs should be made a priority in the design. 

Maslow’s (1968) work on human motivations suggested that there are five basic 

human needs:  

 
§ Physiological needs - for warmth and comfort 

§ Safety and security needs - to feel safe from harm 

§ Affiliation needs - to belong – to a community or group 

§ Esteem needs - to feel valued by others 

§ Self-actualization - for artistic expression and fulfilment. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 A successfully planned environmental space should take into account basic 

Figure 3: Maslow’s Hierarchy of basic human needs.  
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human needs. It is unrealistic for a public space to meet all of these needs, but it 

provides a good starting point for designing spaces that focus on human needs.  

 

  Many community planners and urban designers are very optimistic about 

the effects that an exceptional built form can have to achieve alluring outcomes. 

Ford (2000, p.199) argues that writers such as Jane Jacobs and William H Whyte 

(allegedly) believed that: “good streets, sidewalks, parks, and other public spaces 

bring out the best in human nature and provide a setting for a civil and courteous 

society. Everything will be fine if we can just design it right.” This suggests that if 

a space is designed well to incorporate the needs of people that people will self-

monitor - good design stimulates good behaviour; “If benches are provided, 

vagrants might sleep on them, but if benches were not provided, vagrants could 

not sleep on them but neither could people sit on them. Urban design should 

provide rather than deny choices” (Carmona 2010 p.135). 

 

 

2.3 The Experience of Space  
 
 Over the years many academics and researchers have sought to 

understand how people experience space. This research falls into various  

academic fields such as Anthropology, Sociology, Psychology, and Urban 

Design. This section will highlight some of the key insights into the factors which 

enhance how people experience space. 

 

 Although the hierarchy of basic human needs is important to understand 

human motivations, it is too broad to use to assess how people experience 

space. It is for this reason Nasar (1998) sought to understand how both the 

aesthetic and environmental elements affect how people evaluate space. Nasar 

(1998, p.62-73) found that people evaluated their spaces based on some broad 

criteria and determined five attributes of liked environments:  
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§ Naturalness – environments that are natural or where there is a 

predominance of natural over built elements  

§ Upkeep/civilities – environments that appear to be looked after or 

cared for  

§ Openness and defined space – the blending of defined open 

spaces with panoramas and vistas of pleasant elements 

§ Historical significance/content – environments that provoke 

favourable associations 

§ Order- organization, coherence, congruity, legibility, clarity 

 

These five attributes of liked environments play a significant role in the way 

people view and receive public space. For the most part, “aesthetic appreciation 

of the urban environment is primarily visual and kinaesthetic (through 

movement). Experiencing urban environment is, nonetheless, multi-sensory- 

hearing, smelling, and tactility can be more important than vision.” (Carmona, 

2010 p.169).  

 

 There has also been a lot of work done by both the American Planning 

Association and the Project for Public Spaces to try to understand what facilitates 

a successful public space. The American Planning Association has simplified the 

characteristic of great public spaces into 8 key factors: 

1. Promotes human contact and social activities. 

2. Is safe, welcoming, and accommodating for all users. 

3. Has design and architectural features that are visually interesting. 

4. Promotes community involvement. 

5. Reflects the local culture or history. 

6. Relates well to bordering uses. 

7. Is well maintained. 

8. Has a unique or special character. 

 

Project for Public spaces has a much shorter list of the basic characteristics of 

public space which include: 
1. Sociability  
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2. Uses and activities  

3. Comfort and Image  

4. Access and linkages  

 

Although the work of Nasar, the American Planning Association and 

Project for Public Spaces resulted in different outcomes, there are many 

commonalities in their lists requirements for public spaces. Overall people desire 

protection from environmental factors be it cars, noise, or weather as well as an 

aesthetically pleasing place where they are inspired to “walk, stand, sit, look, 

speak, listen and express themselves.” (Gehl, J., Svarre, B. 2013, p.104) 

 
 

 2.3.1  Visual Elements  
 

  The first way in which people experience space is through the 

visual dimension.  How visually appealing a space is, is greatly associated 

with how we view our cities or public open space. Our “Visual- aesthetic 

appreciation of urban environments is a product of the perception and 

cognition- that is what stimuli we perceive and how we process, interpret, 

judge and feel about the information gathered. It is inseparable from, and 

significantly influenced by how we feel about a particular environment- 

whether we care about it- and what that environment means to us – 

whether we value it.” (Carmona, 2010 p.169). “Most of what we take in 

visually is at eye-level, and in relation to buildings, it is primarily the ground 

level that catches our eye. Numerous studies have pointed to edges, the 

transition between building and public space, as significant for how many 

activities take place.” (Gehl, J., Svarre, B. 2013, p.104). Studies show “in 

front of active open facades there was a noticeable tendency for 

pedestrians to slow down and turn their heads towards the façade, and they 

stopped frequently. In front of the closed facades sections the walking 

tempo was markedly higher, and there were fewer turned heads and stops.” 
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(Gehl, 2013, p.79) This suggest that a successful public space would be 

visually appealing with soft edges or open facades which invite people to 

slow down and enjoy the visual stimulation a space offers.  

 

 2.3.2  Human Scale  
 

Public spaces can also be viewed through volumetric qualities, or 

scale. It is the volumetric qualities of space that affect how we move 

through spaces. Three major space defining or enclosing elements exist- 

the surrounding structures (the walls to the space); the floor; and the 

imaginary sphere of the sky overhead, which, Zucker (1960) argued, was 

perceived as three to four times the height of the tallest building.  

 

“For decades the human dimension has been overlooked and a 

haphazardly addressed urban planning topic, while many other issues, 

such as accommodating the rocketing rise in car traffic, have come more 

strongly into focus. In addition, the dominant planning ideologies –

modernism in particular- have specifically put a low priority on public 

space, pedestrianism and the role of city space as a meeting place for 

urban dwellers.” (Gehl, 2013, p.1). It is through this process that the 

knowledge of how to design for the pedestrian experience was lost. It is 

for this reason that it is often found to be true that “the scale of a city 

space is much too large relative to the movement possibilities and senses 

of humans.” (Gehl, J., Svarre, B. 2013, p.108). Dysfunctional city spaces 

are one of the few reasons that, “humanistic city planning has become an 

academic field with theories, knowledge, methods and many visible 

results. (Gehl, J., Svarre, B. 2013, p.159). The academic literature on 

humanistic planning has led to numerous spaces around the world being 

rejuvenated through the human-oriented rescaling of the public realm.  
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 2.3.3  Environmental Elements  
 

The natural environment plays a vital role in how people experience 

space. “If it is too cold, too hot or too wet, outdoor activities are reduced or 

rendered impossible.” (Gehl, 2013, p.21). It is because of the basic human 

desire to be comfortable and protected from the elements that “outdoor 

activities that are particularly dependent on the quality of the outdoor 

spaces …[ especially] optional, recreation activities” (Gehl, 2011, p.33). 

People’s desire to be protected from the elements is the reason Whyte 

(1980, p.460) suggested that with “the use of glass canopies or small 

pavilions, semi outdoor spaces could be created that would be useable in 

all but the worst weather conditions.”  

 

 Although there are times people may seek refuge from the sun, the 

sun actually plays a huge role when it comes to lighting a space. William H. 

Whyte (1980, p.42) felt very strongly that when creating a public space or 

plaza “the more access to sun the better, and if there is southern exposure 

it should be made the most of.” Overall, “lighting in a city space has a great 

impact on orientation, security and visual quality in the dark hours.” (Gehl, 

2013, p.180). While the natural lighting of a space is important “artificial 

lighting can make a positive contribution to the character and utility of urban 

spaces” (Carmona, 2010 p.229). 

 

Just as the quality of lighting within a space is important, the 

landscaping of that space is just as important “well-designed landscaping 

adds quality, visual interest and color to development, [whereas] poorly 

designed landscaping detracts from otherwise well designed 

developments.” (Carmona, 2010 p.198). Landscaping can also do a good 

job of bringing a human element into the environment. “Trees and other 

vegetation also add a sense of human scale, providing a contrast with, and 

a foil to, hard urban landscapes. They also express the changing of 
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seasons, and enhancing temporal legibility.” (Carmona, 2010 p.198). “In 

addition to their immediate aesthetic qualities, the green elements in the city 

have a symbolic value. The presence of green elements passes on a 

message about recreation, introspection, beauty, sustainability and the 

diversity of nature.” (Gehl, 2013, p.180) 

 

 2.3.4  Street Furniture  
 

Street furniture can play a significant role in the overall experience 

of a space. “People needing to stay for any length of time in city spaces 

find it tiring to stand and will look for somewhere to sit.” (Gehl, 2013, 

p.140). The street furniture, and the quality of finishing selected speaks to 

the identity and character of the area. “The most popular plazas tend to 

have considerably more sitting space then less well-used ones.” (Whyte, 

1980, p.27) With that being said, it is important to understand that street 

furniture can be both overdone and under done. Gillespies (1995, p.65) 

offers six basics to design principles regarding street furniture: 

 
§ Design to require and to incorporate the minimum of street 

furniture  

§ Whenever possible, integrate and combine elements into a 

single unit  

§ Remove all superfluous pieces of street furniture  

§ Consider street furniture as a family if items, in keeping with 

the quality of the environment and assisting in the unification 

of the urban area to provide a coherent sense of Identity  

§ Position street furniture to help create and delineate space  

§ Locate street furniture so as not to impede pedestrian or 

vehicular traffic or ‘desire lines’ 

 
“Ideally, sitting should be physically comfortable- benches with 

backrests, well contoured chairs. It is more important however that it be 
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socially comfortable. This means choice: sitting up front, in the back, to the 

side, in the sun, in the shade, in groups, off alone.” (Whyte, 1980, p.28) “The 

example of the private living room in the home can serve as a model for the 

integration of activities on any other scale. In the living room all members of 

the family can be occupied with various activities at the same time, but 

individual activities and people can function together.” (Gehl, 2011, p.107). 

The key to furnishing a successful place is options, for example, “movable 

chairs provide flexibility to users, who can move them around to make the 

most out of the site, climate and view. The freedom to move chairs around 

provides a valuable opportunity in itself to arrange the social space needed 

for specific situations.” (Gehl, 2013, p.144). It is for these reasons that street 

furniture is an integral part of the experience of a space, and it is key to 

provide both adequate opportunity to sit, as well as allowing people the 

flexibly of choosing to sit where they are socially and physically comfortable.  

 

 2.3.5  Movement Throughout Space   

 
 How you move through a space can play a key role in informing the 

overall experience of a space. Project for public spaces (2000) identifies 

four key attributes of successful places: comfort and image; access and 

linkages; uses and activity; and sociability. Two of their key attributes of 

public space involve movement which they refer to as access and linkages 

as well as uses and activity. “Movement is fundamental to understanding 

how places function. Pedestrian flows through public space are both at the 

heart of the urban experience and important in generating life and activity.” 

(Carmona, 2010 p.201). Successful places are often referred to as spaces 

of activity, which includes spaces where people can sit and people watch, 

spaces of activity and in general the presence of people within a space. “If a 

space is well-located within the local movement system, then upgrading the 

space and environmental improvements is likely to have a major impact on 

the density of its use.” (Carmona, 2010 p.207). Understanding the flow and 
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linkages of space is fundamental for the use and design of the space. 

 2.3.6  Concluding the Experience of Space   
 

 There are very obvious links between these different criteria of public 

space. It is evident that successful places offer a space where people can 

come together and socialize while participating in different activities. Jan 

Gehl (2013, p.140) concluded that “in short, general requirements for a 

good place to sit are a pleasant microclimate, good placement preferably at 

the edge of a space with your back covered, a good view, an appropriately 

low noise level to allow for conversation, and no pollution. If the place offers 

special attractions such as water, trees, flowers, fine space, good 

architecture, and art works, the individual wants a good view of them. At the 

same time an individual wants a good view of life and people at the site”. As 

we create, enhance and rehabilitate the public spaces throughout our cities, 

we need to ensure that they are visually appealing, designed to be human 

scaled with natural elements throughout, complete with seating options 

which do not interfere with the movement through-out the space.  

 

 

2.4  Inclusive Design  
 
 A successful public space is an inclusive space. Since public spaces are 

community assets, everyone residing in the community should be able to access 

these spaces. Keates and Clarkson (2004, p.19-32) created a list of arguments 

to determine if a space can be considered to be an inclusive design. These 

arguments include:  

 
§ The societal argument -  reflecting the need to cater for the changing nature 

of many societies, for example in Western Europe, where populations are 

aging, where those with disabilities are now fully integrated into the society 
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and encouraged to lead active lives, and where technology is needed to live 

such lives is becoming ever more complex.  

§ The sociological argument – born from a population that is more 

demanding and less willing to accept sub-standard conditions as the norm: 

for example, under-investment in local parks or poorly managed public realm. 

§ The self-interest argument -  most people at some point in their lifetime will 

experience a reduction in their functional capacity  

§ The legal argument- governments around the world are responding to these 

ethical arguments by putting in place regulatory regimes that strive to combat 

exclusion.  

§ The financial argument – the way the build environment is designed has a 

major impact on the available pool of costumers and employees in which 

companies have access, and the degree to which they can retain them 

across their lifespan. 

§ The good design argument – inclusive design is by its very nature user-

centered and this responsiveness to user needs is a hallmark of good urban 

design.  

