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Vitality of The Cities
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Abstract: The physical formation of city, where all members of society live, is created by non-living and tangible
elements such as buildings, roads, public squares, and vegetation. On the other hand, city acquires meaning by the
existence of citizens, who reinvigorate it, their behaviours within the city and the interactions between them as well as
with the city. The more the citizens are actively present in the streets, the more the city is a vivid and living place. There
are many studies on vitality and liveability in urban spaces. In this study, urban vitality is defined according to the
information gathered from previous researches. By scrutinizing the definitions of vitality made by Lynch and Jacobs, who
are leading figures in the subject of research, social interaction, sense of belongingness, and security, inclusion of
different functions, transformability, aesthetics and accessibility were identified as criteria determining the urban vitality.
As a result of the study, it is asserted that the cities which bear these qualifications are liveable and vivid places which
can maintain their existence.
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1. QUALITIES IMPROVING
CITIES

THE VITALITY OF

In urban spaces, survival of individuals is depended
on their ability to meet their needs from their
environment. These needs are defined by Lynch and
Jacobs as the sources of “vitality”. In dictionaries vitality
is defined as “exuberant physical strength or mental
vigour; capacity for survival or for the continuation of a
meaningful or purposeful existence; and power to live
or grow” [1].
Lynch, defines vitality as the degree to which the
individual can acquire his/her nutrition, safety and
ergonomic needs from environment; above all his/her
survival [2].
Jacobs, on the other hand, defines vitality through
the interactions between the individuals on the streets.
Jacobs prioritizes individual and social life over
physical needs in urban planning [3]. According to her,
space should be alive likewise the people in order to
provide individual and social life. For her, features such
as the variety of spatial practices and scheduling
activities to different hours of a day are signs of urban
vitality.
The qualities that increase the vitality of cities are
sorted from Lynch’s and Jacobs’ definitions
paraphrased above. The titles selected are;
•

Social interaction,

•

Individual’s sense of safety and belongingness
towards the space.
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•

Provision of different needs in city quarters,
homogenous distribution of spatial practices in
the schedule,

•

Active use of open/semi open/closed spaces,
where individual can satisfy his/her personal and
social needs, realize daily life practices,

•

Provision of ergonomic conditions,

•

Transformability of units according to the needs
of the era,

•

Provision of aesthetic criteria satisfying the visual
needs,

•

Citizens’ ability to access social networks.
These qualities are explained below:

1.1. Social Interaction
Space, apart from its physical dimensions, is a
phenomenon having a social dimension [4]. According
to Rapoport, spatial characteristics of built environment
configure the social organization by influencing
communication of users. Social interaction and
behaviours are based on nuncupative rules and
individuals’ roles within society. These roles appear
stationary as signs, shops and objects in the space and
semi-stationary as interactions between individuals [5].
Social interaction in urban spaces legitimizes the
existence of the community by creating the balance in
the city [6]. In the urban plans, which are based on the
principle that the urban spaces are a cultural product
[7], vitality of individuals interacting with each other
makes the space a living environment.
© 2017 Avanti Publishers
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According to Gehl, users find chance to observe
other’s behaviours, habits and life styles by running
across each other. These interactions are restricted to
seeing and hearing unknown people. When human
interactions are categorized into two as low density and
high density interactions, interactions set in the urban
environment fall into low density interactions based on
visual and auditory senses. With the aid of increasing
interaction density as a result of brief conversations
between individuals, users obtain information and
experiences about outer world from each other [8].
Therefore, as a result of realization of learning and
communication activities between individuals in urban
spaces [9] city becomes an area allowing exchange of
ideas, friendships, skills and etc.

influential on the spatial practices. Of these feelings,
safety and sense of belongingness, pave the way for
development of genuine behaviours by allowing the
individual to internalise the place he/she is present and
see him/herself as a part of it. With this contribution to
cities, safety and sense of belongingness are counted
among the qualities increasing the vitality of cities.

1.2. Safety and Sense of Belongingness

According to Gehl, a quality design has three main
schemas; these are protection, comfort and enjoyment
[12]. The notion of protection is classified into three
categories: protection against traffic; protection against
crime and violence (safety) and protection against
unpleasant sense experiences. According to this

Feelings towards the space are based on
parameters such as the observer’s cultural condition,
his/her experiences and goals [2]. Diversification of
feelings through different individuals and places is

Figure 1: Keywords related to urban life [12].

