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Usually, designers of buildings and outdoor spaces attempt to base their proposals on an understanding of
the needs and the behaviour of users. This understanding may be founded on empirical research such as
that carried out since the early decades of the 20th century. One example of such research involved
measuring the average distances travelled by pedestrians when visiting public parks from their homes,
Knowledge of these distances helps to determine the optimal location and sizes of parks. Similarly,
observation has suggested that park visitors prefer to use the edges of open spaces over other areas, a
conclusion that was supported by Jay Appleton’s ‘Prospect and Refuge Theory’ (Appleton 1975). In the same
way, useful studies of the uses of small neighbourhood parks in Philadelphia (USA) in relation to their

location were conducted by Jacobs (Jacobs 1972).
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Despite these insights, which have been supported and refined by more recent research, knowledge of
human behaviour in relation to designed outdoor spaces remains limited (Lipman 1974). Too often,
speculation and fantasy are dominant (Lang 1987). For example, in the early 20th century, adepts of the
Modernist Movement in architecture and town planning believed that human behaviour could be guided by
‘eood’ design. However, because they relied too much on utopian visions, their products were
disappointing. Open spaces- hopefully labelled ‘meeting grounds’- remained empty; public spaces were
labelled ‘communal’, but turned out to be unsafe areas favoured by vandals.

In the 1970s, the idea that human behaviour would be determined largely by qualitative aspects of the
environment was supported by behavioural theories based on the so-called stimulus-response model
(Skinner 1971, Rowe 1991; Knox 2000). However, because the human ‘behavioural system’ is too
unpredictable, design processes have not proved equal to the task of creating sustainable and harmonious
relationships with the environment: too much irrationality is involved (Simon 1969).

More research into the history of the built environment is needed. ’It should be focused on the
interactions which in the course of time connect interests, institutions, conceptual frameworks, design
decisions and human relations’ (Lefaivre 1990).

In recent years the relationship between human behaviour and the quality (and design quality) of
urban environments has acquired a negative meaning. Aggression and-vandalism have become so common
that some housing areas have been converted into so-called  ‘gated communities’, where residents isolate
themselves within protected neighbourhoods. In this way, behaviour affects the layout of housing areas
rather than the inverse (Hajer 2000). Apparently, more research into the actual use of outdoor space is also
needed.