 

 “If urban design is about making better places for people, then the ‘people’ 

referred to are all the potential users of the built environment- old/young, 

rich/poor, male/female, those able-bodied and those with disabilities, the ethnic 

majority and ethnic minorities. Just as good urban design is sustainable, so is it 

equitable and, thereby, inclusive. For large sections of society, however, the day 

to day reality is often very different.” (Carmona, 2010 p.158). For a space to be 

inclusive to all, it has to meet the needs of all using a space not just a particular 

user group or groups. As explained by Sawyer and Bright (2008: 3) the US-

based Centre for Universal Design requires that inclusive environments need to 

be barrier- free for all, in order to do this the design of spaces needs to be: 

 
§ Equitable- the design should be useable by people with diverse abilities and 

should appeal to all users  

§ Flexible – the design should cater for a wide range of individual preferences 

and abilities  
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§ Simple and intuitive – use of the design should be easy to understand, 

regardless of experience, knowledge, language skills or current concentration 

level. 

§ Perceptible – the design communicates necessary information effectively to 

user, regardless of ambient condition or the user’s sensory abilities 

§ Tolerance for error – the design minimizes hazards and the adverse 

consequences of accidental or unintended actions  

§ Low physical effort – the design can be used efficiently and comfortably with 

a minimum of fatigue.  

§ Size and space approach use- appropriate size and space is provided for 

approach, reach, manipulation and use, regardless of the user’s body size, 

posture or mobility.” 

 

If the design of a space does not meet all of these criteria for barrier free design 

in some way or another the design is excluding one or multiple user groups from 

the space. 
 
 

2.4.1  Age  
 

 The design process needs to acknowledge the diversity of user needs 

and how they differ - for example: a 2-year-old, a 20-year-old and an 80-

year-old all have very different needs, a public space needs to be designed 

to allow people of all ages to enjoy the space. With that in mind, a single 

solution will not accommodate everyone from newborns and elderly people, 

but the design of spaces need be both flexible in use and enjoyable for 

everyone. 

 

 One of the most commonly excluded groups from public space, which 

is not referred to much, is the young. Young people are heavy users of 

public space, but are commonly excluded from the public realm because 

their behaviour is seen as unappealing by many. For the most part “they are 
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also excluded because of their pastimes, the most written about being 

skateboarding, regarded, by some, as ‘anti-social’ because of the conflict it 

creates with other groups due to the damage of street furniture.” (johns, 

2001). “Rather than positively designing for and managing such activities, 

the more common strategy is to banish such uses to dedicated spaces, and 

to design or police them out of shared spaces” (Carmona, 2010 p.161).  In 

addition to this “children and young people suffer from a mix of invisibility, 

segregation and exclusion. They are, for example, invisible in economically 

dominated town centre regeneration strategies which prioritize commercial 

interests and uses; they are segregated spatially, temporarily and by age 

into designated play areas and supervised activities; and finally they face 

exclusions from public spaces and places through a combination of adult 

fears and complaints, legal controls and dispersal orders.” (Beunderman et 

al, 2007, p.3). For a space to be inclusive to all, it needs to offer something 

for everyone, while not internationally prevent any specific users groups 

from engaging.  

 

 2.4.2  Gender  
 

 The gender perspective greatly affects how people view and use 

space. The majority of traditional public spaces - in western societies - were 

mainly designed by men of European decent. These spaces were designed 

with little thought of how women, or people with different cultural practices 

would use a space. “Women make up over half of the population and, just 

like men, constitute an almost infinitely diverse group about which is difficult 

to generalize” (Carmona, 2010 p.164). Cavanagh suggests that “women 

often have very different lifestyles and patterns of movement to men, 

related to the traditional divisions of labor and the fact that women continue 

to carry greater responsibility for caring for children and the elderly and for 

household tasks” (1998, p.169-71). It is important for city planners to 
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consider all genders when planning any facility as “women are more 

discriminating than men as to where they will sit, more sensitive to 

annoyances, and women spend more time casting various possibilities.” 

(Whyte, 1980, p.18) 
 

2.4.3  Culture  
 

 Another issue surrounding exclusion from public space is due to 

cultural differences and how different cultures use and receive space. “As 

communities have become more ethnically diverse, these notions of 

different cultures colliding in the melting pot of public space can also be 

extended to how different ethnic groups use space, and to concerns that 

these different patterns of use are inadequately recognized in the urban 

design process.” (Carmona, 2010 p.163) Since many urban designers and 

community planners are not well versed in all of the different cultural 

customs and practices around the world, they could be unintentionally 

excluding large portions of the population from a space accidentally. “If 

urban design is to be appropriately responsive to the needs of local 

populations, it is critical to understand the diversity of views and 

perspectives among the minority groups, as well as among the majority 

population.” (Carmona, 2010 p.163). In order to not exclude certain cultures 

from spaces, urban designers and community planners should educate 

themselves on the cultural demographics of their communities, along with 

any cultural views or traditions which may lead to a specific group being 

excluded from a space.  
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 2.4.4  Physical Ability  
 

Physical ability is a common way in which people are excluded 

from spaces. Persons with various disabilities are often excluded from 

space due to lack of consideration. The deaf, blind and physically impaired 

can find it extremely challenging to navigate space, and they are often 

excluded from the design process.  

 

Although designing for all physical abilities can seem burdensome 

at times, barrier free design is often preferred. For example, “Stairs and 

steps definitely represent a genuine physical and psychological challenge 

for pedestrians. If possible pedestrians certainly will avoid them.” (Gehl, 

2013, p.130) “If we consider situations where pedestrians are free to 

choose between ramps and stairs, we see that they clearly prefer ramps. 

Walking rhythm can be maintained if height differences are evened out by 

allowing the terrain to raise and fall slightly or by using ramps” (Gehl, 

2013, p.131). Additionally, “ramps also permit people to maneuver baby 

carriages and wheelchairs more easily.” (Gehl, 2011, p.145). Although 

designing to be inclusive of all physical abilities of those from 8-80 yrs. old 

can be challenging, barrier free inclusive designs offer positive options for 

everyone regardless of ability. 

 

 2.4.5  Safety and Security  

 

 One of the driving forces that determine how to use a space is the 

perceived level of safety within a given space.  “People face a variety of 

threats in the urban environment – crime; ‘street barbarism’; acts of 

terrorism; fast-moving vehicles; natural disasters/ phenomena; and unseen 

problems such as air pollution and water contaminations.” (Carmona, 2010 
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p.147). If people feel that they are susceptible to these threats within public 

space, they will avoid the use of a given space to ensure their safety.  

         

  Coinciding with the fear of victimization is crime, disorder, and 

incivility within the public realm which also plays a huge role in the success 

or failure of a given space. Since crime and disorderly behaviour can both 

have adverse effects on the public realm, it is important to understand both. 

Kelling (1987, p.95) defines disorder as a “condition resulting from 

behaviour that, depending on location, time, and local traditions, is offensive 

in its violation of expectancy for normalcy and peace in community”. 

Likewise, La Grange et al (1992, p.312) define incivilities as “low level 

breaches of community standards that signal an erosion of conventionally 

accepted norms and values”. Jane Jacobs (196, p.39) explains that there 

are different types of incivilities, “there are social incivilities and physical 

incivilities; the presence of vagrants and down-and-outs, for example, is 

physical incivility; ‘aggressive begging’ is social incivility”. Regardless of 

whether it is crime, disorder, or incivility taking place, it provokes anxiety 

and apprehension to those entering the space. Lawson (2007) explains that 

“wherever people collectively inhabit and share a space or territory, rules- 

sometimes formal, but often informal- governs the use of that space” if 

these informal rules are not being met, people will avoid a space altogether. 

“Feeling safe is crucial if we hope to have people embrace city space. In 

general, life and people themselves make the city more inviting and safe in 

terms of both experienced and perceived security.” (Gehl, 2013, p.91) 

 

 2.4.6  Crime Prevention 

  How to prevent crime in the public realm has been an on-going 

conversation in planning literature from many years. In the book Defensible 

Space: Crime prevention through urban design (1972) Oscar Newman 

proposed that cities could be designed in such a way that crime would be 
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reduced. Newman’s theory of defensible space described the relationship 

between environmental variables and behaviors (or crime levels). Newman 

“concluded that higher levels of plaza utilization are associated with the 

combined presence of several variables, including: sittable space, proximity 

to street life, sun, water/fountains, trees and availability of food from street 

venters and cafes” (Groat, L. N., Wang, D.2013). These higher levels of 

plaza usage, ultimately lead to a reduction in crime due to passive 

surveillance.  

     Concurrent with the release of Newman’s work, criminologist C. Ray 

Jeffery released his book Crime Prevention Through Environmental Design 

(CEPTED). Jeffery’s book took a multi-disciplinary approach to deterring 

criminal behavior through environmental design. “The main idea [of 

CEPTED] is that the physical environment can be manipulated to produce 

behavioral effects that would reduce the incidence and fear of crime by 

reducing the propensity of the physical environment to support criminal 

behavior, thereby improving the quality of life” (Crowe, 1991, p.28-9).  

 

 

2.5  Exclusion 
 
 Managing public space is a difficult task due to the fact that it involves 

finding a balance between advocating for the public good as well as advocating 

for the personal interests of an individual. Lynch and Carr (1979) identified 4 key 

public space management tasks: 
§ Distinguishing between ‘harmful’ and ‘harmless’ activities- 

controlling the former without constraining the latter  

§ Increasing the general tolerance towards free use, while 

establishing a broad consensus of what is permissible  

§ Separating- in time and space- the activities of groups with low 

tolerance for each other  

§ Providing marginal places where extremely free behaviour can 
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go on with little damage  

 

 Supplementary to Lynch and Carr’s four key public space management 

tasks, many municipalities regulate their public spaces through a series of bylaws 

and other regulations. For example, many municipalities have “smoke-free 

zones, campaign and politics-free zones; skateboard free zones; mobile or cell 

phone free zones; alcohol free zones; and care free zones”(Carmona, 2010 

p.154). These bylaws are far less restrictive than ones seen in the semi-public 

realm.  Ellin (1999, p.168-9) referenced universal studios behavioural guidelines 

which state there will be no “obscene language or gestures, noisy or boisterous 

behaviour, singing, playing musical instruments, unnecessarily staring, running, 

skating, rollerblading, bringing pets, ‘non-commercial expressive activity”, 

disrupting commercial advertising, “failing to be fully clothed”, or “sitting on the 

ground more than five minutes” on the property. While many people would 

advocate for stricter regulatory laws within the public realm - such as the ones of 

universal studios- stricter regulations lead to further exclusion of people from the 

public realm. 

 

 In addition, the regulatory methods of exclusion; exclusion through design 

can limit the access to a space by a variety of user groups. Exclusion through 

design may include visual access to a space, physical access to a space or even 

economic access to a space. Flusty (1997, p.48-9) observed Los Angeles and 

characterized five types of space designed to exclude: 

 
§ stealthy space that cannot be found; it is camouflaged or obscured by 

intervening objects  

§ slippery space cannot be reached due to contorted, protracted or missing paths 

of approach  

§ crusty space cannot be accessed due to obstructions such as walls, gates and 

checkpoints  

§ prickly space cannot be comfortably occupied  

§ jittery space cannot be used unobserved due to active monitoring by roving 

patrols and or surveillance technologies  



	 24	

 

 What Flusty is explaining in creative words is that there are many 

contributing factors that can lead to exclusitory spaces. “Layout and 

design…represent a seductive presence that effectively closes down options, 

enticing visitors to circulate and interact in ways that they might not otherwise 

have chosen…Power in this instance works through the ambient qualities of the 

space, where the experience of it is itself the expression of power” (Allen ,2006, 

p.441).  If a place does not feel open and welcome to the average person it is 

therefore excluding a large portion of the population which will inevitably lead to 

the space being less successful.  

  

 

2.6  Conclusions 
 

 Placemaking can be traced back to works of several urban thinkers like 

Jane Jacobs, Kevin Lynch and William Whyte. Each provided a new way to look 

at a place and understand the meaning or sense of a place. All of their 

philosophies and ideas were considered ground-breaking due to the fact that 

they were living in a period of massive urban sprawl. But “the period of the mid 

1990s onward saw a remarkable resurgence of cities and a partial rediscovery - 

in policy and in practice - of the virtues and advantages of density and 

concentration, with urban renaissance policies becoming ‘a defining feature of 

contemporary urban policy’ globally from the early 1990s” (Porter& Shaw 2009 

p.1). People are growing increasingly concerned with the environmental and 

social impacts of suburban sprawl and have chosen to actively react to these 

societal ills rather than ignoring them. “Part of this desire for greater urbanity is a 

cultural choice, deriving from dissatisfaction with suburban-or perhaps more 

precisely the lack of choices other than suburbia, the lack of choice within 

suburbia and general dissatisfaction with suburban life” (Carmona, 2010 p.35). 

Although the concept of placemaking was created years ago, rapid suburban 

growth, took focus away focus away from urban centers and placemaking efforts.   



	 25	

“Re-urbanism has been a major cultural force, challenging the suburban 

car culture with the classic urban values of density, walkability and diversity. 

Cities are now hip, especially for the growing cohort of the young” (Fishman, 

2008 p.xvi). The high influx of people back into our cities cores have caused 

planners to once again focus on the needs of people within our cities. As 

planners begin to reintegrate effective public spaces into communities, it is 

important to understand the diverse range of public space, how they functioned 

historically and how they can be resurrected in our cities. “Temporary or 

transformable spaces enable a town to accommodate specific and occasional 

functions without having to completely dedicate a place to a single use. Farmer’s 

market facilities can be designed into parking lots or multi-use public spaces… 

Segments of streets can be designed to accommodate pedestrian use and 

outdoor dining at midday as well as large public gatherings at other times” 

(Crankshaw, 2012 p.160). As we take back public space in our communities it is 

important to make sure we do not remake the crucial mistakes we are historically 

guilty of. We need to look at previous planning theories with a critical eye and 

determine both the positive and negatives of all of these theories.  