1.2.1. Safety
In addition to personal, social and cultural needs,
humans also need to feel safe [10]. Safety is highly
associated with the survival instinct [11]. Spatial
features that cover these needs of users should also be
considered in the planning process.
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schema, feeling of safety is obtained through lived and
used spaces; street life; street watchers and
overlapping functions in space and time (Figure 1).
Jacobs describes the most important feature of a
successful city quarter as an individual feeling safe
while walking in the street among strangers [3]. She
asserts that the level of safety in street would increase
in parallel to the increase in the number of users and
diversity of actions in the space; and as a result, mutual
protection, vitality and social interaction would emerge.
Presence of permanent users of the space and
usability of space in different hours of a day are
important factors for emergence of the feeling of safety
[3]. Permanent watchers in the space provide
protection for children playing and adults wandering
around. These permanent watchers are essential for
premonition of potential crimes and violence by sorting
out local habitants and strangers [3].
1.2.2. Sense of Belongingness
The sense of belongingness has sociological and
psychological dimensions. The sociological dimension
of the sense of belongingness is associated with image
and meaning of built environment reshaped by
individuals’ location and the place of society while the
psychological dimension is related to individuals’
feeling of attachment to their society and culture [11].
Emotional and functional ties are completely
different. A user establishes emotional bounds with
spaces that have meaning and value for him/her while
he/she sets functional ties with the spaces in order to
maintain particular activities [13]. Cities calls for a unity

Figure 2: Components of the sense of belongingness [17].
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between space and humans and create emotional
meanings in spaces. Because of these features, while
vital activities take place, the sense of belongingness
towards the urban spaces emerge ipso facto [14].
Kahraman quotes Lovell’s ideas of sense of
ownership and belongingness as following:
The base of the relationship between human and
space is making the space a shelter to him / herself,
that is the sense of ownership. The basic instinct of an
individual, who does not feel belong to someone or a
place, who is alienated to that place is to leave that
place. In that sense, in addition to the potential of
binding individuals to space and social relationships,
sense of belongingness creates notion and/or
aspiration of there-being emotionally. This emotional
attraction of space exists by emphasizing origin or
originlessness [15].
According
to
Baker,
there
should
be
communication, interaction and social activities
between individuals for emergence of the sense of
belongingness [16]. These elements determine
satisfaction. Humans feel safe in urban places that they
feel they belong to. This feeling of safety provides
spatial satisfaction and development of permanent
users.
In the diagram prepared by Montgomery based on
Punter’s study (Figure 2) it is illustrated that the sense
of place, in other words the sense of belongingness felt
in space is formed by activities in the place, its physical
settings and meanings attributed to it [17].
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1.3. Existence of Different Uses
According to Gehl, existence of different uses in the
space is an attractive factor for users. People use a
street only as a passageway in case there is not
enough dynamism on it [8]. Presence of a particular
unit or an activity on a street could make that street
acquire importance [18]. For instance, places of
commerce and entertainment perform as “social glues”
attracting citizens towards themselves [19]. In these
places, individuals get acquainted with each other,
accumulate memories about the place.
According to Jacobs, the more the number of
people in the street, the more vivid the place is. Making
the street attractive and creating a vivid city are
possible only by fulfilling the needs of individuals.
Diversity and continuity of functions encourage day and
night life in the city. In this way, a proportion between
the number of users in a particular hour in a day and
other hours would be maintained [3]. Jacobs describes
the importance of presence of people in the streets of
the city in different hours of a day as following:
On successful city streets, people must appear at
different times…If this spread of street use spreads a
variety of consumer needs or tastes through time of
day, all sorts of uniquely urban and specia1ized
services and shops can make out, and this is a process
that builds upon itself. The more intricately mixed, and
therefore efficient, (he pools of users are, the more:
services and shops there can be that need to sift their
clienteles from all sorts of population, and in turn the
more people are drawn [3].
In order to sustain human activities exhibited in
spaces, people should be encouraged to spend more
time in these places by fulfilling their physical needs [8].
According to Montgomery, places which are equipped
with architectural form, scale, landmarks, panoramic
views, gathering places, open spaces, vegetation etc.
are more preferable for people [17]. One of these
elements, lighting, encourages people to meet in
evening and night times by urging the feeling of safety.
In addition to lighting elements, accessories such as
urban furniture can be installed in the place. Urban
furniture can create better performing places [20]. Of
the urban furniture, sitting units are divided into primary
and secondary sitting units. Primary sitting units are
chairs and benches while the secondary sitting units
are stair steps and low walls. Sitting units installed in
walking itineraries in certain intervals would allow
citizens to rest, communicate with each other and
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observe their environment. In order to increase the time
spent in urban spaces, resting places should be
configured with protective elements against external
conditions such as sun beams, wind and rain. These
elements, with their sharp and/or smooth lines define
the borders of the place and thus contribute to the
feeling of safety and closeness to human scale [9].
1.4. Transformability
Changing of needs in time is unavoidable.
Transformability of functions in the space and their
derivability from each other is considered important for
maintaining vitality of the space and fulfilling demands
of individuals [9]. Transformable streets which have the
capacity to meet the changing needs of community can
offer space for shopping, spectacles, games and local
celebrations. Transformation program for the streets
can be prepared with the aid of fast, affordable and
temporary solutions [21]. Therefore, the streets which
have lost its old importance can be attached new
functions.
1.5. Aesthetics
Aesthetics is the order of the way of looking,
prudence and taste. It is the set of rules making taste
concrete. The basic meaning of beauty is acquired
through the aesthetics [22]. “Every problem in the
aesthetics is related to beauty. Therefore, the
aesthetics is defined as the science or knowledge of
beauty” [22]. However, since the aesthetics is not a
positive science, its scientific explanation is not
possible [23]. The aesthetics is open to elucidations. As
told by Dufrenne “Before the aesthetic object, every
observer is a speculator in his/her own way…’’ [22].
Urban aesthetics can be analysed in two ways as
formal and symbolical aesthetics. Symbolical
aesthetics is defined as the emotional reactions of
individuals towards forms while formal aesthetics is
described in terms of form, proportion, rhythm, scale,
colour, hierarchy, spatial relationships [24]. Aesthetics
in urban places can be explained as the harmony of
units assembling in different times in terms of aesthetic
criteria.
Gehl states that voluntary actions are related to
external conditions [8]. One of these external
conditions would be considered as the urban
environment bearing qualities that satisfy individuals’
visual needs, and stimulate their desires to be there. At
present day, the influence of aesthetic criteria on
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reshaping of individuals’ lives and their happiness is
considered almost as a fact [23]. In this respect, in the
planning process, it should be kept in mind that new
buildings to be added to the built environment and
modifications in the existing buildings can affect the
quality of street view [24].
1.6. Accessibility
Accessibility is considered as a factor for
maintaining the space, its integration with the users
and convincing individuals to be present in that space.
Main criteria of accessibility within a city are described
as accessibility to;
•