 
Jan Gehl is an advocate for the reintegration of the human scale into the 

public realm, Gehl (2013, p.7) claimed that “compared with other social 

investments – particularly health care costs and automobile infrastructure- the 

cost of including the human dimension [into our public spaces] is so modest that 

investments in this area will be possible for cities in all parts of the world 

regardless of development status and financial capability” (Gehl, 2013, p.7). 

Since “the way people use a space mirrors expectations” (Whyte, 1980, p.63) 

spaces need to be designed so that there is an expectation that it is a place to 

read a book, or bask in the sun. “What a city really needs is a combination of 

good inviting city space and a certain critical mass of people who want to use the 

space” (Gehl, 2013, p.68). “It is not merely enough to create spaces that enable 

people to come and go. Favorable conditions for moving about and lingering in 
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the spaces must also exist, as well as those for participating in a wide range of 

social and recreational activities” (Gehl, 2011, p.129). 

 

 

 

Chapter 3 | Literature Review | Part Two 
 How to Study Public Spaces  

 
3.1  Studying public space  
 

The Purpose of this major project is to carry out an in-depth assessment 

of Diana Krall Plaza in Nanaimo B.C.– utilizing replicable assessment criteria to 

better inform future redesign efforts. There is a wealth of scholarly knowledge 

and research on this subject within the fields of urban design, landscape 

architecture, environmental psychology and sociology that examines how people 

view and utilize spaces. William Whyte and Jan Gehl were leaders and 

advocates for public space analysis during a time when modernism and 

suburbanization were at the forefront of planning. This major research project 

was heavily based on their work.  The following section will discuss the 

movement away from modernism, which led to re-urbanism and placemaking 

initiatives, as well as the systematic methodologies for studying public space as 

used by the leaders in the field. Their research has not only made significant 

contributions to the planning field, but it directly informed the development of 

metrics, performance criteria and mapping methods used in the data acquisition 

for this major project.  
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3.2  Planning with People   
 

As the field of urban design has grown, there has been a shift away from 

standardized, top-down, rationalized approaches to planning. Planning has 

transitioned from ‘planning for the people’ to ‘planning with the people’ with a 

higher interest in decentralized processes and participatory action.  Because 

people have been brought back into the planning process many social sciences 

entered the discussion to understand at a closer level of detail the complexities of 

social life in urban areas. Researchers have gone out into cities and observed 

how people interact with fundamental urban space such as plazas, rather than 

relying on simplistic design theory. 

 
One of the first planners to diverge from the top-down planning approach 

by focusing on the citizen perception of space rather than relying on theory 

driven practice was Kevin Lynch.  His 1960 book, Image of the City, was the 

result of a five-year study on how observers perceive, react and respond to their 

environment. Lynch identified a number of elements that individuals use when 

making mental maps of cities: paths, edges, districts, nodes, and landmarks. His 

work portrayed how people perceive and engage with spaces via the human 

scale.  

 

During this period of massive infrastructure development and suburban 

sprawl there was a strong voice fighting against it. Jane Jacobs was a key figure 

in changing how we value streets as public places. Jacobs was an advocate for 

dense, mixed-use urban environments with small blocks, which she felt, 

promoted walkability, social connection, safety and vitality. Her views greatly 

contrasted the centralized urban renewal efforts of the late 1950’s which lead to 

her 1961 publication, The Life and Death of Great American Cities. Jacobs’ 

advocated for watching how people interact within a space, and a community to 
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understand the needs of people. Jacobs feared that car-oriented function-driven 

planning regimes would be the death of cities.  

Jacobs argued that “the main public places of a city, are its most vital organs” (J. 

Jacobs, 1992, p. 29) and without people using them, the city itself would die. 

Although Jacobs did not have a background in urban planning, her qualitative 

approach to understanding what makes for vibrant, safe and healthy cities has 

left an unquestionable mark on the field, especially when it comes to studying 

space.  

 
 

3.3  William H. Whyte 
 

Almost twenty years after the releases of Kevin Lynchs’, Image of the City 

and Jane Jacobs’, The Life and Death of the Great American City, William H. 

Whyte conducted a large-scale observational research project on social patterns 

in public spaces in New York City to document the differences between 

successful and unsuccessful public spaces. In his 1980 book, The Social Life of 

Small Urban Spaces, Whyte and his team of researchers investigated usage 

patterns of streets and public plazas to evaluate the New York City Planning 

Commission’s zoning code, which allowed for additional density in exchange for 

developer-provided public plazas. Whyte and his research team used time-lapse 

photography over extended periods of time to identify and isolate any trends. 

Like both Lynch and Jacobs, Whyte used a bottom-up planning approach to 

watch and understand how people interact with space; the major difference 

between their theories and Whytes’ study, was that through the time-lapse 

photography, Whyte was able to provide empirical evidence of both the trends 

and social dynamics of public spaces.  

 

Overall, Whyte was interested in the commonalities of a diverse range of 

public environments: he sought to find these commonalities through analysing 
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the site popularity, usage trends, and the activities which took place in the space. 

He used time-lapse photography to establish which individual behaviours formed 

large scale patterns across the various sites, and which design aspects influence 

the use of the space. 

 

Whyte found that the more successful public spaces were designed with 

the human scale and human experience in mind. For example, Whtye found “the 

most popular plazas tend to have considerably more sitting space then less well-

used ones” (Whyte, 1980, p.27). He preached that “ideally, sitting should be 

physically comfortable- benches with backrests, well contoured chairs. It is more 

important however that it be socially comfortable. This means choice: sitting up 

front, in the back, to the side, in the sun, in the shade, in groups, off alone” 

(Whyte, 1980, p.28). Whyte identified features that attracted more use of a public 

space. Some of these included: fixed, as well as moveable seating to allow users 

a sense of choice for a socially and physically comfortable place to sit, 

connections between the public place and nearby street for passerby visibility, 

opportunities for people watching, access to food and beverages, and nearby 

shade and trees to allow for climatic comfort.  

 

Whyte also addressed the topic of “undesirables”— he claimed that “they 

themselves are not much of a problem. It is the measures taken to combat them 

that is the problem. Many businessmen have an almost obsessive fear that if a 

place is attractive to people, it might be attractive to undesirable people. So it is 

made unattractive” (Whyte, 1980, p.60). In a direct contradiction Whyte suggests 

that “the best way to handle the problem of undesirables is to make a place 

attractive to everyone else” (Whyte, 1980, p.63). Whyte felt that in order for a 

place to be used, successful, and vibrant, the space would be inclusive with 

equal access to all users. He emphasized the importance of spontaneous 

interaction among strangers as an indicator of a healthy public space, and how 

many times a third element was required in order to facilitate this interaction. He 

called this process triangulation - “the process by which some external stimulus 
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provides linkage between people and prompts strangers to talk to each other as 

though they are not” (Whyte, 1980, p.94). Whyte strongly believed that the 

sociability of a space was a critical element to the overall success and that it is 

societies moral responsibility to build spaces that allow for community 

engagement and social interaction.   

 

Many of the influencing factors of successful places, which Whyte 

outlined, are commonly considered to be universal. For instance, it is hard to 

deny that people enjoy spaces which are complete with ample seating, natural 

elements, water features and food options. This is one of the reasons why 

Whyte’s work inspired the Project for Public Spaces. Since it was established in 

1975 the Project for Public Spaces has been advocating for public places and 

placemaking interventions. Based off the research of William H. Whyte and other 

like-minded researchers, the Project for Public Spaces has identified the central 

qualities that influence the success of spaces, these include: comfort, access, 

uses, and sociability (Project for Public Spaces, 2017). How these qualities 

inform the use of space can be seen below in Figure 4.   
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3.4  Jan Gehl 
 

 “In their revolt against modernism’s abstract planning, city life study 

pioneers such as Jane Jacobs, William H. Whyte and Jan Gehl encouraged 

people to see the interaction of city life and space with their own eyes, because it 

provides greater understanding” (Gehl, J., Svarre, B. 2013, p.4-5). Gehl, a 

Danish architect turned urban designer is one of the leading minds on improving 

the quality of urban design by re-orienting urban design towards the pedestrian 

and cyclist. His career has focused on enhancing the human experience of 

Figure 4: The Place Diagram Created by Project for Public Spaces. 
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space. Over the years, Gehl has created systematic ways to study public space. 

Gehl has written six books about the human experience of city spaces, starting 

with Life Between Buildings in 1987, and more recently publishing How to Study 

Public Life (2013). Gehl credits Jane Jacobs for drawing his attention to the 

importance of human scale.   
 

2007 marked the first time in history that “more than half of the world 

population was living in cities rather than rural areas. This shift makes it even 

more relevant to study the way life and space interact in cities, and not only in the 

so-called developed part of the world” (Gehl, J., Svarre, B. 2013, p.70). It is for 

these reasons that Gehl has created a tool box of different methods of studying 

public life, “all tools in the public life toolbox were developed for a pragmatic 

reason: to improve conditions for people in cities by making people visible and to 

provide information to qualify the work of creating cities for people” (Gehl, J., 

Svarre, B. 2013, p.23). These tools were created through Gehls personal 

experience in the field developing methods to determine what attributes 

contribute to the successes or failures of public space. Gehl used his experience 

in the field to create the 12 Quality Criteria for Public Spaces, (Figure 5) which 

represent the culmination of his observational research approach. These criteria 

are split into three main topics:  
 

 

(1) Protection: mitigation of conditions imposing risk, physical 

injury, or insecurity,  

(2) Comfort: inviting environment to facilitate optional and social 

activities, and  

(3) Enjoyment: high quality public space that provides pleasant 

sensory and aesthetic experiences.  
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Figure 5: Jan Gehl’s 12 Quality Criteria for Public Spaces Adapted from Cities For People (Gehl, 
2010)  
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Jan Gehl and Birgette Svarres’ 2013 publication How to Study Public Life 

heavily influence this major research project. The book outlines the conceptual 

framework, key research questions, and central methodological tools used by 

Gehl for conducting public life studies. Much of the framework, research 

questions and methodology from How to Study Public Life were used as a 

guiding framework for this research project. In the book Gehl explains “you have 

to be systematic in order to get useful knowledge from the complex confusion of 

public life” (Gehl, J., Svarre, B. 2013, p.4). A clear and systematic approach to 

study public space to ensure both efficiency and accuracy. Additionally, Gehl and 

Svarres provide a clear direction as to the types of data which can be collected 

through observation which can ultimately demonstrate both the successes and 

failures of the space. Some of these metrics include: 

 

(1) How many: the sheer number of people doing something.  
Gehl argues that “in principle, everything can be counted: the number 

of people, gender division, how many people are talking to each other, 

how many are smiling, how many are walking alone or in groups, how 

many are active, how many are talking on their cells phones, how many 

shop windows have metal bars after closing, how many banks there 

are, and so on” (Gehl, J., Svarre, B. 2013, p.25). “Counting provides 

quantitative data which can be used to qualify projects and as 

arguments one way or the other in the decision-making process” (Gehl, 

J., Svarre, B. 2013, p.13). One of the great benefits to counting is 

“when people are doing the counting, for example, they can add 

information from the site that can have decisive influence on the 

interpretation. Observers often bring extra material home by using their 

senses and common sense” (Gehl, J., Svarre, B. 2013, p.5).  

 

(2) Who: the types of people doing something (e.g., gender, age).  
Determining who occupies a space goes hand and hand with the 

process of counting. The question of who “it is often more meaningful 

to investigate more general categories such as gender or age” (Gehl, 

J., Svarre, B. 2013, p.14). Determining who occupies a space not only 
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refers to age and gender of a person but also takes into consideration if 

the person is a business man, an artist or homeless.  

 

(3) Where: Where use occurs within any given space.  
The first ‘where’ to consider and arguably the most important is “the 

context of the site determine the methods and the tools, and on the 

whole, how and when the study should be conducted” (Gehl, J., Svarre, 

B. 2013, p.11). The context of the site can have an overall effect on the 

results if it is not taken into proper consideration.  

 

The second ‘where’ that needs to be considered is, where are activities 

taking place within a public space? “Mapping what happens in city 

space can provide specific knowledge of the types of activities in the 

area” (Gehl, J., Svarre, B. 2013, p.17). This knowledge can be found to 

be invaluable and “can be relevant for shop owners, for city planners 

with regard to designing city space, more generally or politically, in 

relation to a given theme such as health or safety” (Gehl, J., Svarre, B. 

2013, p.17). “As a general rule, users are not actively involved in the 

sense of being questioned, rather they are observed, their activities 

and behaviors mapped in order to better understand the needs of users 

and how city spaces are used” (Gehl, J., Svarre, B. 2013, p.3). 

“Mapping behavior is simply mapping what happens on a plan of the 

space or area being investigated. This technique is typically used to 

indicate stays, that is, where people are standing and sitting” (Gehl, J., 

Svarre, B. 2013, p.26). 

 

(4) What: What activities are occurring. 
Gehl argues that “in general, public space activities can be devided into 

two categories’: necessary and optional” (Gehl, J., Svarre, B. 2013, 

p.17). Establishing what type of activities are happening within a public 

space can speak to the quality of that space. Higher quality public 

spaces often provide a loction for optional leisure activities to take 

place. It is for this reason that “direct observations help to understand 

why some spaces are used and others are not” (Gehl, J., Svarre, B. 

2013, p.3). 
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(5) How long: The duration of these activities and visits. 
Another key indicator in determining the quality of space is the duration 

of time people choose to spend in a space. “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 pleasure offered” 

(Gehl, J., Svarre, B. 2013, p.19). In addition to walking speeds a key 

indicator of the quality of spaces is if people choose to sit and 

participate in optional leisure activities within the space. This is best 

analyzed through direct observation of the space.  

 

These key data points are heavily relied upon in this project. In addition to 

these points “factual conditions like weather and time of day… [were] noted 

consistently and precisely so that similar studies can be conducted at a later 

date” (Gehl, J., Svarre, B. 2013, p.13).  

 

3.5  Summary  
 

This study employs the perspectives and methodologies of minds like 

Jane Jacobs, William H. Whyte and Jan Gehl to establish a systemized method 

of understanding and observing how people experience space. This study 

applied both the scholarly literature surrounding public life studies with the 

practical application of completed public life studies to establish the method of 

the study. The next chapter will go into an in-depth walk-through of the 

methodological approach and its development.  
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Chapter 4 | Methodology 
 

4.1  Introduction  
 

The objectives of this research project were to (1) to develop criteria in which 

to evaluate public space successes and failures by referencing scholarly 

research of public space evaluation, (2) to understand Diana Krall Plaza usage 

and determine the successes and failures of the plaza, (3) to analyze how the 

usage differs across the plaza and what factors contribute to the differing usage, 

and (4) to hypothesize likely factors which lead to the spaces failures and how 

they could be rectified. This mixed method research project is intended to explain 

what is currently happening in Diana Krall Plaza and discuss all relevant factors 

which may be shaping the use of the plaza. The research questions addressed 

through this project include:  

 

§ What are effective criteria for measuring public space? 

§ What methods and criteria have been used previously to evaluate public 

space?  

§ How is Diana Krall plaza currently being used? 

§ What are the successes and failures of Diana Krall Plaza?  

§ What site specific characteristics and locational attributes influence the 

use of the plaza?  

 

This chapter describes how the study of the plaza was implemented in order 

to answer the above research questions. The chapter includes a detailed 

description of the methodological approach, the process in which metrics were 

developed to evaluate the plaza, the development of instruments used for 



	 38	

analysis, the logistics of the research, and how the final analysis of all the 

primary and secondary data was conducted.  

 
4.2  Methodology 
 

This study used a mixed methods approach to analyze the success and 

failures of Diana Krall Plaza as public space. The metrics were developed to 

measure the overall performance of Diana Krall plaza and were necessary to be 

able to both structure the research process, and analyze what activities were 

occurring in the space. Drawing from literature on place making, successful 

public spaces, and previous studies, I created a list of metrics which are 

commonly used to measure public space usage. The metrics were a central 

component in the creation of the spatial analysis forms – Appendix A, Appendix 

B, and Appendix C. These forms were used to ensure that the data was collected 

in a consistent manner- essential for the replicability of public space analysis.  

 

The central focus of this research project was determining – How Diana 

Krall Plaza is currently being used? And what are the plaza’s successes and 

failures? –to establish how the plaza is actually being used on a day-to-day 

basis. Direct observation of the site was the most viable method of collecting 

data on the usage of the plaza. The research was designed to produce both 

quantitative and qualitative data in regard to the use of the plaza.  

 
Using the methodological approach defined by John Ziesel—a prominent 

author on observing environmental behavior—I designed a research approach to 

observe people in a public plaza. John Ziesel suggested that the built 

environment “supports or interferes with behaviors taking place within it, 

especially the side effects the setting has on relationships between individuals 

and groups” (Zeisel, 2006, p. 191). With this in mind, when I observed the plaza, 

I took into account people’s ages, the activities they engaged in, how they used 
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the space, as well as how they interacted with others within the space. I did this 

with the hopes of establishing if the built form of Diana Krall plaza supports or 

interferes with its overall use.  

  

This project took a pragmatic approach to studying public life as “all tools 

in the public life toolbox were developed for a pragmatic reason: to improve 

conditions for people in cities by making people visible and provide information to 

qualify the work of creating cities for people” (Gehl, J., Svarre, B. 2013, p.23). 

This project does not seek to make any casual declarations as to how to design 

an exceptional public space, rather the project seeks to understand Diana Krall 

Plaza and how a space is currently being used. It is seemingly impossible to 

identify one single variable that determines the success or failure of a space. 

How a space functions is a wildly complex system with an enormous amount of 

factors that interconnect to create either a vibrant space or a stagnant space. 

That said, this observational research seeks to identify the patterns which can 

contribute to the success or the failure of a space with the ultimate hope of 

providing information which can enhance the human experience within Diana 

Krall Plaza.  

 
 

4.3  Metrics 
 

The previous chapter’s literature review discussed some of the most 

common methods of evaluating the quality of public space as well as how people 

interact with the public spaces. These methods of evaluation were then analysed 

to determine which methods, types of data and indicators would be suited for a 

spatial and public life study of Diana Krall Plaza. The selected metrics were then 

finalized through a review of previous successful place studies. The final list of 

metrics used in the evaluation of Diana Krall plaza can be seen in Table 1. The 

below table splits the various metrics into three main categories: Use, User 

Diversity, and Activity.  
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Use – relates to the total number of users, the amount of time the users spent in 

the plaza as well as many other metrics which are laid out in Table 1. 
Theory has established that in order for a place to be considered 

successful it needs to be used. If the space is used to any capacity, it 

implies that the space serves a functional purpose to the community. The 

function of the space could be as simple as offering a resting spot (or a 

place to sit), meeting a social need of the community by offering a place 

for people to gather and meet each other, or the space could meet a 

recreational need of the community offering a pace for people to enjoy and 

interact with the outdoors.  

 

User Diversity – established who the space serves. 

Theory suggest that for a space to be truly successful it needs to be 

accessible to all segments of the population. This means that a space 

serves people with all physical abilities, of all ages, of all genders, of all 

ethnicities, of all income levels, and of any social status. Whtye, argued 

that gender can be used as a determinate of the perceived safety of a 

space because “women are more discriminating than men as to where 

they will sit, more sensitive to annoyances, and women spend more time 

casting various possibilities” (Whyte, 1980, p.18). Woman are more prone 

to physically avoid spaces which they feel are unsafe.  
 

Activity – relates to the how people interact with the space. 

“When the outdoor areas are of high quality, necessary activities take 

place with approximately the same frequency – though they clearly tend to 

take a longer time, because the physical conditions are better. However, a 

wide range of optional activities will also occur because place and 

situation now invite people to stop, sit, eat, play and so on” (Gehl, 2011, 

p.11). What Gehl is suggesting is that if people choose to spend time in 

the plaza participating in optional activities, the space is perceived to be of 

a high quality. “Social activities occur spontaneously, as a direct 

consequence of people moving about and being in the same spaces. This 

implies that social activities are directly supported whenever necessary 
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and optional activities are given better conditions in public spaces” (Gehl, 

2011, p.12).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

METRIC RATIONALE & 

IMPLICATIONS 

LITERATURE 

SUPPORT 

CATEGORY: Use of Plaza 

1 Number of users To be considered a 

successful public 

space, it must be 

used. Use can 

imply positive 

emotional and/or 

cognitive responses 

to a setting. Use 

implies that the 

space is functional 

in that it is meeting 

a need for user. 

Need can range 

from basic physical 

needs (e.g., a place 

to sit and rest), 

social needs (e.g., a 

place to talk or 

people watch), to 

fulfilling need for 

sensual/aesthetic 

experience (e.g., a 

• Jan Gehl - "Life 

Between Buildings" 

• Jan Gehl - “How to 

Study Public Life” 

• Mike Francis - 

"MixedLife Places" 

•  Ken Worpole 

"Convivial Spaces" 

• Kathy Madden - 

“Placemaking in 

Urban Design” 

 

2 Occupancy level 

3 Total number if user-minutes 

4 Ratio of use-minutes to time surveryed 

5 Average # of users per hour 

6 Minimum # of users per hour  

7 Maximum # of users per hour 

8 Maximum # of users at one time  

9 Maximum # of groups at one time 

10 Percent of time plaza is in use 

11 Percent of users who pass through plaza 

for Pathway  

12 Percent of users who pass through plaza 

to access bank 

13 Percent of users who pass through plaza 

to access library 

14 Percent of users who make use of the 

plaza 

15 Maximum percentage of total seating 

capacity occupied 

16 Ratio of occupancy to seating capacity 

17 Occupancy score per 100 sqft of plaza 

Table 1: Metrics for Evaluating Plaza Usage  

The list of metrics used in the evaluation of Diana Krall plaza cross 
referenced with the rationale behind each metric and the literature which 
supports the use of each metric. 
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place to enjoy 

outdoors). 

18 Median amount of time spent in plaza 

per user (minutes) 

The length of stay 

directly indicates 

the quality of the 

setting. "A good city 

is like a good party: 

guests stay 

because they are 

enjoying 

themselves."-Jan 

Gehl 

• Jan Gehl - "Life 

Between Buildings"  

• Jan Gehl - “How to 

Study Public Life” 

 

19 Average amount of time spent in plaza 

per user (minutes) 

20 Median amount of time spent in plaza 

per group (minutes) 

21 Average amount of time spent in plaza 

per group (minutes) 

22 Maximum amount of time spent in plaza 

23 Minimum amount of time spent in plaza 

CATEGORY: Diversity of Users 

24 Percent of users male  In order to be 

considered a 

successful public 

space, it must be 

accessible to all 

segments of the 

population. User 

diversity is 

important so that 

the space can serve 

those from all 

physical abilities, 

ages, genders, 

ethnicities, income 

levels, and social 

status. 

 

• Ali Madanipour - 

"Whose Public 

Space?" 

• Clare Cooper 

Marcus & Carolyn 

Francis - “People 

Places: Design 

Guidelines for 

Urban Open 

Space” 

• Jan Gehl - “How to 

Study Public Life” 

• Mike Francis - 

"Mixed Life Places" 

• Henry Shaftoe - 

“Convivial Urban 

Spaces” 

 

25 Percent of users female  

26 Percent of users ‘other’  

27 Percent of users Caucasian 

28 Percent of users First Nations 

29 Percent of users Asian 

30 Percent of users Indian 

31 Percent of users Latino  

32 Percent of users Black  

33 Percent of users Unsure  

34 Percent of users <4 years  

35 Percent of users 5-12 years 

36 Percent of users 13-18 years 

37 Percent of users 19-30 years  

38 Percent of users 31-55 years  

39 Percent of users 55+ years  

40 Percent of users physically challenged 

CATEGORY: Posture/ Activity 

41 Percent of users who stand  • Jan Gehl - "Life 

Between Buildings" 42 Percent of users who sit formally 

43 Percent of users who sit informally  
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44 Percent of users leaning • Mike Francis - 

"Mixed Life Places" 

• William H Whyte - 

"The Social Life of 

Small Urban 

Spaces" 

45 Percent of users laying down/ sleeping 

46 Percent of users in wheel chair or with 

mobility issues  

47 Percent of users hanging out   • Jan Gehl - "Life 

Between 

Buildings";  

• Mike Francis - 

"Mixed Life 

Places";  

• William H Whyte - 

"The Social Life of 

Small Urban 

Spaces" 

48 Percent of users talking to others 

49 Percent of users reading/ writing  

50 Percent of users playing musical 

instruments  

51 Percent of users talking on the phone  

52 Percent of users using electronics  

53 Percent of users eating or drinking  

54 Percent of users who engage in 

nuisance behaviors 

Nuisance behaviors 

would affect other 

users' ability or 

desire to use the 

space; attention 

should be paid to 

how others interact 

with these activities. 

• William H Whyte - 

"The Social Life of 

Small Urban 

Spaces" 

54a      Smoking 

54b     Intoxicated/ Drinking 

54c     Using drugs  

54d     Sleeping  

54e     Panhandling 

54f     Erratic behavior 

55 Percent of users who arrived with others  Social activity of 

any sort is indicator 

of a quality 

environment. 

• Jan Gehl - "Life 

Between 

Buildings";  

• William H Whyte - 

"The Social Life of 

Small Urban 

Spaces" 

56 Percent of users met up with others 

57 Percent of users kept to self  

58 Percent of users interacted with 

strangers 

59 Percent of users who stayed less than 

60 seconds  

a critical function for 

providing a setting for 
• Jan Gehl - "Life 

Between Buildings" 
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60 Percent of users who stayed more than 

60 seconds  

chance meeting and 

casual gathering. 

Results in social 

cohesion, integration, 

and sense of 

community. 

• Margaret Kohn - 

"Political Theory and 

Urban Design" 

• Jane Jacobs - "The 

Death and Life of 

Great American 

Cities" 

 

61 Average length of Stay 

 

4.4  Measurement Instruments  
 

In order to collect data that would be applicable to the established metrics 

for understanding the use of the space, I developed a set of instruments that 

could be used to analyze the use of the plaza. These instruments included: (1) a 

site observation form, (2) an activity mapping form, and (3) a pedestrian count 

tally form.  