Key services and facilities,

•

Routes of public transportation,

•

Walking itineraries [6].

Togetherness of different units that individuals visit
in their daily life such as doctor’s office, post office,
apothecary, grocery, bank, school, restaurant, coffee
shop, library, sports facilities, playgrounds for kids,
green areas and urban open areas increase the
accessibility. Accessibility of public spaces in a city
encourage people to move towards public environment
from their private spaces [8]. By the increase of
accessibility, people’s participation would increase and
as a result, urban place become a living space.
CONCLUSION
Urban places are invigorated by human diversity,
mobility and continuity. These are the main sources of
vitality. In this study, the qualities, which increase the
vitality of cities, are examined under the titles of social
interaction, safety and sense of belongingness,
inclusion of different uses, transformability, aesthetics
and accessibility.
Studies conducted in the recent years reveal out
that the development of behaviours in city is related
with spatial features. When the conditions of mobility
are fulfilled in cities these places become meaningful.
Participation of individuals in the urban life with their
diversities such as age, sex, ethnic origin, economic
class, social status etc. would improve vitality by
creating unity and integrity. In order to achieve this,
firstly, all of these human groups should be able to
roam in the city safe and freely without any prevention.
All citizens should be provided with places where they
can maintain their social lives, express their opinions
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and perform activities such as shopping, sports,
walking, resting, reading, participating in spectacles,
and auditing freely.
A city which bears qualities that increase vitality and
citizen who maintains a quality life there would
establish a mutualistic relationship. Vitality in the
spaces which involve this relationship would invigorate
the city and provide necessary energy and power for
development of the city. It is observed that the cities,
which does not have qualities of vitality, are otiose,
stagnant and unfavourable places. Because the safety,
the highest priority need is not achieved, people are
withdrawn from these places. The economic collapse
that is caused by this withdrawal may bring about many
irrecoverable problems. One of the spaces that lost its
vitality, urban lacunae can be used as mementos to
remind the essentiality of creating and sustaining
vitality.
From this point of view, cities can be transformed
into attractive and lively places which invite citizens by
certain measures such as providing mobility,
supporting communication between people, adding
functions,
ordering,
transforming,
improving,
distributing usage to different hours, adding urban
accessories, increasing accessibility and adding
aesthetic values.
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