 

First, the site observation form (Appendix A) was developed to have a 

level of structure when looking at the use of the plaza, to ensure all observations 

encompassed the same key points. The site observation form establishes my 

location within the plaza, the date and time, day of the week, and the weather/ 

temperature that day. In terms of recording behaviours in the plaza, the 

observation sheet records time (arrival and departure), group size, gender (male, 

female, or other), race and ethnicity (Caucasian, First Nations, Asian, Indian, 

Latino, Black or unsure), age (<4, 5-12, 13-18, 19-30, 31-55, or 55+), Social ( 

arrived with others, met up with other, kept to self, or interacted with strangers), 

posture (standing, sitting formally, sitting informally, leaning, lying down, or in a 

wheel chair), activities (hanging out, talking to others, reading/writing, playing 

musical instruments, talking on the phone, using electronics, or eating/drinking) 

and finally nuisance behaviours (smoking, drinking, using drugs, sleeping, 

panhandling or behaving erratically).  
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To ensure consistent and objective data, I personally completed all of the 

site observations to ensure that there was no human error because of a 

misinterpretation of the metrics. A structured instrument ensured both the 

efficiency and accuracy of the collected data. The site observation forms also 

provided space for notes or for antidotes to be written down while the space was 

being observed. This form was designed to document each user’s arrival, 

departure, and use of the space. The demographic information (e.g. gender, 

race, ethnicity and age) collected is prone to a certain level of inaccuracy as a 

passive approach to site observation does not allow the opportunity to engage 

with people in order to acquire more accurate demographic information. This type 

of data collection instrument was modeled off academic literature on how to 

study public spaces and actual public space- public life studies like the 2014 

parklet study conducted in San Francisco (Panganiban & Abad Ocubillo, 2014).  

 

Second, the activity mapping form (Appendix B) was developed to complement 

the site observation form. This form was a simple plan of the plaza which allowed 

space to document the areas where people occupy the plaza. This form was 

inspired by Gehl and Svarres’ book How to Study Public Life. “Mapping behavior 

is simply mapping what happens on a plan of the space or area being 

investigated. This technique is typically used to indicate stays, that is, where 

people are standing and sitting” (Gehl, J., Svarre, B. 2013, p.26). The form uses 

different symbols to represent different postures, such as sitting, standing, and 

leaning. I used this form to understand where people congregate and choose to 

sit within the plaza, the objective for this form was to designate the more 

successful features of the plaza.  

 

Finally, a pedestrian count tally form (Appendix C) was used to differentiate 

between people who occupied the plaza and people who use the plaza as a 

pathway. This form was divided into three categories: Bank, Library and 

Pathways. Pedestrian counts measured the pedestrian activity within the space 

to help demonstrate the full scope of activity within the space.  
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 4.4.1 Primary Data Collection 
 

When determining when to collect the data on the use of Diana 

Krall Plaza, I referenced the Los Angeles Department of Transportation 

Document - People St Project Evaluation (“People St Project Evaluation 

Manual,” n.d.) which outlines an extensive methodology for studying and 

evaluating public spaces. It recommends randomized all-day site 

observations over the course of a year. Due to the time constraints of this 

study I chose to condense my observations and monitor the plaza over the 

month of October 2017. The month of October was chosen based on the 

variety of weather conditions. October generally offers a variety of weather 

conditions which are typical for Nanaimo, with a mix of sun and rain as 

well as a full range of temperatures. The 30 one hour observations let me 

observe the plaza at different time of the day to get a full sense of the use 

of the plaza. In addition to my one hour observations, I spent three six-

hour days in the plaza so I could better understand the use over a typical 

day. I felt that the combination of the one-hour observations and the 6-

hour observations gave me an in-depth understanding of the use of the 

plaza with a total of 43 observational hours. The calendar in Figure 6 

below shows when the plaza was studied.  
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One important aspect of this research to take into account is the 

time of the year which the study took place. The fact that the data for this 

study was collected in October and early November of 2017 rather than in 

the middle of the summer gives the data a broader representation of the 

average weather patterns throughout the year in Nanaimo, B.C., and is 

thus a deeper insight into the actual use of Diana Krall Plaza throughout 

the duration of a year. Overall of the 30 days in the plaza, 8 days were 

sunny and clear, 4 days were partially cloudy, 5 days were cloudy, 6 days 

had light rain, and 4 days had significant rain, with temperatures ranging 

from 5to 18 degree Celsius. I was rather pleased with the weather 

conditions during the period of study as there were many opportunities to 

see how the space functioned with little to no precipitation.  

 

Figure 6: The Dates and Times the Plaza was observed. Observations were canceled on October 
14th, October 18th, and November 3rd. Observations were extended on October 10th, October 28th, 
and November 2nd.  
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While in the plaza, I completed the three different observational 

forms which discussed in the ‘Measurement Instruments’ section above.  

These forms include: the site observation form, the activity mapping form 

and the pedestrian count form. Additionally, I noted any factors which may 

have affected the use of the plaza (for example, Monday October the 9th 

Figure 7: The weather conditions and temperature recorded during observation times.  
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was Thanksgiving so both the library and the bank were closed during 

their regular business hours).  I also ensured that I noted times when there 

was the presence of a security guard or a police officer, as their presence 

may have had an effect of the use of the space.  

 
4.4.2  Secondary Data Collection  
 

A context analysis was completed in order to have a deeper 

understanding of how the use of the plaza could be affected by the 

surrounding area. This context analysis took into account the number of 

residential units around the plaza, the type of amenities offered in the 

downtown core and the points of access to this plaza. Understanding the 

context of the plaza was a key component to the overall analysis and 

understanding of the plaza. With that being said, the majority of the data 

collected during the secondary data collection was for my own personal 

understanding of the overall context of the plaza and will be minimally 

referenced in this project.  

 
4.5  Analysis  
 

Once all primary data were collected, user demographics, user postures, 

user activities, and pedestrian counts were tallied, the analysis of the data could 

be performed. The analysis of the data collected has to take into account the day 

of the week, time of day and weather the day the data was collected. 

Additionally, the analysis took into account days when special events were 

occurring to ensure a grounded analysis of the space.  

 

Due to the short duration of the observations at the plaza, the findings 

from this research project were intended to be hypotheses in and of themselves. 
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The intent was to look at what shapes these complex social environments, and 

what factors, if any, appear to encourage more successful behaviours within the 

context of a public space like a plaza. The descriptive statistic included in this 

report, as well as a first attempt to understand statistical associations, should not 

be taken as indicative of universal truths related to the usage or performance of 

Diana Krall Plaza.  

 
 

4.6  Limitations  
 

Despite best efforts, there are elements of the research methodology that 

unintentionally could result in inaccuracy of the data collected. Although the data 

was collected using methods as consistent and objective as possible considering 

the timeframe and safety concerns, it is important to make these limitations 

visible to the reader. First, the Data was collected during a thirty-day period 

starting in October 2017 and ending in early November 2017. This timeframe 

was chosen due to the constraints of the academic year. I felt that October and 

early November offered a varied range of weather typical of Nanaimo B.C., as 

the fall months offer varying weather including days that were sunny, overcast, 

raining etc. Although these months offer a range of weather conditions, the use 

of the plaza may vary throughout the year which is why I focused on utilizing 

replicable assessment criteria so the plaza could be further studied in the future.  

 

Second, as Figure 7shows, it is impossible to control the weather 

conditions to provide a full scope of weather within the constraints of 30 days. 

Thus, the results will be interpreted considering the climatic conditions of the day 

which the data was collected. The results will also consider the fact that a full 

year’s worth of weather conditions were not taken into account when collecting 

the data.  
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Third, for the most part, the data was collected in hour long segments, this 

was in part due to a busy academic schedule and in part due to personal 

concerns of safety when staying in the plaza for extended periods of time. To 

ensure I understood the full spectrum of behaviours occurring in the plaza I broke 

my passive observations into 30 hour-long chunks ranging from 6am- 9pm with 

two observation opportunities for each hour of the day. I then scheduled my time 

to ensure no two observations were done on the same day at the same time (for 

example, I made sure both of my 6am observations slots would not fall on a 

Saturday). Originally I had hoped to set up cameras around the site for extended 

periods of time in order to document the activity in the plaza. This plan did not 

come to fruition due to legal issues surrounding surveillance of public space, and 

concerns of theft and vandalism.  

 

Forth, my presence in the plaza may have influenced how certain user 

groups behaved while being observed. It became increasingly apparent at times 

my presence in the plaza, was in fact, altering the use of the plaza. There were 

multiple occasions when my presence in the plaza led to people changing their 

behaviours. For the most part, this was in relation to deviant behaviours. There 

were many circumstances when people would intentionally move out of my site 

to use or deal drugs. Additionally, there were also circumstances where my 

presence in the plaza resulted in people sitting with me or talking to me. Although 

I tried to be a ‘fly on the wall’ and not influence the use of the space, I am aware 

and will take into account the effects the influence my physical being in the plaza 

could have had on my research. Additionally, I tried to mitigate my influence on 

the space by making use of the public library during its hours of operation to be 

physically removed from the plaza but still being able to view the plaza.  

 

Fifth, library observations offered me a safe place to view that plaza where 

my presence in the plaza would not influence the use of the plaza, but, I had 

decreased sightlines of the plaza from the interior of the library. The view from 

the library offered me expansive views into the heart of the plaza, but fully 
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restricted my view of the main entrance to the plaza off of commercial street as 

illustrated in Figure 8. I will take the limited sight lines into account when 

analysing the data, I collected from the interior of the library.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Insert Picture depicting the view from inside the library 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Finally, there is likely a small level of minor error due to the irregular shape 

of the plaza. Although I chose to seat myself in places where I could view the 

majority of the plaza due to the irregular shape of the plaza it is impossible for 

one person to view the entire plaza at the same time. When the opportunity 

presented itself I would intentionally seek out my blind spots to ensure that I was 

not missing any of the activity in the plaza, but was not able to do so at all times.  

This will be acknowledged in my findings.  

Figure 8: The area of the plaza viewable from the interior of the library. The area of the plaza which can be 
viewed from the interior of the Vancouver Island Regional Library is roughly highlighted in purple.  
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4.7  Summary 
 

This research project used a mixed methods approach to collect data and 

understand the function of Diana Krall Plaza in Nanaimo, BC. Drawing from 

literature on placemaking and sense of place, I developed a comprehensive list 

of metrics used to create instruments for analysing public spaces. The month-

long data collection process resulted in enough data to complete an in-depth 

analysis of the plaza. The observational data was supplemented by a context 

assessment of the plaza to ensure a complete understanding of the space. The 

analysis of these different pieces of data resulted in not only a profile of usage of 

the plaza, but also some qualitative hypotheses related to what factors influence 

usage. These findings are discussed in detail in the next section.  

 

 

Chapter 5 | Analysis and Findings 
 

 

5.1  Introduction 
 

This chapter highlights the key findings from the research, split into three 

primary sections: Site Descriptions, Site Performance, and Public Space 

Assessment. First, the Site Descriptions section describes the overall context of 

the site. This section also covers items ranging from the vegetation in the site to 

the built surroundings. This section is meant to be a useful reference for readers 

to understand the context of the existing site when reviewing the remainder of the 

chapter.  

Second, the site Performance section covers an in-depth analysis based 
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on the performance metrics developed in the previous chapter. This section is 

organized into the distinctive metric which was used to analyze the space, usage, 

user diversity and activity. A full summary of all of the site observations can be 

found in Appendix D.  

Finally, this chapter concludes with an overall assessment of the site 

based on the quantitative and qualitative data gathered and the extensive 

literature review.  This section seeks to illuminate both the successes and 

failures of the plaza with theory based suggestions of how to improve the space.  

5.2 Site Description | Access and Location  
 
 

Diana Krall Plaza is located in the heart of Downtown Nanaimo, directly off 

of Commercial Street, with the entrances to both the Coastal Community Credit 

Union and the Vancouver Island Regional Library located within the plaza. 

Additionally, two of the Port Theater exits exit into the plaza. Diana Krall Plaza is 

merely a few feet away from the waterfront walkway and central to many of the 

other amenities and attractions of the downtown core. 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Figure 9: Highlights the location Diana Krall Plaza in the downtown core. 
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The plaza is located between the waterfront and the historic commercial 

core of Nanaimo. The majority of the businesses surrounding the plaza are of a 

commercial nature, including: restaurants, bakeries, boutique stores and coffee 

shops. The plaza is located between three major institutional buildings: a bank, a 

library, and a local theater. The surrounding area also includes three hotels, a 

few residential buildings, a church, historical monuments and the waterfront 

walkway. These uses can be seen highlighted in Figure 11.  

Figure 10: Highlights the plaza and the three adjacent buildings.  
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One of the possible drawbacks of the plaza is the lack of density in the 

surrounding area. For being located in the heart of the downtown core there is far 

less residential density than one would expect when thinking of a typical 

downtown. With that being said, due to revitalization efforts done by the City of 

Nanaimo, there is a growing number of residential areas. There are currently 7 

apartment buildings in the downtown core which speak for the majority of the 680 

units within a 400m radius of the plaza. The major residential units highlighted in 

Figure 12 include: The Beacon- 120 units, The Newcastle- 74 units, The 

Gabriola- 71 units, and Studio NA- 74 units. Just past the boundaries of Figure 

Figure 11: Highlights the surrounding uses. The uses are broken down by color. Yellow: Residential, 
Red: Commercial, Blue: Hospitality, Purple: Institutional, Pink: Religious, Grey: Vacant building, White: 
Banks, Light blue: waterfront walkway 
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12 are more residential units which include the following buildings: The Pacifica-

169 units, The Aqua Residence- 20 units, Seacrest Apartments- 125 units and 

finally 91 Chapel- 56 Units, which is in the beginning stages of the development 

process.  

 

 
The plaza is currently sandwiched between the two major streets of the 

downtown core-  Commercial Street and Front Street- as well as two connector 

streets- Wharf Street and Museum way.  It is for this reason when looking at the 

plaza from an aerial image (as seen in Figure 13) the plaza appears to be well 

connected to the existing road network. In reality, the plaza is relatively 

Figure 12: Highlights the Residential Densities. The top left of the figure is the 74 units in the 
Studio NA building, and the top right highlights the Cameron Island condos: The Beacon- 
120 units, The Newcastle- 74 units, The Gabriola- 71 units. Pink: 400m Walking circle 
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disconnected from the existing road network due to large staircases and poor 

sightlines which can be seen in Figure 14, Figure 15, Figure 16 and Figure 17.  

 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 13: Highlights the Existing Road network surrounding the plaza. The minor arterial 
roads are highlighted in teal, while the main corridor (the Old Island Highway – Terminal 
Avenue) is highlighted in merlot.  

Figure 14: The main entrance to the plaza off of Commercial Street and Wharf Street. 
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Figure 15: Wharf Street Entrance.  

Figure 16: Museum Way Entrance.  
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Much like the road network, the plaza is well connected to the downtown 

core through a series of sidewalks, crosswalks, and pathways. That being said, 

access to the plaza via foot, suffers from many of the same problems as access 

to the plaza through the road network.  The main impediment disconnecting the 

pedestrian from the plaza are the poor sight lines and substantial changes in 

elevations. As seen in figures 14-17 all of the entrances to the plaza are difficult 

to navigate. Figure 14 shows the main entrance to the plaza off of Commercial 

Street. This entrance offers the best sightlines of any of the entrances into the 

plaza, but fails to illuminate the entire extent of the space, which could deter 

many from using the plaza due to fear of victimization (a concept highlighted in 

the literature review of the project).  The three other entrances to the plaza 

(which can be seen in figures 15-17) offer the pedestrian little in terms of sight 

lines into the plaza, and present a huge physical barrier, with the only means of 

access being stairs. Stairs not only present a mental access barrier, but they are 

not universally accessible, preventing access to a range of physically challenged 

persons.  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 17: Front Street Entrance.  
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There are four existing entrances to the plaza. The first and most used 

entrance is the Commercial- Wharf street entrance. This is by far the grandest 

entrance to the plaza and it occupies the entire corner between Commercial 

Street and Wharf Street. The second, the Front Street entrance, faces the 

waterfront, providing easy access to amenities such as the Port Theater, the 

waterfront walkway, the Nanaimo Port Authority, and host of different shops and 

restaurants which line the waterfront. The Third entrance to the plaza connects to 

Museum Way, which is an access point to the underground parking, as well as 

one of the entrances to the Nanaimo Museum and Conference Centre. The 

fourth and final entrance to the plaza is through a stairwell/ elevator which 

connects the plaza to the underground parkade below.  

Figure 18: Pedestrian network surrounding the plaza. The pedestrian network surrounding the plaza 
is highlighted in pink. The four main entrances to the plaza are shown in teal.  
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Figure 20: The 
public toilet 
blocking the 
entrance to the 
plaza. The public 
toilet was placed 
here to stop 
public urination, 
but what does it 
say about the 
importance of the 
plaza to the 
community at 
large?  

Figure 19: Four main Plaza entrances. The entrances to the plaza are highlighted in green. The 
boundaries of the plaza are highlighted in coral.  
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5.3 Site Description | Physical Site Description  
 

 

The plaza is an irregular shape, with the perimeter of the plaza measuring 

over 400m or 1300 feet and a combined total area of over 2650 meters squared 

or 28,500 square feet. The plaza is confined between four buildings: The Coastal 

Community Credit Union Wharf Street Branch (Figure 22), The Vancouver Island 

Regional Library Waterfront Branch (Figure 23), The Port Theater (Figure 24), 

and the side of the Coast Bastion Hotel (Figure 25).  

 

 

 

Figure 21: Highlights the Shape of the Plaza. Illuminating all the different areas of the plaza.  
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Figure 22: Coastal Community Credit Union entrance.  

Figure 23: Vancouver Island Regional Library entrance. 
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Figure 24: Exterior wall of the Port Theater (the large white wall at the rear of the plaza).  

Figure 25: Coast Bastion Hotel exterior.  
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The interior of the plaza is relatively bland, with one of the most attractive 

qualities of the interior being the detailed brick paver floor scape (Figure 26). 

There is little-to-no street furniture within the plaza. The only seating in the 

interior of the plaza is a long cement bench finished with white hand rails to 

prevent the homeless from sleeping on it (Figure 27). There is minimal artwork 

throughout the plaza. The artwork consists of a giant tuning fork at the entrance 

of the plaza (Figure 28), an abstract canopy (Figure 29) and some artistic bike 

racks scattered throughout the plaza (Figure 30).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 26: The floor scape of the plaza.  
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There is no vegetation in the heart of the plaza, with the exception of 4-6 

hanging baskets which hang off of the art installment (shown in Figure 29) during 

Figure 27: Seating in the Plaza.   
	

Figure 28: Song Bird.   
	

Figure 29: Abstract canopy.   
	

Figure 30: Artistic bike 
rack. 
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the summer months. The main entrance to the plaza is the home of the most 

substantial form of vegetation in the plaza. At this entrance there are two semi-

circle planters which frame the tuning fork (Figure 28). These planters can be 

seen in Figure 32. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 31: Vegetation in and surrounding the Plaza.  
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5.4  SWOT Analysis  
 
 
 
Strengths  Weaknesses 

 
§ The space has been designated 

as a public space  
§ Space 
§ Ocean views  
§ Directly off of Commercial Street  
§ Close to bars and restaurants  
§ Buildings enter into the plaza  
§ Floor scape is of good quality  
§ Art at the entrance of the plaza 

and within the plaza 
§ Entrance planters add aesthetic 

quality and seating  

 
§ The plaza is of an irregular 

shape 
§ There is no protection from the 

elements 
§ There is no place that you can 

view the entire plaza  
§ There is a public toilet in the 

center of the largest entrance 
to the plaza  

§ Three of the entrances require 
the use of stairs  

§ There is minimal seating within 
the plaza  

Figure 32: Planter at the Plaza entrance.   
	

Table 2: SWOT analysis.  
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§ Within a close proximity to 
underground parking  

§ Consistent sun exposure  
§ Various entrance points to the 

plaza 
 

§ Large sections of the plaza 
offer only blank walls  

§ There is no prescribed activity 
within the plaza  

§ The interior lacks lighting after 
dusk  

§ There is no vegetation (with the 
exception of a few hanging 
baskets during the summer 
season) 

 
Opportunities  Threats 

 
§ Seating (preferably movable 

seating) could be added into 
the space  

§ Additional vegetation or water 
features could be added into 
the plaza  

§ The views could be better 
showcased  

§ There is extra space within the 
plaza where a building could be 
constructed to optimise the 
ocean views.  

§ The Port Theater is seeking to 
expand their building, the 
expansion could offer new 
connection points between the 
theater and the plaza and offer 
areas where activity could spill 
into the plaza  

§ The entrances could be 
enhanced to make them 
accessible to all   

§ The uses of the building 
adjacent to the plaza could 
change. This would create an 
opportunity for more activity to 
be invited into the plaza 

§ A covered canopy could enliven 
the space during the rainy 
seasons  

 

 
§ There is no wayfinding or 

signage to suggest that the 
plaza exists 

§ There is nowhere to sit or stay  
§ Lots of places to hide (lacks 

clear sight lines) 
§ There are often homeless 

people sleeping in the plaza  
§ Some people avoid long stays 

in the plaza due to the 
presence of homeless and 
undesirables  

§ Needles, razors and other 
debris is often found scattered 
throughout the plaza  

§ All of the adjacent building 
uses offer little to enhance or 
enliven the space (as the 
existing uses do not offer 
activities which could spill onto 
the plaza e.g. a café) 

§ The perceived failure of the 
space throughout the 
community could be deterring 
people  
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5.5  Site Performance  
 

The following section provides the results of this research split into the 

three main topics used to organize the performance metrics: plaza usage, user 

diversity, and activity.  

 

5.6  Plaza Usage  
 Table 3 below provides descriptive statistics on plaza usage. As seen in 

the below table, the majority of the people observed in the plaza were using the 

space to access the bank, the library, or as a connecting pathway. On average 

77% of the plaza users used the space as a means of connection, spending less 

than 60 seconds in the plaza. It is important to cross reference Table 3 with the 

observation times (Figure 6) and the Daily weather (Figure 7) to fully understand 

how the use of the plaza varied depending on the time of day and weather on the 

date observed.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 3: Plaza Usage. 
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In addition to variability in the number of total users occupying the plaza, 

there were substantial differences in the length of stays within the plaza. The 

mean dwell time within the plaza ranged from 3 minutes to 204 minutes (3 hours 

24 minutes), with an average dwell time of 22.7 minutes. These numbers 

represent the 139 people who occupied the plaza for longer than 60 seconds.  

 

 

Figure 33 demonstrates the range of dwell times witnessed throughout the 

study. It is important to reiterate that the majority of site observations were limited 

to one-hour time slots. Because of this, it was hard to determine how long many 

users stayed in the plaza for extended periods of time. During many of the early 

morning observations, it was very apparent, that the homeless people I 

witnessed sleeping in the plaza had been there many hours.  I chose to record 

these observations through notes and antidotal comments.   

Additionally, Figure 33 fails to represent any of the stays that lasted less 

than 60 seconds. In fact, 92% of the plaza users observed spent less than 10 

minutes in the plaza. When the dwell time is calculated to include the 1034 

Figure 33: Dwell Time. Represents the dwell times of plaza users who occupied 
the space for longer than 60 seconds. The longest dwell time observed was user 
101 who occupied the plaza for over 200 minutes. 	
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people who used the plaza as a means of connection or access, the average 

dwell time is significantly reduced 3.5 minutes. I feel that the average dwell time 

of 3.5 minutes is far more indicative of what I witnessed while observing the 

plaza. Very few people seemed to stay in the plaza for any longer than the 60-

120 seconds required to walk through the plaza.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5.7   User Diversity  
 

Theory suggests for a space to be considered ‘successful’ it must consider 

the needs of all users. Understanding the inclusivity of public space is a critical 

metric for assessing the successes and failures of said space. This section 

highlights the demographic profile of plaza users, analyzing the use of the space 

as it relates to age, gender and ethnicity.  

26% 

36% 

22% 

13% 

Plaza	Use	Breakdown

Used	Plaza	to	Access	
Library

Used	Plaza	to	Access	Bank

Used	Plaza	as	a	Pathway

Occupying	Plaza

Figure 34: Plaza Use Breakdown. Highlights the percentage of users who occupied the plaza 
vs. the percentage of users who used the plaza as a pathway or as a means to access the 
bank or library. 	
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5.7.1  Age  
 

Recent theory suggests for a space to be considered inclusive, it 

needs to serve all users from age 8 to 80. Public spaces like Diana Krall 

Plaza should serve a broad range of different users, regardless of age. 

The complete breakdown of plaza use by age can be seen in Figure 35. 

One of the most noticeable aspects of the user breakdown via age was 

that 85% of all plaza users were within the 19-55 age range. In fact, the 

only time I witnessed children spending time within the plaza was during a 

Halloween event put on by the Vancouver Island Regional Library. The 

location and context of the plaza may have a significant influence on the 

age distribution of plaza users. With the plaza being located in the 

downtown core, it is quite removed from any single family housing and the 

residential units in the surrounding area are mainly small 1-2 bedroom 

condos targeted toward working professionals and retirees. Additionally, 

many of the observations were completed on weekdays during school 

hours. With that being said, the plaza offers little design wise for children.  

The other age group which was under represented in the plaza was 

those 55+. One of the factors which may have attributed to the lack of use 

amongst this age group is the substantial accessibility issues the design of 

the space presents. Three of the five entrances of the plaza require the 

use of stairs; this presents a huge challenge for anyone with mobility 

issues. The interior of the space also offers little to nothing in the way of 

seating. The lack of seating can present a physiological accessibility issue 

for those who have physical limitations.  
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It is important to note that there was no interaction with plaza users 

when collecting this data. Rather, it was estimated which age category the 

user would best fit into. Although Figure 34 is not 100% accurate, it does 

highlight the overall breakdown of users. Although absolute percentages 

are informative, the percentages seen in Figure 33 demonstrate that the 

majority of plaza users are within the 19-55 age range which is commonly 

viewed as people’s working years.  This makes a lot of sense when 

considering the location of the plaza. It is within the heart of the downtown 

core which is the home to many businesses. From my observations many 

of these users were a direct result of the Coastal Community Credit Union 

entering into the plaza. I observed many bank employees lingering in the 

plaza during their breaks as well as before and after work interacting with 

coworkers.  

6% 4% 
1% 

36% 49% 

4% 

Age	Distribution	of	Users

<4	years 5-12	years	 13-18	years 19-30	years 31-55	years 55+	years

Figure 35: Age Distribution of Users. The Majority of plaza users were between 19-55 yrs. Old.	
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5.7.2  Gender  
 

The percentage of stationary females in any public space is widely 

considered an indicator of both the quality and perceived safety of the 

space (Whyte, 1980, p.18). For this reason, this metric of observation 

focused on three categories for gender: Female, male and unsure. I 

reserved the ‘unsure’ gender category for times when I was unable to see 

a person’s face to identify their gender (e.g. homeless people sleeping). 

This project did not take into account gender fluidity, nor did it attempt to 

label anyone into a broad gender category. The focus of breaking people 

down into gender categories was mainly to understand the perceived 

safety of the space.  

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

In total, 35% of the plaza users were female, 58% of plaza users 

were male and I was unsure of the gender of 7% of the plaza users. This 

58% 

35% 

7% 

Gender	Breakdown

Male	

Female

Other

Figure 36: Gender Breakdown of Users. 58% of Plaza users were male. 	
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suggests fairly balanced use of the space by both genders. It is important 

to note that these figures represent all of the plaza users, during all hours 

in which the plaza was observed. These figures do fluctuate significantly 

when the time of day was taken into consideration. From what I observed, 

after dusk the men were the dominant plaza users; with women only 

entering the space when coupled with someone else, or when meeting up 

with someone else or a group of people.  

 

This metric for observation, became increasingly relevant to me, as 

I witnessed how my perceived safety of the space heavily influenced the 

observation component of this research project.  I had committed myself 

to personally observing the site to ensure consistency; but, I failed to 

consider how I would feel observing the site, being a young woman. This 

became abundantly clear to me during my first day of observations when I 

was not only harassed by two homeless men, but also, witnessed a cop 

and a homeless woman get into an argument about her publicly cooking 

crack and it was 12:30 in the afternoon on a sunny fall day. Needless to 

say, my observation times were made shorter, and the days and times of 

observations were altered to accommodate times when the public library 

was open, and days when I could be accompanied during my 

observations.  

 
 

5.7.3  Race/Ethnicity  
 

One commonly used metric of observation which was heavily 

supported by academic literature, was the users race or ethnicity. 

Literature suggests, for a design to be viewed as truly inclusive, people 

should not be excluded from the space based on their race, ethnicity, or 

culture. Documenting the race and ethnicity of users was used to try to 
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understand if the space is appealing to a diversity of different races or 

cultures.  

Although this metric of analysis is heavily referenced, I chose not to 

incorporate these results into my project. I did not feel that the data 

collected demonstrated whether or not any specific ethnic group was 

being excluded from the space. Rather, I was concerned that this data 

could be used to make broad generalizations about the homeless 

population which are heavy users of the space in the evenings and 

overnight.  The breakdown of users based on ethnicity can be seen in 

Appendix D which highlights all of the data collected over the duration of 

this study.  

 

5.8  Plaza Activity 
 

In general, there are many different activities that could take place in the 

plaza. For the purpose of this research project I focused on simple activities 

which can be seen in public space on a daily basis. The activities which were 

monitored included: hanging out, talking to others, reading/writing, playing a 

musical instrument, talking on the phone, using electronics or eating and 

drinking. Overall, there was no specific activity that was dominant. The majority 

of plaza users were found to be: hanging out, talking to others, or reading and 

writing. The activities observed in the plaza are presumably correlated with the 

duration of plaza stays. For instance, 92% of plaza stays were under 10 minutes 

with the average plaza stay being 3.5 minutes. When you take into account the 

short duration of stays in the plaza, it becomes understandable that the majority 

of people are simply hanging out or talking to others. The full breakdown of uses 

can be seen in Figure 37. 
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5.9  Plaza Posture 
 

People’s posture speaks to how people experience a space. Posture or 

stance was broken down into six different categories: standing, sitting formally, 

sitting informally, leaning, lying down and those using the space with mobility 

issues or in a wheel chair. The most broadly observed posture in the plaza was 

standing. The fact of the matter is there is limited seating within the plaza. The 

two formal seating areas within the plaza which can be seen in Figure 39 and 

Figure 40. These two seating areas were home to all of the formal seating which 

happened within the plaza.  The back of the planter which is seen in Figure 40 

was often used for informal seating along with the base of the abstract sculpture 

in the heart of the plaza. (Figure 41).  

25% 

35% 
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1% 

3% 10% 
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Activity	Breakdown

Hanging	out	

Talking	to	others

Reading/writing

Playing	musical	instrument

Talking	on	the	phone

Using	electronics

Eating	or	Drinking

Figure 37: Activity Breakdown of Users.  The Majority of plaza users were hanging out or 
talking to others. 	
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Figure 38: Posture Breakdown of Users. 	
	

Figure 40: Seating at the entrance of the Plaza.  	
	

Figure 39: Seating along the back wall of the Plaza.  	
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The only other posture which was commonly observed was people lying 

down. This was not commonly observed during the day, rather it was observed 

during the early morning and evening site observations. Times when I observed 

lying down in the plaza, it was often quite apparent that they had been sleeping 

in the plaza all night. In most of these instances people were in corners which 

offered some form of protection from the elements. This can be seen in Figure 

41, Figure 42, and Figure 43.   

 

 

 

 

Figure 41: Sculpture used for informal seating.  	
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Figure 43: Homeless person sleeping in the plaza.	
	

Figure 42: Homeless person sleeping in the Plaza’s parkade entrance vestibule. 	
	



	 83	

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5.10  Nuisance Behaviours 
 

One of the reasons Diana Krall Plaza has been viewed as a failed space 

in the City of Nanaimo is because of the high use of the plaza by the homeless 

population. For this reason, it was imperative to establish the presence of 

nuisance behaviors within the space, as well as how often people engage in 

nuisance behaviors while occupying the space. During this project’s site 

observations, it was observed that 58% of plaza users engaged in nuisance 

behaviours.  It is important to note that not all nuisance behaviors were the result 

of homeless people occupying the plaza, rather a full range of people contributed 

to the nuisance behaviours. 

 

  

Figure 44: Homeless person who set up a tarp structure in the plaza.  	
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Figure 45: Percentage of Nuisance Behaviours.   	
	

Figure 46: Breakdown of Nuisance Behaviours. Erratic behavior was the 
most commonly observed followed by smoking. 	
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Figure 45, demonstrates the full break down of nuisance behaviours. The 

most highly observed nuisance behaviour was people behaving erratically. I 

deemed erratic behaviour to encapsulate any behaviours which made me 

uncomfortable, or not want to interact with a specific person or group of people. It 

is important to acknowledge personal biases held by the observer when 

identifying erratic behavior. One of the nuisance behaviours which was 

commonly engaged in by all segments of the plaza populous, regardless of social 

status, was smoking, which seemed to be the most readily accepted of the range 

of nuisance behaviours. 

 

5.11  Social Dynamics 
 

Public spaces like plazas, are created with the intention what they offer 

social spaces for people to engage and interact with others. This section 

summarizes the overall social dynamics of the Diana Krall Plaza, including a 

description of sociability of the site, how different groups interact spatially in this 

space, as well as how the presence of homeless people affects the use of the 

plaza. 

 

5.11.1 Sociability of Sites  
 

 Figure 46 breaks down the usage of the site into categories of 

sociability. It breaks the site sociability down into four categories: arrived 

with others, met up with others, kept to self, and interacted with strangers. 

50% of the plaza users arrived with others, and another 12% of plaza 

users met up with others while only 3% of plaza users interacted with 

strangers. The majority of the plaza users which interacted with others 
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were observed to be working –  security guards, bylaw enforcement 

officers, and other municipal employees.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Since the social interaction is an important indicator, Whyte 

suggests for a space to be considered social it needs a method of a 

‘triangulation’. Whyte considered “the process by which some external 

stimulus provides linkage between people and prompts strangers to talk to 

each other as though they are not” (Whyte, 1980, p.94). It is apparent that 

Diana Krall Plaza lacks ‘triangulation’ as only 3% of plaza users interacted 

with strangers.  

 

 

Arriving with the people they interacted with was the most common 

50% 

12% 

35% 

3% 

Social

Arrived	with	others

Met	up	with	others

Kept	to	self	

Interacted	with	strangers

Figure 47: Breakdown the Site Sociability. 	
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type of social interaction 50% of plaza users arrived with another person. 

Many of these people arriving together appeared to be coworkers making 

use of the plaza, before work, after work and during their lunch hour.  

Figure 46 alone does not adequately describe the social dynamics 

of the plaza or the sense of sociability I observed in the field. Through my 

observations I noticed a huge divide between those working in the area 

and those merely occupying space. There was little cross pollination of 

social interactions between the members of the business community and 

the homeless.  

This perceived incompatibility of user groups became increasingly 

apparent as I began to watch the tactical dance of plaza use over the 

course of the study. During early morning observations I would watch as 

the security guards and city employees would prepare the plaza for the 

insurgence of business men and women. Mornings consisted of the plaza 

being cleaned of all physical debris as well as removing the homeless who 

were sleeping in the plaza in preparation for the business day to 

commence. Mid-day observations further demonstrated this as I watched 

the two incompatible groups both occupy the plaza while physically 

ignoring the presence of the ‘others’ by turning their back to them, or 

standing away as far as possible. Finally, evening observations allowed 

me to witness the resurgence of the ‘undesirables’ back into the space.  

Even though the plaza did not facilitate the interaction between the 

homeless and the business people, it did facilitate a range of social 

interactions. I was a common catalyst for active social interactions, almost 

every time I was observing the plaza someone stopped to talk to me. 

These interactions ranged from people seeking assistance with directions, 

to people asking me for money, to others who were just curious as to what 

I was doing in the plaza.  Additionally, the space provided many passive 

social opportunities for people watching as well as solitary activities like 
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using electronics or reading. It is worth noting that although people may 

not be directly interacting with one another, by merely choosing to be in 

the space, they are in fact passively interacting with others.   

 

5.11.2 Homelessness and the Plaza  
 

Issues surrounding the homeless presence in the space were one 

of the reasons I chose to use Diana Krall Plaza for this exploratory 

assessment of a public space. Like many downtowns, the Nanaimo 

Downtown core has dealt with issues surrounding homelessness for many 

years. One of the questions I had embarking on this project was how did 

the homeless population in the surrounding area affect the use of the 

space, if at all. While in the field I quickly realized there was no simple or 

definitive way of assessing someone’s level of homelessness without 

engaging with them.  

Although I did not strive to understand peoples’ level of 

homelessness, there was an obvious presence of homeless people within 

the plaza.  During all of my early morning observations I often witnessed 

5-6 homeless people (per morning) being woken up by bylaw officers or 

security guards. In fact, 9% of the nuisance behaviour I witnessed while 

observing the plaza was homeless people sleeping in the plaza. It is clear 

that the City has attempted to mitigate this problem through the presence 

of early morning security and bylaw enforcement, as well as through the 

addition of metal bars to deter people from sleeping on the seating within 

the plaza.  I personally didn’t have any bad experiences interacting with 

the homeless occupying the plaza. What I was shocked by, was the 

amount of effort and resources which went into removing the homeless 

presence from the plaza every morning.  
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5.12  Public Space Assessment  
 

Ultimately, I intended for this research project to highlight all of the factors 

which influence the use of public space. This major research project’s objective 

was to establish the successes and failures of Diana Krall Plaza. I intentionally 

set out on this journey not seeking to rate Diana Krall Plaza as a public space on 

a scale of 1-10, rather I hoped through the extensive literature review on public 

space design and the passive observation of the plaza, that I would be able to 

establish which elements of the plaza are in fact successful and what factors 

could result in the space being underutilized. This section provides a brief 

synopsis of the outcome of this public space/ public life study as well as a 

discussion of the physical and social factors which may influence this space. 

5.12.1 Physical Factors Which Influence the 
use of the Space 

Built Form. Everything from the design of the plaza to the design 

of the adjacent buildings has an impact on the use of the plaza. It is 

often edge use, that can determine the access opportunities of a 

public space. The built form of a public space plays a significant 

role in the perception of the space, access to the space, and 

exclusion from the space.  

 

The irregular shape could deter people from using the plaza. 

As suggested in the literature review of this project women are 

more cautious when determining if a space is safe of not. The 

irregular shape of the plaza offers poor sight lines making it difficult 

to scan the plaza for perceived dangers which could deter many 

women from accessing the plaza – particularly at night. The 



	 90	

irregular shape of the plaza also makes it difficult to interpret if the 

plaza is in fact a public gathering space or if it is merely space 

between buildings. The irregular shape is highlighted in Figure 47. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Stairwells. The three stairwell entrances to the plaza provide a 

significant barrier to many who may want to access the plaza. 

These three entrances to the plaza – Front Street (Figure 48), 

Museum Way (Figure 49), and Wharf Street (Figure 50) only offer 

one means of access to the plaza – stairs. This excludes not only 

users with mobility issues but also people with strollers and they 

present a significant psychological barrier to able bodied individuals 

as mentioned in Chapter 2.  

Figure 48: Highlights the irregular shape of the plaza. 	
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Figure 49: Front Street entrance to the Plaza.  An L-Shaped set of stairs.	
	

Figure 50: Museum Way entrance to the Plaza. One long stair case. 	
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Blank walls are an aspect of the built form which have 

significantly influenced the plaza.  One of the most noticeable 

features of the plaza is the amount of blank wall which encroaches 

into the space. As mentioned in part 1 of the literature review, blank 

walls can be a huge detriment as they encourage people to speed 

up and ‘move on’ as there is nothing to see.  

Figure 51 highlights the major blank walls within the plaza. Images 

of these blank walls can be seen in Figures 52, 53, 54, 55 and 56. 

During the site observations I noticed a strong correlation between 

the blank walls and many nuisance behaviors. With that being said, 

it is important to point out that more socially acceptable nuisance 

behaviours, like smoking and swearing did not seek the protection 

of blank walls as much as less socially acceptable behaviors. Area 

4, which is highlighted in Figure 51 was one of the most frequent 

areas where I observed homeless people sleeping. Area 4 is 

removed from the heart of the plaza, and it is surrounded by blank 

Figure 51: Wharf Street entrance to the Plaza.  A shorter wide staircase. 	
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walls, offering a space secluded from the majority of plaza users. 

Likewise, Area 2 and Area 3, as seen Figure 51 were frequently 

used for other nuisance behaviors which ranged from dealing 

narcotics to smoking pot. Much like Area 4, the blank walls in these 

areas offer protection from passive surveillance.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 53: Highlights the back of the Port Theater a large blank wall. 
       Area 1. 	
	

Figure 52: Highlights blank walls within the plaza	
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Figure 54: Highlights the side of the Port Theater. Area 2.	
	

Figure 55: Highlights the side of the Port Theater. Area 3.	
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Overall, the blank walls do not help enhance the use of the space, 

Figure 56: Highlights the side of the Coast Bastion. Area 4.	
	

Figure 57: Highlights an irregular shaped object within the plaza.  Area 5.	
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rather they provide nothing but physical spatial boundaries of the 

plaza. 

Adjacent Uses play a key role in the success or failure of many 

public spaces. Ideally, a public space would be surrounded by uses 

which enhance the space. Enhancing uses invite people to slow 

down and stay awhile.  These range from stores with intriguing 

window displays, to restaurants and cafes. 

There are currently three uses adjacent to the plaza. The Coastal 

Community Credit Union Bank Branch – Figure 57, the Vancouver 

Island Regional Library Waterfront Branch – Figure 58 and the Port 

Theater – Figure 59. Although many people use the plaza to 

access these businesses, the businesses themselves, do nothing 

to enhance the plaza as a public gathering space.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 58: Coastal Community Credit Union Wharf Street Branch entrance.	
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Figure 59: Vancouver Island Regional Library Waterfront Branch entrance.	
	

Figure 60: Port Theater and the Front Street Plaza entrance. 	
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Although the Port Theater is physically adjacent to Diana Krall 

Plaza, the theater itself has very little interaction with the plaza. The 

front doors to the theater are accessed via Front Street, with the 

only access connection to the plaza being limited to two emergency 

exit doors. There was no observed interaction between plaza users 

and the Port Theater.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The bank users observed, were very task oriented, they walked in 

and out of the bank with little actual interaction with the plaza as a 

public space.  The library users were much like bank users, as their 

primary focus was access to and from the library. In addition to the 

fact that both the library and bank users do not actively engage with 

the plaza, the entrances to both of these uses are near the 

commercial street entrance to the plaza, further limiting people’s 

interactions with the plaza as highlighted in Figure 61.   

Figure 61: 3D aerial of Diana Krall Plaza.	
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Overall, the surrounding uses appeared to play a significant role in 

the underutilization of the plaza as a public gathering space. The 

biggest downfall of the current surrounding uses, is they do not 

actively connect with the plaza. The Port Theater is the most 

dramatic example of the disconnect, between the adjacent uses 

and the plaza itself. 99.99% of the exterior surface area of the Port 

Theater which touches the plaza is a white solid concrete wall, 

physically obstructing any opportunities for the two spaces to 

connect. The bank and the library do provide some opportunities for 

interaction, but they are limited. Beyond simply bringing people into 

the plaza to access the bank or the library, both buildings are 

adequately glazed offering opportunities for passive interactions 

between user groups. 

Figure 62: Location of the Bank and Library entrances. 	
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Street Furniture has a significant influence on the use of a 

public space. Street furniture offers an opportunity for people to sit 

and rest for a while, and also suggests that it is ok to be in the 

space. Ideally, a public gathering space should be designed to offer 

opportunities for people to sit and engage actively or passively with 

those around them.  

As mentioned in Chapter 2, spaces should be designed to be 

attractive to all, and not designed in such a way that it excludes 

different user groups. It is quickly observed that there have been 

efforts made through the street furniture design. Figure 62 and 

Figure 63 illuminate how the street furnishings have been designed 

to exclude the homeless.  All of the three benches within the plaza 

are equipped with railings to prevent the homeless from sleeping on 

the benches. These two benches are the only seating offered within 

the plaza.   

Figure 63: Railing put on seating to deter homeless from sleeping on the bench.	
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5.12.2 Social Factors Which Influence the use of 
the Space.  

Presence of undesirables. Much like many other 

municipalities on Vancouver Island, Nanaimo suffers a lack of 

affordable housing options which has led to an increase in the 

homeless population. With the majority of the homeless population 

living in the downtown core, Diana Krall Plaza has become a 

hangout for many homeless people as many areas of the plaza are 

secluded from the surveillance of passer-by’s.  

There is a heavy presence of ‘undesirables’ in the plaza. Although 

the majority of these people mean no harm, and simply have no 

place to go, their presence in the plaza has led to an ongoing 

surveillance requirement. There are countless security cameras 

monitoring the plaza, as well as ongoing plaza surveillance by the 

Figure 64: Railing put on seating to deter homeless from sleeping on the bench.	
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police and hired security guards.  This ongoing surveillance of the 

space, and presence of authoritative figures could influence how 

others perceive the space.    

Nuisance behaviours in the space. Undoubtedly the 

homeless population play a significant role in the creation of 

nuisances. For the most part, these nuisances occur in the corners 

of the plaza, and are generally unpredictable. The steady presence 

of nuisance behaviors in the plaza could influence people’s 

decision to use the plaza.  

 

5.13  Summary 

A public space assessment takes many factors into consideration. Some 

of these were discussed in this chapter, including those related to total usage, 

user diversity, dominant activities, and social dynamics. A full list of metrics and 

results can be found in Appendix D. Additionally, this chapter spoke to some of 

the design elements which can have a heavy impact on the use of a public 

gathering space. Recognizing the variety of factors which influence the use and 

perception of the space, the final chapter will focus on my personal experience 

observing the plaza. My conclusions regarding the method of spatial analysis 

developed for this study, as well as the opportunities I identified during this study 

which I feel would improve the overall use of the space.   
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Chapter 6 | Conclusions  
 

6.1  Introduction 
 

This final chapter will focus on my personal take-a-ways from completing 

this research project. The chapter will begin with my thoughts on the 

methodological approach I used to study the plaza, covering elements I liked 

about using this approach as well as elements I felt were challenging. This 

chapter will then cover my suggestions to improve the space based on what I 

have learnt through this process. I will conclude this project with a reflection of 

my personal experience.  

 

 

6.2  The Method of Analysis  
 

Ultimately, the results of this project were meant to enhance my personal 

understanding of public space assessments. I felt it was important for me to 

spend time in the field working hands-on with the public space assessment tools, 

to not only become comfortable with using these tools, but also to gain the 

capacity to critically analyse the tools I chose to use.  

 

6.2.1  Activity Mapping Form  
 

I enjoyed the concept of having an activity mapping form but found 

it very difficult to use in the context of the plaza. As the plaza is of such an 

irregular shape, it was difficult to position myself in a spot where I could 

map all of the activities.  
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When developing this form, I chose to use different symbols for 

different activities. In retrospect I would have preferred to use far more 

simplistic symbols because I found it tedious to remember all of the 

symbols on the fly, especially when recording information onto three 

different forms.  

 

6.2.2  Pedestrian Tally Form  
 

During my first day watching the plaza it became abundantly clear 

to me that it was too tedious to record every patron who entered the plaza 

on the Plaza Observation Form. The Pedestrian Tally Form was added as 

an observation tool for this reason. This form made it easier for me to 

focus on what the users occupying the plaza were doing without getting 

caught up in the comings and goings of pedestrians in the plaza.  

 

I feel like this is a necessary tool when doing observations of a 

large space, such as the plaza, as at times it is hard to keep up with 

everyone’s activities. Additionally, for accuracy, it would be beneficial to 

have more than one person observing the space.  

 

6.2.3  Plaza Observation Form  
 

This was one of the most important forms for my observations. It 

allowed me to record everything from arrival and departure times to the 

gender of a patron and the activities they participated in. The form’s 

simplistic design made it easy to record all of the details I required for my 

research without having my head stuck in a book writing everything down.  

 

The only lost opportunity I identified with this form, was that I chose 

to manually record the information by hand onto the form and then later 
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transferred the data to a digital Excel file for me to generate statistics from. 

If I was to do anything differently, I would have skipped the extra step and 

recorded all of the information into a digital file in the first place. I chose to 

manually record the data for this particular case study due to the location 

of the plaza and the risks that the plaza itself presents, but in a different 

location there is an opportunity to increase the efficiency of the research.  
 

6.2.3  Digital Camera and Drone  
  

One of the aspects of this project was determining how to visually 

portray the findings. For this I relied heavily on a digital camera and a 

drone to capture imagery of the plaza to further people’s understanding of 

the space. I went further and used the drone footage to create a video 

used for the defense of this project.  

 

I felt that using digital media was an extremely efficient way of 

portraying the point. Although this requires the acquisition of drone permits 

in many countries, I found the effort to be worth it so I could better share 

my understanding of the space.   
 

6.2.4  Gaps in this Method of Analysis  
 

The largest gap I identified in my method of analysis was having a 

restrictive observation window. Ideally, this type of space analysis would 

be carried out over a long period of time. Analysis of the space over the 

span of a year would produce a more holistic image of the use of the 

space.  

 

Additionally, having more than one person doing special 

observations would be a significant asset. It was difficult trying to arrange 
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times to complete all of the observations, and it grew increasingly 

mundane observing the same space day in and day out.  

 

 

6.3 Opportunities Identified to Improve Use 
of Plaza 

 

6.3.10   Seating  
 
Additional seating could be provided in the place to enhance the 

opportunities to sit and stay. Movable seating would be a huge asset to 

the plaza, as the plaza is privy to a quite dramatic sun shadow. 

Movable seating could provide people the opportunity to move with the 

sun. Additionally, movable seating makes the space more accessible 

to people with mobility issues.  

 

 

6.3.11   A Covered Canopy 
 
Due to the fact that Nanaimo BC is located in a rain forest, the addition 

of a covered canopy could be a significant asset to the space. A 

canopy would offer people protection from the elements.  

 

It is important to note that the addition of a canopy could be 

counteractive as it may attract more homeless into the space.  
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6.3.12   Wayfinding 
 
There is currently no wayfinding to suggest that the plaza exists. The 

addition of wayfinding may bring people into the plaza. Additionally,  

wayfinding could also be used to connect Commercial Street to the 

Waterfront Walkway through the plaza.  

 

 

6.3.13   Additional vegetation or water features  
 

The Interior of the plaza is very stark. The addition of vegetation or a 

water feature could be used to bring people into the plaza. Additionally, 

vegetation could be used as a means of ‘triangulation’ connecting 

strangers together to stimulate conversation.  

 

 

6.3.14   Enhanced Ocean Views 
There are currently beautiful views from the Front Street corner of the 

Plaza looking out over the harbour. The disappointing thing is those 

views are located in the most vacant area of the plaza. Seating or 

vegetation could be brought into this area so that people could 

discover the view.  

 

  

6.3.15   A New Building 
 

Another way of enhancing the ocean view would be if the City of 

Nanaimo were to permit the corner of the plaza near the Front Street 

Entrance to be redeveloped. The addition of a restaurant or café, 
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would allow more people access to the view, and could also present an 

opportunity for people to spill out into the plaza.  

 

 

 

6.3.16   The Port Theater 
 
The Port Theater is seeking to expand their building; the expansion 

could offer new connection points between the theater.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 65:  Port Theater Renovation Plans 
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Figure 64 depicts the current renovation plans for an extension of the 

existing Port Theatre building. There may be an opportunity to use a 

possible future renovation of the Port Theater to enhance connectivity 

between it and the plaza. 

 

 

6.3.17   Accessibility 
 
The Front Street, Wharf Street and Museum Way entrances could be 

renovated to make them accessible to all. This would be a very 

challenging task to undertake due to the accessibility standards set out 

in the BC Building code and the cost associated with the required 

changes, but ideally all entrances to the plaza should be accessible to 

everyone regardless of mobility level.  

 

 

6.3.18   Change of Uses 
 

One of the most beneficial things that could happen to this plaza is a 

change of adjacent uses. The Bank currently does nothing to enhance 

this space. If the use of this building were changed, it would provide an  

huge opportunity to enhance the space by merely bringing people and 

activity into the space. Additionally, the library could be modified to 

enhance it connections with the plaza by creating an outdoor reading 

area, bringing furthermore life and activity into the plaza.  
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6.3.19  Enhancement of Blank walls  
 
Enhancing some building facades (e.g. the exterior wall of the Coast 

Bastion Hotel) to incorporate more windows would improve passive 

surveillance n certain areas of the plaza.  

Additionally the blank walls could be enhanced through the addition of 

murals or other façade improvements to bring more life into the space.   

 
 

6.4  Reflecting on my Experience in the Plaza 
 

Having opted to personally do all of the passive observations for this 

research project, I felt that it was important for me to illuminate my personal 

experience observing the plaza as part of these conclusions, after having spent 

over 40 hours of my life sitting in the plaza observing the use of the space.  

 

 The first day of plaza observations I was full of excitement. I was going to 

be a researcher doing field work, which would contribute to the field of planning. I 

envisioned myself as a modern William Whyte, narrating the experience of 

people in public open spaces just like in his movie The Social Life of Small Urban 

Space. Full of excitement I grabbed my notebook, my Sunnies and my DSLR 

camera ready to channel my inner William Whyte. This enthusiasm and 

excitement was short lived, when realities of the plaza hit me.  

 

With that being said, overall I felt this project aligned well with my original 

motivation for entering graduate school: I wanted to understand the design of 

public space, and how to improve the use and vibrancy of these space. Diana 

Krall Plaza felt like an obvious space to me to explore this concept, as I have 

never fully understood my personal discomfort with the space. It was rewarding 
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for me to work through the highs and the lows of this project and make it to the 

end. 
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